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HOLE

FOR MONTHS HE WAS JUST A NUMBER TO HER: SHE COUNTED HIS dirties, he dropped them in the bucket, she recorded the number on the clipboard, and he moved down the line. Another pelican mired in oil, worn to the stump and nodding to his own ruin. A goner like the rest of them.

Then, after switching to the needle station—instead of counting, she handed out clean rigs—she noticed that he was the only exchanger carrying library books. Biographies, mostly, and crime fiction. She dubbed him Mr. Disgusting on account of his looks and dirty clothes. His hair was a long angry scribble in need of hot oil treatment, his face an overworked drawing with too many wrinkles, but he was tall and broad shouldered and could carry her around the block or up a flight of stairs if he ever needed or wanted to, a quality she’d found lacking in her previous boyfriends, and she was pretty much in love with his eyes, which were dark, frank in their expression, and seemed to say, You Are Here.

It was supposed to rain that night, the night of their first conversation. Half of the exchangers stood under a tarp; half were exposed to the stiff gray sky. The exposed ones looked sodden and miserable, even though it wasn’t raining yet. Mr. Disgusting stood toward the end of the line. Unlike the others, he looked perfectly at ease, a book shielding his face. She squinted at the title: Straight Life, the Story of Art Pepper—whoever that was. She was already anticipating the somatic effect his presence had on her: when he was within five feet she’d suddenly lose her peripheral vision along with all the saliva in her mouth, and her heart would beat as if being hunted. Seeing him was the highlight of her two-hour commitment and tonight she’d made adjustments to her wardrobe, ditching her high-tops and hooded sweatshirt for ballet flats and a vintage leopard-print cape. She was even wearing blush and a padded bra.

The line shuffled forward and soon he stood before her, smiling faintly. He was wearing the leather jacket she liked—once white, now scuffed and weatherworn, with a cryptic tire mark running directly up the back. There was a dead leaf in his hair she didn’t have the nerve to pluck out. She decided to stick to the script.

“How many?” she asked.

She expected the usual four clipped syllables: “Twenty-two, please.” Instead he replied, “I was fleeced last week.” He smiled with one side of his mouth. “Flimflammed,” he said.

It was her turn to say something, but she was too startled by his voice, which was distinct enough to be its own creature. It had a spine and sharp little teeth.

“Actually, the cops took them,” he said. “I just like saying flimflam.”

She smiled. “Where?”

“Couple blocks from here.”

The needle exchange was nothing more than supplies set up on roll-away carts, situated at the end of a little-known alley wedged between an abandoned convent and a Laotian bakery in what was called The Acre, a largely Cambodian neighborhood in Lowell. They’d been here five months but now it was October and soon they’d have to move indoors, somewhere under the radar.

“Must have been a rookie,” she said.

Their tacit understanding with the cops was that they could operate the exchange in peace, so long as the exchangers didn’t do anything stupid, such as sell needles for money or dope, or shoot up on the sidewalk, but occasionally the wrong cop wandered by and busted some hapless exchanger for possession and paraphernalia.

She shook out a paper bag and dropped in a starter kit. Technically, it was a one-for-one exchange, but if someone showed up empty-handed she gave them a bag of ten points and a small bottle of bleach.

“Thanks,” he said. “I appreciate it. But I don’t need the bleach.”

No bleach meant he didn’t clean his needles, which meant he probably didn’t share them. She took this to mean he was single and unattached. She handed him the bag with what she hoped was an easygoing smile. In fact she felt queasy. It was always over too soon, and now she’d have to wait another week. He mumbled thank you and she watched him walk down the alley. He never looked back at her.

HE BECAME A FURTIVE PRESENCE IN HER LIFE. SHE FANTA-sized about him every other day, usually while vacuuming. She made her living as a cleaning lady and daydreaming was a vital part of her happiness on the job. Knowing nothing but his taste in drugs and library books, the daydreams were loose and freewheeling. She gave him a Spanish accent, a pilot’s license, a way with words. She dressed him in various costumes—UPS uniform, lab coat, motorcycle leathers—and invented interesting monologues for him.

They had their second conversation three weeks later. The site had moved into the dingy waiting room of a free clinic two blocks south. She was working the supply table, handing out cotton balls, bleach, alcohol swabs, condoms, and donuts donated from the Lao bakery around the corner, perhaps in gratitude for moving out of their alleyway. The fluorescent lighting made her feel like she was in high school again, back when the medication had made her skin green and her nickname was Witchy. He asked for cotton and alcohol swabs. In an effort to prolong their encounter, she offered a handful of condoms—black, their most popular color—even though she suspected he didn’t need or want any, as he wasn’t a sex worker and his libido was likely a distant memory. He let out a sad laugh.

“What’s funny?” she asked, playing dumb.

“Oh, nothing,” he said, and shook his head. “It’s just that I have little use for condoms except as water balloons, which I also have little use for.”

He looked at the floor, seemingly searching for words. She grasped for something to fill the growing silence, but she was too captivated by his voice.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’ve made you uncomfortable with my creepy honesty.” He shook his head again.

“Not at all,” she said. “I’m actually a fan of creepy honesty.”

He made tentative eye contact. His eyes made her feel all gooey and exceptional, but the tension in his jaw told her he hadn’t fixed that day, and she wondered how far from the site he lived. Was he able to wait until he got home, or was he like some of the other exchangers, who spiked themselves in public?

“Would you care for a bear claw?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Take two,” she said, breaking the one-per-person rule.

He gave her a wide smile and she took a quick inventory of his teeth: all there, reasonably white, and sturdy enough to tear linoleum. A minor miracle.

“You’re very kind,” he said in an oddly deliberate way, as though speaking in code. She watched him turn abruptly, cross the street, and disappear around a corner.

HE VANISHED FOR MOST OF THE WINTER. SHE FIGURED HE was either in rehab, prison, or the ground. In his absence she grew listless and bored and almost quit, but what the hell else was she going to do on Tuesday nights? She lived alone, sans television. Her only friend was attending college in another state. She had more in common with the exchangers than anyone she knew. They were both invisible to the rest of society—they by their status as junkies, she by her status as maid—and they’d both eat pretty much anything covered in frosting. Spending time with her fellow volunteers was just as edifying. No do-gooders, no show-offs, no save-the-children types. They chain-smoked and ate nachos and hot dogs from 7-Eleven—she admired that.

Mr. Disgusting reappeared one afternoon in early spring, looking like an out-of-work character actor. He wore a seven-day beard, old sunglasses with amber lenses, a long-sleeved, forest-green button-up, some extra weight around his middle. He shuffled up and asked to speak to her alone. Excusing herself, she walked to the corner, stopping before a boarded-up tanning salon called Darque Tan II. She was going to say “It’s good to see you,” then opted for something more neutral. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“Rehab.”

“I was hoping that’s where you were.”

“So you thought about me, then,” he said, removing his glasses.

“Are you okay?”

He put his sunglasses back on. “I’m not very good at this.”

“Good at what?”

He did some aggressive throat clearing. “I came here to give you something.” He handed her a shard of broken mirror the size of her palm. It was thick and sail shaped and worn smooth around the edges. She looked at it briefly and mumbled thank you.

“Turn it over,” he said impatiently.

He’d scrawled his name and phone number on the back in bright-pink crayon.

“I thought I’d put my number on a mirror so you can check yourself out while we’re talking on the phone.” He smiled.

She could tell he’d practiced the delivery of that line and she meant to reassure him, but was thrown off by the advice written on the wall behind him: “If God gives you lemons, find a new God.”

“That is, if you feel like talking,” he said.

She nodded slowly. In fact, she suddenly wasn’t sure about any of it—him, herself, herself with him. In her fantasies they never bothered with phone numbers. He just showed up, wordlessly threw her over his shoulder, and then he carried her down a different alley, where they did some violent making out against a brick wall.

“Do you even know my name?” she asked.

He blushed. “I’m convinced it starts with K,” he said.

“M,” she said. “It starts with M.”

“Mommy?”

She laughed. “Mona.”

“Hm,” he said. “Can I call you Mommy instead?”

“Maybe.” Turning away, she nodded toward the mouth of the alley, where one of her fellow volunteers was talking on a cell phone and openly staring at them. “Look, Big Brother’s watching.”

“You care what they think,” he said. “That’s why you won’t look at me?”

“I’m looking at you,” she said, then looked at the ground.

“Well, call me if you feel like it.”

She watched him walk away and thought back to the weekend of volunteer training mandated by the organization that ran the needle exchange. She and the other volunteers had role-played various hypothetical situations, such as what to do in the event that an exchanger inadvertently, or perhaps purposely, stuck you with a dirty needle. They never went over what to do if the exchanger handed you a broken mirror and asked you to call him sometime.

MOST DAYS SHE WORKED ALONE, IN THE FANCY PART OF town, where many of the houses still had servants’ quarters left over from the last century. Her contact with the homeowners was limited, but when they discovered that English wasn’t her second language, they treated her warily, as if she were mentally ill, learning disabled, or an ex-con. They assumed she was sullied somehow. Disgraced. The fact that she was white, managed to graduate from a decent parochial high school, and yet chose to clean houses seemed beyond their comprehension.

Right now she was cleaning the Stones’ place with Sheila, her employer and legal guardian. The Stones lived in a sprawling Tudor mansion with a fireplace in every room, including the kitchen, which they were cleaning now. Sheila stood at the sink, rinsing dishes, and Mona was on her knees with her head in the oven, removing grease loosened with half a bottle of Easy-Off. Consequently, her skin was tingling and imaginary bionic noises accompanied the movement of her arms. Usually she enjoyed a good oven cleaner buzz, but just then she wanted to pull a Sylvia Plath. Sheila must have intuited as much, because she suddenly shut off the kitchen faucet and asked Mona if she was still taking her meds.

“Nope,” she said. “Been drug free for three weeks now.”

“How’s Dr. Tattleman?”

“I quit her, too.”

To Mona’s surprise, Sheila seemed unconcerned. Nonchalant, even. “Well, how’re you feeling?” she asked.

“Not as, uh, neutral as I’d like, but okay.”

“You don’t need to be any more neutral, honey,” she said, and sniffed.

Mona waited for the inevitable barrage of AA slogans. Sheila could string two hundred together in one sentence.

“I’m going to miss you,” Sheila said instead. “I miss you already.”

In four days Sheila was fucking off to Florida. For good. She’d sold her house and the business and had just closed on a condo in God’s waiting room, as she called it, where she planned to join a book club and take up golf.

“I wish you’d try group therapy,” Sheila said.

“I’m tired of talking.”

“Individual counseling promotes self-pity. There’s less wallowing in group, and you don’t have to talk if you don’t want to. You can share your pain and then just . . . turn it over, listen to someone else’s problems.”

“Turn it over?”

“To God,” she said. “You know, let go and let God?”

Let go and let God? Let go and let God. Let go, let God! Let go! Let God! Let go!

Lately phrases got stuck in her head and tumbled around for days. They made a terrible racket, like loose change in a dryer. Last week it was “Get bent, you stupid bitch,” which she’d heard someone shout from the open window of a pickup truck.

“You’re not even here,” Sheila said. “Where are you right now?”

“I’m here, I’m here.” It was only noon and already she was bone-tired. Sheila, on the other hand, was just getting warmed up—she made cleaning look like swing dancing. Right now she was loading a dozen cereal bowls into the dishwasher. Cereal was all Mr. Stone seemed to eat, and he left milky bowls in every room.

“The man has serious Mommy issues,” Mona said.

“Who?” Sheila said.

“Daddy Stone. The cereal bowls are like lactating boobs. He cradles them in his hand, shovels the cereal into his mouth, the milk dribbles down his chin, and it’s like he’s . . . nursing. He’s probably all pacified and drowsy afterward, which is why he can’t be bothered to bring the bowls to the kitchen.”

“Stop,” Sheila said. “He seems nice.”

“Did you see the bidet they installed in the master bath? They can’t even wipe their own asses.”

Sheila frowned. “I agree it was an interesting choice.”

Mona rolled her eyes. No matter how much Mona goaded her, Sheila refused to talk shit about their clients. “I’m sweating my balls off,” Mona said. “Will you scratch my back?”

Sheila dried her hands and leaned over to scratch Mona’s back.

“Higher,” she ordered.

“Maybe it’s time you got a dog.”

Mona laughed. “Why?”

“When you’re forced to do things that take you out of yourself—like picking up dog poop—that’s when you find yourself.”

“You hate your dog,” Mona reminded her. “He shits in your shoes, remember?”

“Go to the pound,” Sheila said. “Adopt another terrier.”

She’d grown up with two Jack Russells. This was back in Torrance, California. She’d named them Spoon and Fork. Spoon ran in circles, Fork in figure eights. They’d been loving and affectionate killing machines, and she’d loved them more than anyone, including her parents, but they’d been indomitable and were eventually sent to a farm in Idaho, or so she was told, and then her parents got wild, too, and divorced each other and shacked up with new people, and a year later, when she was twelve, she was sent to live with Sheila, her father’s first cousin. Sheila was single, childless, and sober with a capital S, and she agreed to take Mona in without ever having met her. It was supposed to be just for a summer. She’d heard of Massachusetts, but for all she knew, New England was attached to England, or, if not attached, then possibly connected by a system of underground tunnels. Lowell and London, she imagined, were affiliated, and she envisioned herself walking along cobblestone streets in the fog, wearing a trench coat with the collar turned up, and living in a turret covered in ivy, images she’d culled from various movies and postcards.

“Service to others,” Sheila said now, snatching the dirty sponge from Mona’s hands and rinsing it in the sink. “It’ll take your focus off your own problems.” She squeezed water from the sponge and handed it back.

“Service to others,” Mona repeated.

“It leads to greatness, sweetie.”

“But I’m already a servant.”

“Doesn’t count,” she said. “You make money.”

“And I already volunteer, remember?”

“Yeah, but why’d you have to pick that? I mean, running abscesses? Barf.”

Mona shrugged and got to her feet. “What’s for lunch?”

“Leftover Chinese.”

Sheila nuked their lunch in the microwave. Crab rangoons, green beans, pork lo mein. They sat on stools in the butler’s pantry and looked out the arched window. The Stones’ garden was customarily pristine, but someone had maniacally hacked at all of their hydrangea bushes.

“Disgruntled gardener,” Mona said, pointing. “Or maybe Mrs. Stone lost her mind.”

Sheila nodded vaguely. “You know,” she said. “The summers are hotter than Haiti in Florida, so maybe I’ll spend part of August up here with you.”

“Hades,” Mona said.

“What?”

“Hades. Hotter than Hades.”

“Hai-ti,” Sheila said. “There’s no s on the end.”

“Hades is the underworld, Sheila. From Greek mythology? It’s another term for hell. Haiti, on the other hand, is a country.”

“You’re upset.”

“I’m fine,” she said, and shrugged. “My correcting you is a sign of respect.”

“You respect me?” Sheila asked, surprised. “As a person?”

“No, as a pigeon.”

“Remember that first day, when I picked you up from the airport and you asked me if I masturbated?”

Mona rolled her eyes and bit into a crab rangoon.

“You were only twelve. That’s when I knew you were special,” Sheila said. “What’s that word? Begins with a p.”

“Precocious.”

Sheila snapped her fingers. “Right.”

“These crab rangoons are precocious,” Mona said, chewing. “You should eat one.”

Sheila cleared her throat. “You know, when I decided to sell the business and retire, my first thought was that I needed you to come with me. I even looked into colleges for you down there. But you’re almost twenty-four now. I shouldn’t be trying to caretake you. My sponsor says it’s instinctive, deeply ingrained behavior, a result of my overattachment to you, and that I’m in danger of preventing you from taking the falls necessary for your personal growth.”

“More falls?” She coughed. “That’s what I need?”

“What you need is for me to let you make your own decisions and mistakes. Our relationship is very co-and always has been.”

“Co-” was Sheila’s shorthand for “codependent.”

“Yeah, well, your lunch is getting co-,” Mona said.

“I’m not very hungry, for some reason.”

“Why didn’t you just give the business to me?”

“Because then you’d stay in Lowell forever,” Sheila said. “Which would depress the fuck out of me. And I can’t just give it to you—I need the money, silly.”

The buyer was some chick named Judy, who owned another cleaning business in Andover.

“So presumably I start working for this Judy person next week?”

“You won’t even notice. Your schedule will be the same, and she’ll cut you a check every two weeks.”

“Fuck,” Mona said. “So I have to start paying taxes.”

“That’s the only difference.”

“Well, it’s a pretty big difference.”

“I think it’s a good thing,” Sheila said. “Maybe now you’ll realize you need to do something else for a living.”

Mona felt a twinge near the bottom of her spine. The pain shot down to her toes, which, as usual, were partially numb. If she made any sudden movements, her back would go out completely. This would include coughing or sneezing. Even whistling would be dangerous. But crying—crying would be worst of all.

“Who’s going to be my emergency contact? Who will I not celebrate the holidays with?”

“You’ll meet someone,” Sheila assured her. “Trust me. He’s going to sweep you off your feet and you’ll forget all about me. Just promise me you’ll stay in school.”

SHE WAITED THREE DAYS BEFORE DIALING HIS NUMBER. IT rang five times and then his machine picked up. “Leave a message or not, I don’t give a—” The beep came sooner than expected.

“Uhh, I’m calling you.” Before hanging up, she added lamely, “It’s Saturday.” Realizing she forgot to leave her name and number, she waited a minute and tried again.

This time he answered on the first ring. “I was worried you wouldn’t call back,” he said, winded. “I forgot to change my voicemail recording.”

“It’s a little intimidating,” she admitted. “I got flustered and forgot to say my name. How’d you know it was me?”

“You have this weird nonaccent,” he said.

“I’m from Los Angeles,” she explained. “Originally, I mean.”

“You must be homesick.”

“Nah,” she said. “Lowell’s gotten under my skin. I don’t think I could live without all this brick and repression.”

He asked why here, of all places.

“Oh, I was shipped here,” she said. “When I was twelve. I’ve been here ever since.”

“Must have been quite a shock, landing in this dump. You’re probably still recovering.”

“It took some getting used to,” she admitted. “There’s stuff here I’d never been exposed to in L.A.”

“Such as?”

“Snow, wool, guilt.”

He laughed. “You’re probably saving your pennies to get out of here.”

“I’m not a saver,” she said. “And I have zero ambition.”

There was a silence.

“What do you say we get together tomorrow?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said. “Where?”

“My place,” he said. “I want to get that out of the way—my living situation, I mean. Besides, it’ll be good for you to see how the other half lives.” He waited a beat. “You’ll probably run away, screaming.”

“Do you live in a commune or something?”

“No,” he said.

“Projects?”

“No.”

“Because I’ve seen projects before.”

“It’s worse than that,” he said.

“You live in a Dumpster,” she said. “Which is fine. I’ve been in Dumpsters before.”

He snorted. “Just remember to bring your ID,” he said. “They won’t let you into the building without it.”

“So it’s like a nightclub, then,” she said.

HE LIVED DOWNTOWN, IN A RESIDENTIAL HOTEL CALLED the Hawthorne, a six-story brick building sandwiched between a dry-cleaning plant and a Cambodian restaurant. When she arrived, three Cambodian gang members were loitering in front of the restaurant. It was broad daylight and she felt overdressed in her black kimono shirt and slacks. She also felt whiter and richer than she was. The sixty bucks in her pocket felt like six hundred.

The lobby had the charm of a check-cashing kiosk. A security guard stood at the door and a pasty fat man sat in a booth behind thick, wavy bulletproof glass. Mona slipped her ID through the slot.

“Who you here to see?”

She gave him Mr. Disgusting’s name.

“Really?” he asked, looking her up and down.

“Yeah, really,” she answered.

Mr. Disgusting came down a few minutes later, wearing gray postal-worker pants and a green T-shirt that said “Lowell Sucks.”

“You look nice,” she said.

“I scraped my face for you.” He took her hand and brought it to his bare cheek and then clumsily kissed the tip of her thumb. She blushed, glanced at the fat man behind the desk, who studied them with open disgust. “You get your ID back when you leave the building,” he said into his microphone.

They shared the elevator with a couple of crackheads she recognized from the neighborhood. Mr. Disgusting kept beaming at her as if he’d just won the lottery. For the first time in years, she felt beautiful, like a real prize. They got off on the third floor.

“It’s quiet right now, but this place is a total nuthouse,” he said.

“Doesn’t seem so bad,” she lied.

“Wait until dark,” he said, pulling out his keys.

His room smelled like coffee, cough drops, and Old Spice. All she saw was dirt at first, one of the main hazards of her occupation. She spotted grime on the windowsill and blinds, dust on the television screen, a streaked mirror over a yellowed porcelain sink. The fake Oriental rug needed vacuuming, along with the green corduroy easy chair he directed her to sit in.

Once seated, she switched off her dirt radar and took in the rest of the room. She’d expected something bare and cell-like, but the room was large, warm, and carefully decorated. He had good taste in lamps. Real paintings rather than prints hung on the walls; an Indian textile covered the double bed. He owned a cappuccino machine, an antique typewriter, a sturdy wooden desk, and a couple of bookcases filled with mostly existential and Russian novels, some textbooks, and what looked like an extensive collection of foreign dictionaries.

“Are you a linguist or something?” she asked.

“No, I just like dictionaries.” He sat directly across from her, on the edge of the bed, and crossed his legs. “I find them comforting, I guess. Most of these I found on the street.”

“You mean in the trash?”

He shrugged. “I’m a slut for garbage.”

“Your vocabulary must be pretty impressive,” she said. “Do you have a favorite word?”

He thought about it for a second. “I’ve always liked the word ‘cleave’ because it has two opposite meanings: to split or divide and to adhere or cling. Those two tendencies have been operating in me simultaneously for as long as I can remember. In fact, I can feel a battle raging right now.” He clutched his stomach theatrically.

She smiled. It was rare for her to find someone attractive physically and also to like what came out of their mouth.

“What’s your least favorite word?” he asked.

“‘Mucous,’” she said.

He nodded and scratched his chin.

“I wasn’t born like this,” he said suddenly. “Moving into this hellhole did quite a number on me—you know, spiritually or whatever. I haven’t felt like myself in a long time.”

He’d lived there seven years. Before that, he owned a house in Lower Belvidere, near that guns and ammo joint. He’d had it all: a garage, a couple of cats, houseplants. She asked what happened.

“I was living in New York, trying to make it as an artist,” he said. “I had a couple shows, sold a few paintings, was on my way up. During the day I worked as a roofer in Queens.” He stopped, ran his fingers through his hair. “One night I was on my way home from a bar and I was shit-faced, literally stumbling down the sidewalk, and out of nowhere, two entire stories of scaffolding collapsed on top of me, pinning me to the concrete. A delivery guy found me three hours later. Broke my clavicle, left arm, four ribs, both my legs. Bruised my spleen. My fucking teeth were toast.

“After I got out of the hospital, I couldn’t exactly lump shingles as a roofer, so I crawled back to Lowell. Then I got this big settlement and was able to buy a run-down house, but one thing led to the other.” He pointed to his arm. “I pissed it away, made some bad decisions. I’ve been living in a state of slow panic ever since.”

“Sounds like you’re lucky to be alive.”

He shrugged. “Am I?”

She felt her scalp tingle. For as long as she could remember, she’d had a death wish, which she pictured as a rope permanently tied around her ankle. The rope was often slack and inanimate, trailing along behind her or sitting in a loose pile at her feet, but occasionally it came alive with its own single-minded purpose, coiling itself tightly around her torso or neck, or tethering her to something dangerous, like a bridge or a moving vehicle.

Mr. Disgusting plucked a German pocket dictionary off the shelf and leafed through it. He was certainly a far cry from the last guy she dated, some edgeless dude from the next town over whose bookshelves had been lined with CliffsNotes and whose heaviest cross to bear had been teenage acne.

“Do you know any German words, Mona?” he asked, startling her. It was only the second time he’d said her name.

“Only one,” she said. “But I don’t know how to pronounce it.”

“What’s it mean?”

“World-weariness.”

“Ah, Weltschmerz,” he said, smiling. “You have that word written all over you.”

“Thanks.”

He was beaming at her again. Where had he come from? He was too open and unguarded to be a native New Englander. She asked him where he was born.

“Germany,” he said.

According to his adoption papers, his birth mother was a French teenage prostitute living in Berlin. An elderly American couple adopted him as a toddler and brought him to their dairy farm in New Hampshire.

“They would’ve been better off adopting a donkey,” he said. “My mother was a drunk and my father danced on my head every other day.”

He ran away with the circus when he was seventeen. Got a job shoveling animal shit and worked his way up to drug procurer. It wasn’t your ordinary circus, though. It had all the usual circusy stuff, but everyone was gay: the owner, all the performers and clowns, the entire crew. Even the elephants were gay.

“What about you?” she asked.

“Straight as an arrow,” he said. After a short silence he asked, “Why, are you?”

She made a so-so motion with her hand.

“Wishy-washy,” he said. “You really are from L.A.”

She laughed.

“Well, I’m glad we got our sexual orientation cleared up,” he said. “Listen, there’s something else I need to get out of the way. Our future together depends on your reaction to this.” He smiled nervously.

“Fire away.”

She was 90 percent certain he was about to tell her he was positive.

But he didn’t say anything, just continued smiling at her, his upper lip twitching with the effort. She smiled back.

“What is this—a smiling contest?” she asked.

“Sort of,” he said.

“You win,” she said.

“Take a good look,” he said.

“Yeah, I’m looking. I don’t see anything.”

He walked over to the sink and filled a glass with water, and then he removed his teeth and dropped them into the glass.

“I’ve read Plato, Euripides, and Socrates, but nothing could have prepared me for the Teeth Police,” he said.

He held up the glass. The teeth had settled into an uneven and disquieting smile. She felt a sudden rawness in her throat, as if she’d been screaming all night.

“They’re grotesque—don’t think I’m not aware of that. I call the top set the Cathedral of Notre Dame. Notice the massive dome and flying buttresses.”

She smiled. The lump in her throat had shrunk, allowing her to swallow.

“What I really need to do is have the roof cut out of the damn thing. There’s this weird suction thing going on whenever I wear it.”

“It cleaves to the roof of your mouth,” she managed, and held her hand up for a high five.

“Precisely,” he said, slapping her hand. “Very uncomfortable.”

He set the glass on the sink and sat on the bed again, gazing distractedly out the window. She realized he was giving her a chance to study his face. He looked better without the teeth—more relaxed, more like himself somehow.

“Well,” she said. “It’s not like I’ve never seen false teeth before.”

“Yeah, but have you been in love with someone who has them?”

She felt her eyes widen involuntarily. “Who says we’re in love?”

“I do,” he said.

For the first time since setting foot in the building, she felt a twinge of fear. She imagined him throwing her onto the bed, gagging her with one of his socks.

“I’m kidding,” he said.

“How old are you?” she asked, changing the subject.

“Forty-four,” he said.

“I might be too young for you,” she said. “I’m only twenty-three.”

“That isn’t too young for me,” he said seriously.

“Of course it isn’t,” she said, and laughed. “What I’m trying to say is that you might be too old for me.”

He frowned. “I had a feeling the dentures would be a deal breaker.”

“It’s not that,” she said quickly. Or was it? She imagined him sucking on her nipples like a newborn, and then waited for a wave of repulsion to wash over her. Instead, she felt oddly pacified and comforted by the image, as if she were the one being breast-fed. “I’m thirsty,” she said.

He made Mexican hot chocolate with a shot of espresso. They sat side by side on his bed, sipping in silence. She noticed a notebook lying on the bed and resisted the urge to pick it up. He saw her looking at it. “That’s the notebook I write snatches of poetry and ridiculous ideas in,” he said.

“Good to know.”

“Do you have anything embarrassing you want to show me? A bad tattoo, perhaps?”

“My parents gave me away to a practical stranger, so my fear of abandonment feels sort of like a tattoo,” she said. “On my brain.”

He smiled. “You visit them?”

“Dad, never. Mom, rarely.”

Rather than a photo, Mona kept a list of her mother’s phobias in her wallet. She was afraid of the usual stuff—death, beatings, rape, Satan—but these commonplace fears were complemented by generalized anxiety over robbers, Russians, mirrors, beards, blood, ruin, vomiting, being alone, and new ideas. She was also afraid of fear, the technical term for which was ‘phobophobia,’ a word Mona liked to repeat to herself, like a hip-hop lyric. Whenever Mona longed for her, or felt like paying her a visit, she glanced at that list, and then thought of all the pills and what happened to her mother when she took too many, and the feeling usually passed.

“My parents are addicts,” she said, and yawned. “But I shouldn’t talk—I’ve been on my share of drugs. Psychiatric.”

“Antipsychotics?”

She laughed. “Antidepressants.”

“No shame in that,” he said. “I’m on 400 grams of Mellaril. My doctor said I could develop something called rabbit syndrome, which is involuntary movements of the mouth.” He twitched his mouth like a rabbit, and she laughed.

“What’re you taking it for?” she asked.

“Opiate withdrawal,” he said. “But they usually give it to schizophrenics.”

She nodded, unsure of what to say. He grinned at her and suddenly lifted his T-shirt with both hands. On his chest, a large, intricate, black-and-gray tattoo of an old-fashioned wooden ship with five windblown sails. The Mayflower, maybe, minus the crew. Above the ship, under his collarbone, a banner read “Homeward Bound” in Gothic script.

“Wow,” she said.

“One of the many useless things I purchased with my insurance money,” he said.

“Well, this is kind of embarrassing,” she said, “but I have some pretty big muscles. My biceps and calves are totally jacked. When I wear a dress—which is never—I look and feel like a drag queen.”

“Let’s see,” he said.

She hesitated and then pushed up her sleeve and made a muscle.

“What are these?”

He was pointing to the scars on her upper arm. They were so old she didn’t even see them anymore, but she looked at them now. There were four in that spot, about two inches long each. The cutting had started her sophomore year, immediately following her first dose of rejection by a boy she’d met at a Circle Jerks show.

“Teenage angst,” she said.

“Ah.”

“Maybe that’s more embarrassing than the muscles.”

He made a sympathetic noise and traced one with his finger. Usually she flinched whenever someone touched her arm, but she liked the feel of his hand. She felt something shift inside her—a gentle leveling, as if she’d been slightly out of plumb her whole life without knowing it.

He squeezed her bicep. “Are you a gym rat, love?”

“God, no.” She laughed. “I vacuum. I’m a cleaning lady.”

He blinked at her. “What—like a janitor?”

“Residential.”

“So you clean . . . houses.”

“Two or three a day,” she said. “In Belvidere, mostly.”

“You clean for a bunch of rich turds,” he said, finally wrapping his head around it.

“Basically,” she said. “Why the surprise?”

“I just think you’re a little above that kind of thing. Seems like a waste.”

She shrugged. “I’ve always felt a weird affinity for monotony and repetition.”

In fact, vacuuming was among her favorite activities.
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