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[image: ]n a Thursday night in late December, I stood in my friend Indrani Dressler’s living room, flirting with a man I had just met.

“Oh, come on,” Mick, the Englishman I was talking to, was saying, “business acumen and a finger on the Zeitgeist are not the same as innovation or originality. She’s a clever parasite.”

“I heard one of her songs the other day in a deli,” I said. “It brought back that feeling of being young and wild and idiotic. You just can’t take her too seriously.”

“She’s got a fake accent,” Mick said, his mouth gleaming with mirth and wine, firm and half-sneering. His breath smelled like corn. “She irons her hair and she’s had too much plastic surgery and she’s pasty. She looks like an emaciated Wife of Bath.”

“She’s got the body of a thirteen-year-old gymnast and she’s almost fifty,” I said.

“She’s a maggot,” he said. He was not much taller than I, but broad in the shoulders and solid. His head was large, his face half ugly, half handsome, more French-looking than English, nose too big, eyes narrow, chin jutting forward. We were talking as if the words themselves didn’t matter. I had forgotten this feeling.

“A maggot,” I repeated, laughing, egging him on.

“Tunneling her way through personas till they’re totally rotten and riddled with holes, then moving on to the next one. She went from soft white larva to shriveled maggot in twenty-odd years.”

“Obviously,” I said with mild triumph, “you’re obsessed with her.”

“I’m writing an opera about her,” he told me in a way that made it impossible to tell whether he was kidding or serious. “Back before she made it. Back when she was young and soft and nasty. I’m calling it Madonna of Loisaida. Madonna when she was a newborn vampire, a baby whore.”

I realized with a shock of surprise who he was. About a year ago, one of my clients, a pale, severely chic young concert violinist named Alison Fisher, had precipitously quit therapy after five years and moved to Canada to take care of her dying aunt. She had spent many sessions complaining eloquently and, I’d thought, with very good reason, about her boyfriend, Mick Logan; he was British, he wrote avant-garde operas that told melodramatic fictional stories about famous people, and he made Alison feel clumsy and plain and dull with his devastatingly sharp but subtle put-downs. With much guidance and feedback on my part, she had finally managed to get rid of him. According to what Alison had told me, he was in his mid-thirties, about ten years younger than I was; he was very bad news. She’d said once that breaking up with Mick felt like being let out of jail. And now, here he was at a Christmas party, bantering with me, leading me into a sexually charged, ultimately nonsensical argument that seemed to be rapidly leading somewhere I knew I couldn’t go, somewhere I hadn’t even thought of going in a very, very long time.

Just then, I caught sight of a reflection of a woman in the tilted gilt-edged mirror across the room. She was dressed similarly to me, so I tilted my head to get a better look at her. As I did so, the woman tilted her head to match the movement of mine. I raised my wineglass; she raised hers along with me.

It was then, in that instant, that I knew that my marriage was over.

My heart stopped beating. I almost heard it squeak as it constricted with fear, and then it resumed its steady rhythm and life went on, as it usually does.

“She’s not a villainess, though; she’s not interesting enough,” Mick was saying. “That’s the challenge of this opera. She’s all too human, just quite vile really.”

“Vile,” I repeated, laughing, mouth open, neck bared, my rib cage pulsing with my hard-beating heart. My laughter had a freaky sound in it, like the yelp of a wild dog. I had to move out, I thought with horror. Or Anthony did. No, I did. Our apartment was his when I married him. And I had to take Wendy with me. Where, though? Where would we go? She’d hate me even more than she did already. Of course, she’d blame me, because it was all going to be my fault. “Then why would you write an opera about her?”

“Because,” he said, “like a maggot, she’s got under my skin and it’s the only way to get her out. That revoltingly nasal little voice. Those dead-fish eyes. Those ropy muscles …”

I felt the vastly gigantic, frightening wheels that drive the world begin to turn. Lawyers, custody, settlement, alimony. I’d always been someone who made decisions with agonizing thoroughness and caution; to have such a momentous realization thrust upon me with no control whatsoever felt the way being in an earthquake or avalanche might have felt.

Anthony had stayed home that night, ostensibly because he had a lot of research to do for his new book, but in truth, he was relieved not to have to go out. He hated parties in general and didn’t much like Indrani; he thought she was boring, which she wasn’t, but you couldn’t argue with him when he got an idea about someone. Right then, he was probably sitting in his armchair, happily engrossed in some book about post-Communist Eastern Europe, his current preoccupation, sipping at a water glass filled with neat whiskey, reading glasses on the end of his nose, frowning, gently scratching and rubbing his sternum under his shirt in that abstracted way he had. Anthony was a political scientist and New School professor. When I first met him, he had been a dynamic, passionate man, but over the past years, as he got closer to death and the world continued to go down the tubes, his old fired-up passion had been gradually replaced by bitterness, fatalism, and weariness. I had watched it happen, powerless to stop it.

This attitude of defeated resignation now extended from his work to everything in his life, including our marriage. He was becoming, somehow, an old man. I was apparently still a youngish woman; I looked at my reflection again to make sure I hadn’t been mistaken about this, and there I still was, radiant, my hair upswept, my eyes wide and sparkling. If that reflection had belonged to a stranger, I would have been intimidated by her. I had had no idea.

“You wrote an opera about Nico,” I said giddily to Mick, just to say something; I had just realized that he seemed to be awaiting a reply from me.

He looked surprised. “How did you know that?”

“Oh,” I said, realizing what I’d just revealed. “God. Well.”

He looked at me, waiting.

“I just realized who you are,” I said. I had never before made a slip like this in eighteen years of being a therapist. “I know a friend of yours.”

“Which friend?”

“Alison.”

“Alison,” he said, as if he were hoping it weren’t that Alison.

“Alison Fisher.”

He shook his head. “How the hell do you know her?”

“Oh,” I said, waving a casual hand sideways. “You know, New York.”

“Right,” he said.

“I haven’t seen her in ages,” I added by way of reassurance.

“She dumped me cold. Never happened to me before or since. Little witch.” He looked briefly into his empty glass, then took my half-full glass from me, grazing his knuckles against mine so all the little hairs on his crackled electrically against all the little hairs on mine. He drank from my glass, his eyes audaciously on mine over the rim. “Enough about Alison. What do you do, Josephine? Doesn’t everyone here ask that question before the topic turns to real estate?”

“Oh, I’m a painter,” I lied. I had always wanted to be a painter, and I couldn’t tell the truth after that slip about Alison; he might have put together that I was the very therapist involved in that little witch’s cold dumping of him and surmised that I therefore knew certain things about him, certain highly unflattering things. And that would have been awkward, and the last thing I wanted in this conversation was awkwardness. What I did want, I wasn’t yet sure.

Mick handed my glass back to me. My body curved to match the curve of his, as if we were two commas separated by nothing but air. “What sort of painting?”

“Abstract,” I said.

“Abstract,” he said.

“Abstract,” I replied. Repeating each other’s words was like sex, I was remembering. My reflection, I noticed, was leaning alluringly into him. I hadn’t realized how willowy I was, how darkly elegant. I had to leave Anthony: I owed it to this woman in the mirror.

“Painting is sexy,” said Mick. “Writing operas, on the other hand, is lonely and pointless. Who gives a fuck? Aria, schmaria.”

“Painting is sexy,” I repeated. “You stand in your studio half-naked, smearing paint all over the canvas until you explode from the sheer pleasure of it.”

He laughed; there was a glint, a predatory edge, in his laughter, and I noticed that he was standing a little closer to me now. “Alison Fisher,” he said malevolently, looking at me as if I were now inextricably associated with her, but he was willing to overlook it. I had a sudden urge to suck his cock.

“I need some more wine,” I said. “You rudely guzzled my last glass.”

“Wait here,” he said, and plucked the glass from my hand. I watched him walk over to the dining room table, where all the bottles were. He was wearing a black turtleneck sweater and well-fitting brown jeans and black Doc Martens. He had a good ass. I glanced over at the mirror and again beheld my reflection. My new best friend, I thought with tipsy seasonal sentimentality.

“Josie,” said Indrani, standing at my elbow. Her cheeks were flushed. Her blond hair shone. She wore red velvet. I had known her since college, and to me, she still looked exactly the same as the day I’d met her. She smelled of expensive, slightly astringent perfume. “Hi! Where’s Anthony?”

“Hi,” I said, kissing her. “He’s swamped with work. He’s so sorry to miss it. You look so beautiful!”

She looked at me. “You do, too,” she said. “I mean it.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ve been talking to your friend Mick. He’s a big flirt, isn’t he?”

“Is he? I hardly know him; he’s a friend of Ravi’s.” This was her much younger brother. Her parents had had a penchant for exotic names; the two older brothers were Giacomo and Federico. Ravi was a handsome, cheeky, disreputable Lothario type who was at that moment getting sloshed on vodka in the kitchen with Indrani’s teaching assistant. “Seriously, you look really good, not that you don’t always look good,” said Indrani.

“What’s going on?”

“I’m flirting,” I said recklessly. “I haven’t flirted in about ten years.”

“Are you going to fuck him?” she whispered. She was tipsy, obviously, and kidding; Indrani tended to be idealistic and even moralistic about marriage, probably because she was single.

“No.” I laughed, but I did not say it emphatically.

Mick handed me a full glass of wine, which I took without looking at him.

“Hello, Indrani,” he said. “Your apartment is lovely.”

“Well, thanks. I was lucky; I bought at the right time.” Indrani had a soft, round, open face and doelike brown eyes. Her shoulder-length hair was golden and shiny and straight, like a little kid’s; her tall body was charmingly ungainly, slightly plump, and breasty. Although she was now a middle-aged professor at an Ivy League school, she had never lost the disarmingly naïve ingenue quality that had instantly endeared her to me and won my trust when I was a shy eighteen-year-old in a strange new place.

She was not Indian; she was English and Danish. She had been born in Costa Rica to hippie parents who had later moved to the Bay Area, where she had grown up. Unfortunately for Indrani, given this upbringing, she was by nature deeply reserved and emotionally conservative. As a kid, she had chafed with embarrassment and discomfort at all the naked tripping adults at happenings, the peach-and-lentil burger suppers, the patchouli-scented, jerry-rigged VW vans, the peace marches, having to wear used clothes from the People’s Park free box. Her mother was the only daughter of a very rich man, but Indrani hadn’t fully realized this until she was given access to her trust fund at the age of twenty-one.

“Hey, Josie,” she said, turning her lambent gaze on me, “I’ve been meaning to ask, have you heard anything from Raquel lately? What’s going on with her new boyfriend? She wouldn’t even tell me his name, but she said he’s exactly half her age.”

“So it’s Josie, then, not Josephine,” said Mick. “Suits you, actually.”

I was so turned on by the sound of his voice in my ear, I could have raped him right there. I was feeling loose and wild and punchy. I had spent the past ten years, it seemed to me now, with my muscles clenched, eyes narrowed, shut up in a dark, too-small, sterile room, trying desperately but vainly to make it feel homey and capacious. The door out of my cage, my cell, had been right there all along and I had just flung it open; now that I could see outside to light, color, life, freedom, I felt that there was no closing it, ever again.

“Yeah,” I said, almost giggling like a kid. “I haven’t talked to her for a couple of weeks, but she said the thing with the new boyfriend is very hush-hush for some reason, and she wouldn’t tell me who he was, either. And she’s got a new album in the works. It’s her big comeback. Apparently, she’s put together an amazing band, and they’ve been in the studio all fall.” Raquel had also told me that she was getting a little sick of Indrani’s earnest, self-involved E-mails, but I didn’t mention that bit of news.

“Raquel Dominguez?” Mick asked.

“The very same,” I said.

He looked impressed, the starfucker. “How do you know her?” he asked.

“College,” I said.

“We were all three best friends,” Indrani added warmly.

I thought of what Raquel had just said to me about her and felt guilty and complicit, even though I was innocent.

In the fall of 1980, more than a quarter of a century ago, Indrani and Raquel and I had been newly arrived freshmen with consecutive alphabetical last names at a small liberal-arts school tucked away in a leafy suburban corner of a small northwestern city. Sensing a shared ironic yet romantic outlook, we had immediately formed a solid, seemingly permanent triumvirate. The three of us had rented a ramshackle old house together off campus. We majored unanimously in English, wore one another’s thrift-store clothes, cooked big meaty dinners, and threw parties at which we all took mushrooms or MDA and played the Talking Heads, the Specials, Elvis Costello, Al Green. We passed boyfriends around amicably and casually—at least two and sometimes all three of us had slept (but never at the same time) with Joe the chem major, Stavros the history major, Dave the anthro major, Jonathan the anthro major, and Jason the anthro major (we’d had a thing for anthropologists, for reasons we could never quite fathom). We never slept with one another. Straight girls sleeping together just for youthful sport was, we all tacitly agreed, a cliché, and of course we called ourselves girls, not women—feminist didacticism, along with earnest vegetarianism, was emphatically not our aesthetic, which set us somewhat apart from the majority of the student body, which suited us fine.

We’d known, with the absolute certainty of undergraduates everywhere, that we were all going to be famous. I studied painting as a sort of unofficial minor, avidly but with only the most obligatory encouragement from my teachers. Indrani ran the school newspaper, the Quest; and Raquel, who even then was a compelling, original singer and songwriter, fronted her own band, the Shitheads. Back then, she had been exactly the same singer she was now, as if she had been born singing that way. Her voice was at once raucously passionate and tenderly thoughtful, like an improbable, best-of-both-worlds cross between Janis Joplin and Keely Smith, both of whom had, not coincidentally, been her greatest formative influences. The Shitheads had started performing her sultry, inventive jazz/rock songs at coffeehouses and at the student union; then they’d played at a couple of Friday-night socials, then started getting gigs downtown at a club called Satyricon. In our senior year, they were signed to a recording contract with a local label; the summer after graduation, they went on tour with a few other bands on their label and became college-radio favorites. After graduation, Indrani and I moved to New York, Raquel to Los Angeles with her band.

Of the three of us, only Raquel, not surprisingly, had made it as any sort of artist. I, with typical pragmatic efficiency, instead of getting a shitty day job and using every spare moment to paint, which I wanted to do but knew I had no real talent for or future in, got my Ph.D. in psychology and became a shrink. Indrani, who knew she was too reserved and thin-skinned to be a journalist, had likewise gone for a Ph.D. and now taught English at Columbia.

Meanwhile, Raquel lived in Silver Lake in an airy bungalow with a view. Her name was as familiar as Bonnie Raitt’s or PJ Harvey’s. Every time we saw her photo or name in an online review or article, Indrani and I sent it to each other by E-mail, our messages often crossing in midair in cyberspace. Even though she had never won a Grammy, her first solo album, Big Bad, had gone platinum in 1992; two more albums had quickly followed, and, although she’d been lying low, to put it politely, for the past decade or so, she was still a rich and famous rock star who looked a lot younger than forty-five. Not that Indrani and I looked like cows, ourselves, and not that we did nothing whatsoever to maintain our own looks as far as possible past their natural expiration dates, but Raquel was expertly professional about it in a way Indrani and I didn’t have to be. She’d had Botox and Restylane injections and got regular facial peels and dermabrasion treatments; she ate a stringently ascetic diet and followed disciplined regimes of Pilates and yoga and strength training. She both needed and deserved to look as good as she did.

“Is she as crazy as they say?” Mick asked.

“Every bit,” I said. “She’s cuckoo.”

“Josie!” said Indrani, laughing.

“Well, isn’t she?” I said, laughing, too. “Not that we don’t love her. Not that she’s not smart as hell. But she’s a whack job!”

“You should know,” said Indrani merrily. “You’re the shrink.”

There was a very brief silence.

“Shrink,” said Mick. “I thought you were a painter.” “She’s just kidding,” I said without looking at Indrani. If I had said that to Raquel, she would have picked up on it right away.

But Indrani said, true to form, “Are you really still painting, Josie? That’s great! I thought you’d quit all that a long time ago.”

I looked directly at Mick. “I’m a painter manqué,” I said with rueful, flirtatious bluntness. “The closest I get to actually being one is telling fibs to handsome men at parties.”

“I accept the compliment,” said Mick, “but the necessity of fibbing puzzles me. A shrink, is it.” I could see by the glint in his eye that he was not puzzled at all.

“It’s a living,” I replied.

“Yes, I’m sure it pays far better than painting. It was a pleasure to meet you, Doctor.” And then he slipped off into the kitchen.

“What was that all about?” Indrani asked. “Is he afraid of therapists or something?”

“I think I’d better go,” I told her. “I’ve had too much wine.”

“Poor Josie,” she said anxiously, “but please don’t go. Do you want some seltzer or coffee?”

“I don’t think they’ll help,” I said. “I have a wicked headache. I’m sorry, Indrani, I just need to lie down.”

“Go lie down on my bed,” she said. “You can close the door. There’s Advil on the nightstand.”

“Indrani!” I said, laughing.

“All right,” she said. “I’m just disappointed that you’re going. I was looking forward to hanging out with you after everyone left.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “Things are just a little tense at home lately.”

“All the more reason to stay here,” she replied, but she said it with a laugh, offering it as a joke about her own pushy neediness. “You can tell me all about it.”

“I will,” I said. It wasn’t her fault that I’d been caught in a stupid fib and just realized I had to leave my husband. “I’ll come and help you clean up tomorrow. My last client leaves at two, and then I’m free till the second week of January.”

She looked overjoyed at the thought of having company amid the dregs of her party. “That’s all right,” she said. “I know you’re busy. What about Wendy?”

“I’ll bring her along if she wants to come, but she’ll probably be glad to get rid of me. I’ll get here around three at the latest.”

“You think people had fun?”

“They’re still having fun,” I said. “It’s early.” I gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek, then went to find my coat and bag. I did not see Mick on my way out the door. Five minutes later, I was out in the icy air of Riverside Drive, heading down toward the subway stop at 103rd Street and Broadway. I inhaled the bracingly fresh air through my nose and hunkered down into my warm, sensible knee-length down coat, glad I’d worn it over my rather tight bottle green dress and thin tights. I tripped along the sidewalk, unaccustomed to heels. On Broadway, I considered hailing a cab, then thought about walking as far as I could until my feet gave out. Instead of either option, I suddenly swerved and ducked into a bar, pulled in by the inviting yellow-and-blue neon I’d glimpsed out of the corner of my eye.

Inside, it was festive, warm, and loud, a crowd of people drinking together. Whether or not they had arrived together or had known one another before, alcohol and holiday cheer had caused them to form a cohesive-feeling group. I took off my coat and slung it over my arm, then squirmed my way up to the bar and waited for the bartender to notice me. I could use another glass of wine before I head home, I thought. I almost never got to misbehave; I hadn’t had a night out by myself in who knew how long. Tomorrow was my last day of work before vacation. Who cared if I was hungover? I’d go to Indrani’s after my last client and have a hair of the dog. Then I’d go home and face Anthony, who’d be asleep when I got home and probably gone by the time I woke up. He often did radio talk shows in the early morning or went down to his office at the New School, where he taught political science.

I sensed, rather than saw, the man sitting to my left at the bar notice me and keep his eyes on my face. Hoping to discourage him from talking to me, I gazed fixedly at the bartender, a busty but skinny girl in a low-cut minidress.

“What are you drinking?” the guy next to me asked, shouting a little over the din.

I ignored him, for lack of any better option. The bartender, in turn, ignored me, but she had plenty to occupy her attention.

“Hey,” he shouted into my ear. “Lemme buy you a drink.”

I shook my head without making eye contact.

He slapped a ten-dollar bill down on the bar and hailed the bartender. She came right over and shot him an inquiring look. He jerked his thumb in my direction.

I leaned over the bar and yelled, “A glass of red wine, please, but I’ll pay for it.”

She raised her eyebrow at my new pal with a disbelieving smile and took his ten. I still did not look at him. When the bartender returned with my glass of red wine and three ones, he waved away the change. She flashed him a smile. No wonder she was on his side here; she knew I wouldn’t have tipped so well. I decided not to thank him; he had forced this on me. I took a sip of wine and tried, unsuccessfully, to forget about him.

“Merry Christmas,” he shouted, leaning in toward me. His rocks glass appeared in my peripheral vision; it held something amber, probably whiskey. The ice was crisp and fresh; the drink was almost gone. He was downing them fast.

With a sigh, I knocked my glass with desultory dismissal against his, then took another gulp of wine and fished my cell phone out of my bag, ostensibly to see whether I had any messages, but really, of course, to shake him off.

“Hello, darling, it’s your mother,” he shouted. “You never call! You never write!”

I kept a straight face, but inside I couldn’t help laughing; he was so unrelentingly obnoxious. I put my cell phone back into my bag and gave him my most professional stare. My brief impression of him was that he was a lot younger than I’d suspected. Why was he hassling me? There were plenty of girls there who looked like Columbia students. I picked up my glass and my bag and struck off through the crowd to find another spot farther down the bar. I stood near the pool table, watching two boys take turns shooting balls into pockets. I felt myself melt with the almost-forgotten pleasure of solitary anonymity in a close, noisy crowd. I had been tense and brittle for so long, I almost collapsed with this release, this softening. I finished my wine and turned around to catch the bartender’s eye. It took a while to get her to acknowledge me, but I managed to procure another full glass of red wine. I tipped her two bucks, then turned back toward the room and breathed the sharp, yeasty smell of my glass of wine and took a sip. It tasted harsher and not as good as the first one, the one my unwanted pursuer had bought me.

One of the boys playing pool noticed me and looked at me for a beat or two longer than necessary. The most flattering interpretation of this was that he was stunned by my foxiness, but he was probably wondering why someone old enough to be his mother was infiltrating his hangout. I looked back at him, and he dropped his eyes. It was just past midnight. Wendy was, no doubt, still awake, texting her friends on her cell phone under the covers, pretending to be asleep if Anthony checked on her, which he wouldn’t. This was because he was, no doubt, dozing in his chair, book fallen open facedown on his chest, whiskey dregs warming in his forgotten glass. The thought of our quiet apartment, the two of them isolated in their separate worlds, made the wine in my mouth taste bitter. If I were home now, I thought, I would be in my own hermetic cave, in bed with a novel and a cup of mint tea; I would get up and open Wendy’s door every now and then and listen to her faking being asleep, phone glowing under her comforter.

Throughout her childhood, I had done my best to love and be loved by Wendy. Anthony and I had brought her home from a Chinese orphanage when she was not quite a year old. As a baby, she was very bright, verbal, and curious. As a toddler, she developed strong opinions about what she did and did not want to do, eat, and wear, but she could be reasoned with and convinced to do my bidding with some effort. About the time she started school and realized there were other people in the world, teachers, friends, she began looking quizzically at me, evidently wondering why I was bossing her around like that. It was around this time that she seemed to become aware of me as someone she disdained and preferred not to be around. When she was six, I administered her first IQ test and learned that her IQ was 177. In first grade, she quietly, subversively began to challenge and resist my authority as her mother, but she had continued to tolerate me with a stoic reserve. The instant she’d turned eleven, it seemed, her ability to bide her time with me as her mother had dissolved and given way to a frank yearning to be away from me, out of my clutches, free at last. “I’m counting the seconds till I can leave,” she had told me flatly more than once. She was closer to Anthony, but only marginally, if only because he wasn’t me.

It was the oddest relationship I had ever had or was ever likely to have: This child I had rescued from motherlessness because I could not have my own, who was no relation to me, a foreign being, instinctively could not stand the sight of me. I couldn’t blame our lack of genetic connection. I knew from clients with recalcitrant, snotty daughters of their own that it might have been exactly the same if she’d been my flesh and blood; and meanwhile, most of the other women I knew who had adopted daughters had relationships with them as complex and warm as biological mothers and daughters. They shared jokes with them, hugged and kissed them, shared a bond as deep as any blood tie. But for reasons I couldn’t understand, Wendy and I had never managed anything more intimate or warm than a civil détente predicated on her knowledge that when she was finished with high school, she could go to college and be done with me. Her flat, pretty face was slammed permanently shut against me. I had no idea what this technically brilliant, mysteriously boring girl thought about, what she wanted besides the latest downloads of new albums by her favorite female singers and certain very particular items of clothing—pink leg warmers, faded skinny jeans, Juicy Couture hoodies, high-heeled boots. She seemed completely oblivious to her own intellectual potential, and, although she expended most of her energy on looking good, she didn’t seem to direct her svelte, toned figure and glossy hair at any boys, either in the aggregate or the particular. She hung out with a group of similarly self-involved girls who seemed to dress solely, identically, for one another. Her grades were no better than adequate. Given her IQ, I could not fathom why she wasn’t aiming her trajectory toward a physics lab at Bronx Science or a violin studio at Juilliard or at least a library. Instead, the only ambition she ever revealed, besides trying to be as pretty as possible, was to get away from me. To this end, even though she was only in eighth grade, she pored over college Web sites and gave herself (and scored unsurprisingly high on) sample SAT tests she found online. I knew this only because I regularly and secretly checked her laptop’s E-mail and Internet history just in case she was being preyed on by pedophiles. I was touched to discover that she seemed to have a fixation with UCLA, which I imagined appealed to her as a huge campus filled with palm trees and sunshine and photogenic, clean-cut kids as far away from home as possible. I was glad, because it was also, possibly but maybe not entirely coincidentally, academically challenging enough to wake up the slumbering giant in Wendy’s brain. But her going anywhere at all was a long way off, and of course this was only hopeful speculation on my part.

It was astonishing to me to realize, as I did over and over, how little advantage my clinical education, training, expertise, and experience as a psychologist had ever given me as a mother.

Thank God for wine. I was already half-done with this new glass. I counted how many glasses I’d had that night—five— and concluded that I was drunk. The fact that I didn’t even feel tipsy meant I had to be well into the manic zone of false bravado and foolish actions, which I knew all too well could lead to a night of sleepless, sheepish regret and a morning of pain both psychic and physical if I weren’t careful. I had had a bit of a wine-drinking habit in my youth—until I’d adopted Wendy, in fact. I had never entirely conquered it, only subdued it with dull duty and domestic habit, and here it was, still with me, like an old, beloved, but unpredictable friend. Like Raquel. I chuckled then, remembering my ill-fated flirtation with Mick. That would make a funny story for Raquel. I’ll call her tomorrow, I thought. I hadn’t talked to her in a week or so.

I came to the end of my glass of wine and pondered my next move. Another one meant certain pain in the morning, whereas going home now in a cab to drink a big cold glass of water with two ibuprofens and put myself straight to bed might mean a reduced sentence. Fuck it, I thought, fuck everything, and I hailed the bartender. As I did so, I caught the eye of the guy who’d bought me the drink. He was still in his spot at the bar, still alone, and he was looking at me. I looked away, but it was too late; he was on his feet and making his way toward me. The bartender handed me another glass of wine. Did I ask her for one? I wondered. I offered her some money and she waved it away with a jerk of her thumb at my pal, who had arrived at my elbow.

“You looked thirsty,” he said.

“I am thirsty,” I admitted. What the hell. He looked twenty-five or thirty, young enough to be my … younger something. He was harmlessly eager for my company, and I didn’t have anyone better to talk to at the moment. The wine I’d drunk since I’d arrived had mellowed me considerably, and the knowledge of what I was going to have to do about my marriage was pressing in on me from all sides like that shrinking room in the Poe story, or was it a Sherlock Holmes one? Anyway. The room was shrinking, and here was someone to distract me. “Thanks for the drink.”

“Drinks, plural,” he said.

“Of course,” I said, “I didn’t ask for them.”

“Sure you did.”

I shook my head at him, smiling.

“My name is Peter,” he said.

“Josie,” I told him.

We clinked glasses. I took a gulp.

“What do you do, Josie? Besides being someone’s wife?” He pointed to my wedding ring.

“I’m a shrink,” I said bluntly; I wouldn’t lie about that again. “What about you?”

“Hold on,” he said, “we’ll get to me in a minute. What kind of shrink?”

He wasn’t nearly as interesting-looking as Mick. He was skinny and his hair needed cutting. He wore a black sweatshirt that said DETROIT in white block letters on the front. His face was smooth and boyish; he had a small mouth with sharp teeth, eyes of indeterminate color set rather closely together, and a crooked nose. But he was appealing somehow, possibly just because he was so young and pushy, or maybe because I was so drunk and feeling reckless.

“No particular kind,” I said. “I make it up as I go along.”

“You what, just hung out a shingle or something?”

“I have a Ph.D.”

He looked skeptical.

“I’m trained, all right. I know all the techniques. But I don’t ascribe to any particular methodology or school—you know, like Jungian or behavioral or whatever. I don’t do therapy by the book. I invent something new for every client, or at least I try to.”

“How much do you charge?”

“A lot.”

“Do you have a sliding scale?”

“Sometimes.”

“Can I come and see you?”

“I’ll give you my card.”

“Actually, can I have a session right now? For another glass of wine?”

I laughed.

“I mean it,” he said, but he was laughing, too. “I’m crazy. I need help.”

“Okay,” I said. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m trying to decide how to answer that,” he said with a suggestive look at me. I looked blandly back at him; this was certainly my night for frank male sexual interest. Where was it coming from all of a sudden? Alcohol? No one had been sexually interested in me, to my knowledge, for a long time. Maybe I was emitting some sort of weird premenopausal pheromone. “Okay,” he said after a beat. “I’ve been having nightmares. Horrible ones. I mean I wake up sweating and screaming. That’s why I’m here tonight, to stay awake. If I go home, I’ll fall asleep.”

“How old are you?” I blurted.

“Thirty-nine.”

“You are?”

“Don’t tell me I look younger than that; it’s the fucking bane of my existence. Anyway, what does that have to do with my nightmares?”

“It doesn’t. I just wondered. Most people would be happy to hear that.”

“Well, not me. I’m a teacher.”

“What do you teach?”

“Not much. So anyway, in these dreams, my father is alive again and he’s fucking molesting me. He never touched me in real life. It’s literally unbearable. I wake up yelling and freaked-out.”

“How often does this happen?”

“Often! A couple times a week, lately.”

“When did he die?”

“Thirteen years ago. I always liked him fine. I never had major problems with him. Now he’s butt-fucking me in my sleep.”

I laughed.

He laughed, too. “I know, it’s funny, right?”

“No,” I said, “but yes.”

“Right,” he said. “I feel so much better already, Doctor.”

“Sorry,” I said.

“No, I actually sort of do,” he said, and leaned against me. I leaned back against him, because I liked him now, all of a sudden, and why the hell not, and we stood there, shoulder-to-shoulder. “And you know,” he said, leaning in even closer to talk into my ear, “what’s even weirder is that when I first saw you tonight, I thought, I have to talk to her. I don’t know why; it was just something about you. You looked totally sane, but I had the feeling you could listen to my story and get it, and I was right.”

“So what are you going to do? You have to sleep eventually.”

“I need someone to come and sleep with me,” he said.

I held up my left hand.

“I know,” he said. “I wish I could just borrow you, though. It would calm me down a lot.”

“There are plenty of girls in here.”

“They’re five years old. The only reason I’m in here is that basically I live upstairs.”

For some reason, I found this very funny.

“Thank God you have a sense of humor,” he said.

“My marriage is over,” I announced cheerfully. “That’s what I’m doing here.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“So you’re separated?”

“No,” I said. “I just realized it tonight. I’m still living with my husband. He doesn’t know yet. In fact, you’re the only one who does.”

“That’s a nightmare of its own making, right there,” he said sympathetically, and it was about then that I fell into temporary love with him.

An hour later, we were still standing there, still leaning against each other as if for warmth and stability in a terrible storm. Both of us had reached the state of drunkenness at which the identity dissolves and becomes so fluid, it merges with the identity of whoever else is around. We had become psychic twins, my new friend Peter and I. Every now and then I would recall with an unpleasant sharpness Anthony and Wendy and the next day’s four clients, and then I would push all of that from my mind by saying something loudly and confidently that justified the very real and important reason why I was staying out till the wee hours getting shit-faced with a strange man.

“The more tightly a spring is coiled, the more violently it springs forth,” I said.

“That’s so true,” said Peter, laughing. “Is that a quote from somewhere? Who said that?”

“Me, right now. Describing myself, right now.”

“You’re springing forth?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Well, that’s good news for me.”

This man smelled like toast and jam; his shoulder felt young and strong against my older, bonier one. Thirty-nine was fair game; thirty-nine was a fine, adult age.

God, I was angry at Anthony. His sins were legion: He had not looked at me in years, had not expressed a bit of concern about the state of our marriage, had, in fact, refused repeatedly to go to therapy with me. Evidently, he expected me just to wait patiently for him to stop being depressed without medication or clinical help. And worse, I had fallen for it. I had waited. Well, no more. His time was up. I’m still young, I thought boozily, still viable, still beautiful, even. Whatever I’m doing now, it serves him right for ignoring me.

“I’m springing forth,” I said, “with a vengeance.”

“Come upstairs with me,” Peter said, “please. Just to sleep, or whatever you want. It would be so nice. We could both use the company, it seems to me.”

We climbed the stairs to the floor above the bar together and walked through the dark apartment to his bedroom. We lay together on his bed, fully clothed, kissing slowly with our arms around each other and our bodies pressed together. Peter kissed me probingly, as if he were asking me question after question, demanding answers from me, refusing to be deterred, exactly the way he had pursued me in the bar. When the room began to spin slowly, and then faster, I crawled down his body and unzipped his jeans, took his cock into my mouth, and sucked and licked and stroked it until he came all over my hand. Then I sat up, rapt with sudden cold horror, and said, “I have to go.”

The next day, I remembered smeared lights jerking hazily out the cab window, then, when I got home, some difficulty finding the keys to my apartment door. I don’t remember crawling into our bed and falling asleep next to Anthony. I woke up the next morning in bed alone.
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