
		
				[image: Cover image]
		
	
		
			[image: Carina Press logo]

			ROOMMATE WANTED to share a gorgeous sun-filled apartment in Central Harlem. Must love cats. No ex-husbands or wives need apply.

			Seventeen years ago, different dreams pulled Simon Mizrahi and Lana Kai apart. But when Lana takes a position as a chef back in Manhattan, her apartment search puts her right in her ex-husband’s path. Music teacher Simon is also hunting for a new place to live, and when Lana proposes they be platonic roomies, well...it’s not the worst idea he’s ever heard.

			A sunny uptown two-bedroom sounds far more appealing than the cramped, noisy space where he’s currently struggling to work. Still, Simon has seen firsthand that Lana’s a flight risk, so he agrees on a trial basis.

			Three months. With strict boundaries. 

			Living together again feels wonderfully nostalgic, but when the ex-couple’s lingering feelings rise to the surface, the rules go out the window.    

			Of course, chemistry was never their problem. But while Simon’s career feels back on solid footing, Lana is still sorting out what she wants. With their trial period soon coming to an end, they’ll have to decide if their living arrangement was merely a sexy trip down memory lane or a reunion meant to last.

			One-click with confidence. This title is part of the Carina Press Romance Promise: all the romance you’re looking for with an HEA/HFN. It’s a promise!

			This book is approximately 47,000 words
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			Chapter One

			The last person Simon Mizrahi expected to see when he arrived at the uptown apartment he was looking into renting was his ex-wife, Lana Kuo.

			He’d caught only the quickest glimpse of her profile, the back of her dark head, her decisive shoulders as she disappeared into another empty room. It was nothing but an impression, a ghost crackling with Lana’s energy, before the real estate broker asked him to sign in.

			It couldn’t be her. Could it?

			He was still distracted when the broker, who introduced herself as Magda Ferrer, began telling him about the building, and extracting information from him.

			“I’m a music educator,” he answered, trying to peer into the next room. Maybe there was no one there, but no—he heard a creak, a door opening and closing.

			He fumbled through his email address and telephone number on the tablet, dimly aware he’d probably be getting a flood of emails from this broker because he’d given out too much information. But instead of protesting and stalling, he wanted to get this over quickly. To get into the other room. To make sure it wasn’t her.

			He hadn’t seen her in years.

			Magda Ferrer was looking blankly at him, so he added, “I teach, and I work with the Manhattanville Youth Chorus.”

			“Oh, I think I’ve heard them. They sang at a street festival I was at this summer.”

			She tugged a little self-consciously at her suit jacket. She seemed quite young.

			Brokers always seemed so polished, so unlike his rumpled self. Part of the job, he supposed. He’d been hunting for apartments for a few months now, ever since the noisy renovations had begun on his neighbor’s place, disrupting his concentration when he tried to work from home, knocking bits of plaster from the ceilings and onto his books, his piano. His tiny one-bedroom felt dustier and smaller, more oppressive than ever.

			But try as he might, he was never going to find a deal like the one he had on the rent-stabilized unit he’d lived in for the last twenty years, the place that he’d shared, for a brief time, with Lana.

			He plugged a few more answers into the broker’s form before heading toward the open door of the bedroom to see if he could find the ghost. He was half afraid the broker would follow him and talk. Half afraid of what he’d say to Lana when he saw her.

			She wasn’t there.

			He stood for a minute in the empty room. There wasn’t another door, and it wasn’t as if there was furniture anyone could hide behind.

			Maybe he was dreaming. That would make more sense. Lana lived somewhere across the country, maybe the world. He didn’t keep track of her. She wasn’t on Facebook—and yes, he’d gone looking for her a couple of times. Once or twice he found mention of her in online newspapers. But she hadn’t kept up with the rest of their friends, hadn’t kept up with him, so that excused his occasional curiosity. They’d shared a life. And now, well, he didn’t think of her obsessively every day. It was a long time ago.

			In dreams he still saw her, though. On familiar and unfamiliar streets, in empty rooms like this one, in his bed—or rather, not in his small depressing bedroom, but a different bed, a better one that still somehow belonged to him.

			He walked to the window, unbuttoning his heavy pea coat as he looked outside. It was snowing in great, thick tufts. There’d been no hint of this weather as he’d walked out of the subway to get here.

			He’d been given a respite, and he was going to enjoy this, the quiet, warm empty room, so unlike his own apartment, the light from the snow outside reflecting on the walls. He was not going to rent this place, he already knew it, because he wasn’t going to change. He needed to get out of his cramped space—should have gotten out years ago—but the thought of moving all of the stuff he’d accumulated over the years, the thought of paying double the rent every month even though he could afford it, the thought of changing everything he was used to, everything that annoyed him, every one of his small daily joys, with no dramatic compelling reason, it made him tired.

			He frowned even more at the unexpected sky.

			Definitely a dream.

			He pinched himself, knowing that didn’t work, and even if it did, he wasn’t likely to be more pleased on waking. But a startled sound behind him made him swing around.

			There, in the doorway, was his wife. Her eyes were round with disbelief, and she was clutching her puffy coat in one hand as if she was going to fling it at him.

			But she dropped it. And it hit the floor with an unexpectedly heavy thunk.

			She was probably real.

			So was the coat.

			They both looked down at it, and then back up.

			“Simon,” she whispered.

			He took a deep breath. “Lana.”

			There was a moment when they stood, not sure what to do next. Then Lana’s face softened into a bittersweet smile. One palm opened, beckoned for him.

			He was going to have to touch her. He was going to get to touch her.

			And he stepped up for a hug.

			 

			Lana Kuo had not expected to end up with her arms around her ex-husband that day as she set out to view potential apartments before she went to work.

			But here she was gathered into him, her forehead against his shoulder, her nose pressed into the lapel of his slightly scratchy wool coat, her arms tightening of their own accord around his lean familiar yet unfamiliar body.

			She pulled away to look at him and he stared right back at her with his bright blue eyes. He didn’t bother with the polite cheek kiss she knew he might have given an acquaintance, and somehow that made her more and less comfortable.

			They dropped their arms. They both took a single step back and began talking at once.

			“Have you moved back to the city—”

			“You’re looking well—”

			“Here for a job—”

			“You haven’t changed.”

			They stopped. Luckily they both laughed. If it was a bit forced, Lana didn’t care.

			She hadn’t seen Simon for years, and he was as handsome as ever, the asshole. Same soft, floppy dark hair, now touched with gray at the temples, same sad eyes. He had a few more lines around them now, but they only made him more elegant, less stern than he’d been when he was younger; they crinkled as he smiled at her. She resisted the urge to touch her hair, to remember with dismay about how she must look several years later, to think of how she had changed.

			Because despite his words, of course she had.

			She wasn’t in her twenties anymore. Her skin was no longer smooth, and while her hair was still dark and her body relatively strong, she felt so much more utilitarian. Youth had been so effortless; she knew this now because back then she hadn’t thought about her health much at all except when she enjoyed it. She’d enjoyed it a lot when she’d been with Simon. Now, more of her efforts were geared to making her parts function correctly.

			Most days, they did.

			The broker luckily chose that moment to pop her head in. “How are we doing here? Have any questions for me?”

			Judging by the speculative glint in the young woman’s eye as she measured the small distance between the two people looking at the apartment and took in Lana’s coat still on the floor, it seemed Magda Ferrer had more questions than Lana and Simon did.

			Simon recovered and took another step back. “It’s such a coincidence. We’ve known each other a long time,” he said.

			Which was true, if he didn’t count the last absent seventeen years.

			She didn’t. She knew nothing about him now. Why was he thinking of moving? She never imagined he’d leave the rent-stabilized apartment he’d “inherited” from his father. Was he with someone? Not that she cared too much about that, of course, but after all, she was curious.

			“We knew each other,” she corrected, more for her own sake than for anyone else’s.

			She grabbed her coat and smoothed it down, trying not to blush. The broker glanced between the two of them again. “What are the odds?” she said, giving them a brief smile before withdrawing again.

			A small silence.

			“Why are you here?” Simon must have realized how abrupt that sounded, because he added quickly, “How long have you been in New York? Are you moving back? Planning to stay this time?”

			She wanted to laugh again because she remembered him enough, still understood him enough to sense he was trying to hold back, but he had too many questions. She had them, too. It was like carrying a brimming cup of hot coffee that was threatening to spill even as she tried to take sips that inevitably burned her tongue.

			“I arrived a few weeks ago. Crashing on my cousin’s couch. I’m taking a temporary job at Lore in Chelsea, one that might become more permanent, depending.”

			“Depending?”

			“On whether they like me, or whether I like them, I guess.”

			He thought about that for a moment. “Do you have time right now to catch up?”

			She’d planned to view a couple of other apartments, and she had to be downtown at her new job before three o’clock.

			She was not going to be finding a place to live today, and she didn’t care.

			Ten minutes and one slippery walk later they were perched side by side in a cafe, looking outside as the snow continued to fall.

			“You used to be a coffee hound,” he said, inclining his head at her green tea.

			She pulled the lid off and sniffed it. “Can’t drink it anymore. It makes my heart race. But I guess you’re the same if you’re drinking a cup in the middle of the afternoon.”

			“It’s a new habit. I need the kick if I want to stay up past eight nowadays. Not that there’s much call for it.”

			Even as she knew she shouldn’t take the bait, she did. “Not out tripping the light fantastic?”

			“Not so much. I mean, I’ve dated since. You must have, too.”

			“Sure.”

			There was another short pause as they digested the implication that they were both currently unattached.

			He gave her a sidelong glance. “This is weird, isn’t it?”

			“It is. I want to ask you all these questions, but I don’t know if I can or if I should. But at the same time—”

			“At the same time?”

			“I want to sit and look at you for a little bit.”

			“Same.”

			They hadn’t screamed at each other over the divorce, but they’d both been angry and hurt and...shaken. She hadn’t exactly asked him to vow to always be her friend, either. Because it was no use. She’d loved him, she’d tried to stay with him in the graduate music education program. But she’d been barely hanging on and he’d been a rising star. She’d needed a change and he kept believing until the very last day that if she just kept at it she’d be all right. But she wasn’t all right, and she knew—she knew—he still considered it a failure, a failure of his love and belief. While she thought of it as her own personal failure, one that had almost nothing to do with him. She’d known she couldn’t stay in New York anymore, not if she wanted to ever find a path that made her happy with the course of her life. But he couldn’t see it that way.

			They couldn’t be friends. Even after more than fifteen years of silence and distance, the prospect seemed doubtful.

			There were a lot of reasons why she wanted to stare at him without talking.

			So she didn’t tell him she’d missed him. She didn’t tell him about the immediate years after she’d left. No use dwelling on the mess she’d been because she’d chosen to leave school, New York, and him. She gave him the abbreviated version she gave everyone else. “I ended up apprenticing with a master noodle maker. I learned to shape a long log of dough into hundreds of thin strands, all by swinging and pulling the dough through the air.” She mimed the gesture with two hands and he laughed, not really understanding. It did sound like a circus trick. “I moved to Taiwan for a bit, then Singapore, then to Seattle, cooking and learning the whole time.”

			“So now you’re a master noodle maker.”

			“Not quite. Plus that makes it sound dirty.”

			His eyes lit briefly, and then he cast them down again. He sipped his coffee.

			Lana realized she’d been holding her breath.

			“Well, my life hasn’t been quite as exciting,” he said a moment later. “I’m sure you could’ve predicted the whole thing. Finished school, taught for a few years and started a chorus for teens.”

			“I heard it won a few awards.”

			He raised an eyebrow, which she saw although he wasn’t quite facing her. “You kept up with me?”

			She looked into the reflection of his eyes in the window. “I checked in every now and then. Of course I did.”

			He shook his head. “I thought... Well, I thought when you left, that you really left everything behind.”

			This was not the time and place to get into this. The time and place had been seventeen years ago, when neither of them had had a clue how to talk.

			So she picked up all those old feelings that had been unravelling around her and gathered them into a tight ball and shoved them deep, deep down where they usually lived. “And you’ve been teaching the teachers now, right? That’s your new gig?”

			“It’s been over ten years, so I wouldn’t call it new. No, now I’m also trying to write a book about choral programs across America. Still living in the same apartment.”

			“The one we—the one your dad lived in?”

			“Same one.”

			“Wow, you’ve been there a long time now.”

			“Yeah.”

			“And now you want to move?”

			“I’ve wanted to leave for years. I feel like it’s holding me back. I’m in a rut, but my rut is so reasonably priced and centrally located. Besides, not moving feels easier than moving, you know? Maybe you don’t. After all, it seems like you don’t like to stay in one place for very long.”

			That was a kind way of putting it. “Maybe it’s not so much that I don’t like to stay in one place as much as the place doesn’t necessarily want me to stay.”

			It was her turn not to be able to look at Simon.

			She glanced at her phone.

			“Shit. I have to go to work.”

			She stood up and pulled her jacket on. Simon got up, too.

			He said, “Well, if you’re in town, we should meet up again. You know, for old time’s sake.”

			“Of course, yes.”

			She gave him her number and when he called to give her his, she saw how familiar it was. “Your old landline.”

			“Yeah. I got it transferred to this hand computer.”

			He held up the device.

			“Kicking and screaming into the 21st century. Does it mean I get to text you, like the kids do?”

			“I’m not great at that. But yes, everything else is the same. You could have dialed up anytime, you know.”

			“I could have. It’s not like I don’t have that number memorized.”

			It was supposed to be a joke, but it didn’t come out as one. Simon sent her another swift, searching glance, and she knew he’d seen the truth of it.

			He probably also sensed that she had almost called him many times. She really had to leave now before she said too much.

			This time, when she went to say goodbye, she kissed him on the cheek, the way an acquaintance would. “You take care of yourself,” she said, before giving him one quick last squeeze.

			She dashed out before he could answer, and once she was seated on the train, she closed her eyes.

			Well, against all odds, she’d run into her ex in her first month in town. It likely wouldn’t happen again.

			Not unless she wished for it.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Does she look the same?” Maxine asked.

			Simon was on the phone with his sister, who lived in Toronto. He was supposed to be finding out what gifts her kids wanted for the holidays. Maxine had four children all under the age of fifteen who she shuttled to school and tae kwon do and piano and skating lessons, but she had only one ex-sister-in-law who she never got to gossip about, so of course she wanted to hear everything about Simon’s accidental encounter with Lana.

			Simon was not quite as eager to recap events, although he couldn’t quite say why. “Yes. I mean, no. Of course, she’s going to seem a little different.”

			She wore her hair in a braid now instead of loose, but the tip curled up defiantly. She was thinner. Her skin probably wasn’t as firm as it once was. Around those golden-brown eyes he’d loved, he noticed little wrinkles, but those made her look softer, where before sometimes her face seemed stretched tight with worry. He liked how she appeared now, more still, more serene, even as he’d glimpsed her reflection in the cafe window, he’d felt slightly startled by her appearance—no, by her presence.

			There you are, finally.

			He hadn’t wanted to look away, dammit.

			Maxine was saying, “Men never notice anything. I want details.”

			“There wasn’t much to it. We updated each other about our lives, and she had to go to work. I got her number. In a city of nine million people, we’re probably not going to run into each other again, especially now that she’s doing something so different.”

			“So you’re not going to talk to her after this?”

			Max sounded disappointed.

			“You didn’t even like her.”

			“I liked her fine. I didn’t like that she left and cut off all contact in order to find herself like some Eat, Pray, Love cliché, and that you clearly never got over it.”

			“I’m—it’s been years. Of course I’m over it. I’ve dated. I’ve had long-term relationships—”

			“Two.”

			“I’ve got a very full life. It’s just strange encountering someone, anyone, after so many years. You’d be confused, too.”

			“I had dinner with my ex-boyfriend when he was in town and I didn’t feel flustered at any point.”

			“Were Allen and the kids there?”

			“Of course they were there.”

			She said it as if she’d proved a point.

			Simon shook his head. Maxine dragged them everywhere. They were a complete set. Simon’s once-foul-mouthed, glamorous, rocker of an older sister was now a person whose life was tethered completely to her kids and husband.

			People changed over the years. Simon didn’t understand it.

			“Well, I’m at least glad to hear you’re moving,” Maxine said.

			“Who said I’m moving?”

			“You were looking at apartments. And your place is crumbling, and tiny. You could afford more.”

			“I’d think you’d want me to hang on to the lease to pass the old family homestead to Noah.”

			Noah was Maxine’s oldest.

			Maxine snorted. “What gave you that idea? I tell you how crappy your apartment is all the time!”

			“But it’s rent-controlled, and it’s in a great location.”

			“At the rate things are going I doubt Noah’s going to want to move from Canada to the United States even if it is New York City. Get rid of the place, Simon. The windows are drafty. There aren’t any closets. Who knows what color the tile used to be or the bathtub—”

			“Hey, I clean.”

			“There’s so little light that I’m surprised your eyes haven’t migrated to the top of your head like those fish who live at the bottom of the ocean. It’s you against the years, Simon. You can scrub and declutter and patch up every damn day, but let’s face it, grime is the only thing holding those old walls up. I know you hate change, but sometimes I can’t understand how you’re still there. Part of me can’t believe that you and Lana used to both live in that tiny, cramped space together. With a piano. Sometimes, I don’t blame her for leaving.”

			Oh, that hurt. He didn’t know what to say.

			“What?” she said into his silence. “I thought you said you were over it.”

			He breathed in and out. “New York is expensive. The place I saw with Lana yesterday was almost triple the rent of this one without much more space. And it wasn’t that near the subway.”

			“You can afford it. You need a change.”

			“It’s an adjustment that I don’t know I want to make right now. Plus it’s almost winter. A terrible time to move.”

			As if on cue, his neighbor’s workers started drilling again.

			Maxine was saying something else, but he couldn’t hear. Unwilling to let her know what was happening, he covered his head and fled to his bathroom, shut the door, and folded himself down so that he could sit on the lip of his bathtub.

			The construction noise continued, and Maxine was saying something about the kids that didn’t require his full attention. He bent down and scratched at the tile with his fingernail. His sister was right. No matter how hard he scrubbed the tiles (and truth was, he didn’t scrub them that hard anymore) they were discolored and needed replacing. He was forty-four years old. He’d lived in this five hundred square foot apartment for more years than he cared to think. He’d kept the same job, more or less, lived in the same neighborhood. Sure, he’d traveled and had relationships and to most eyes probably had a fine life. But he also never invited friends over anymore. The old wooden floors sometimes gave him splinters, and he couldn’t open his kitchen window unless he tapped the frame with a mallet. Management dragged its feet because the rest of the building had gone co-op years ago, and they wanted him out so that they could finally sell the last of these rent-stabilized apartments to someone like his renovating neighbor.

			It made sense to move. It was why he’d been looking at new places to live. But, of course, scoping out rentals also became incorporated into his routine, until looking for apartments and not moving was part of what he did and how he was.

			“So you’ll remember all that and think about what I said?” Maxine asked as the drilling stopped, and a steady thumping began.

			“Sure.”

			Maxine sighed and said goodbye. She could always tell when he wasn’t listening.

			 

			“A bunch of us are going to O’Dells. Wanna come?”

			Almost all of Lana’s coworkers were in their twenties, cynical, beautiful, with bulging biceps and intricate tattoos. Much smarter and surer of themselves than she’d been at their age, that was for sure. They could probably drink her under the table, not that she planned on testing the theory.

			Lana was slowly cleaning up her station at Lore, the Pan-Asian restaurant in Chelsea where she cooked. She’d been on her feet for hours. Her legs were sore. Her arms were tired. She didn’t want to socialize, or end up much later in someone’s apartment smoking weed, as these nights generally went. She wanted to go home—not that she had one right now—and put on her wrist braces and sleep forever. She would settle for her cousin Julia’s couch and six hours of tossing and turning.

			Talia came up beside Lana and eyed her slow progress, but said nothing.

			“I’m probably going to take too long,” Lana muttered. “Have fun without me.”

			“Not trying to push you, but it would be better if you came. All that bonding shit so that we can pretend like we don’t want to go at each other’s throats with knives half the time. You know how it is. You have to be seen talking and drinking with everyone.”

			Lana sighed. “I’ve been seen all night.”

			Like many of the large, showy restaurants in this far western section of Manhattan, a good portion of the kitchen was on display. Patrons could watch her toil. Of course, the customers were probably more focused on the flashy sushi chefs at the front counter, but her work making hand-pulled noodles was showier than most. Flinging and twirling dough in the air, stretching, and doubling, and pulling at it until it became 2, 4, 16, 32—sometimes hundreds of distinct filaments.

			She liked the shaping and making the dough itself. She liked how different it was every day, testing the flour with her fingers, measuring it against the humidity in the air, against the strength she brought to it. She was always learning, though, and it made her self-conscious sometimes. The title “noodle master” felt like a bit of a misnomer. She’d started later in life and was probably still technically an apprentice, or whatever Western equivalent people used. There were many other true masters in the city, but at this circus of a restaurant it probably didn’t matter. The patrons got their show and their hand-pulled noodles, cooked fresh as they scrutinized her. The other staff were all right to her, probably because they didn’t see her as competition, partly because she had weird specialized skills, and partly because she seemed willing to teach them when she had time. Talia, especially, seemed interested in learning.

			“I can’t compete in drinking games. I’m old and tired. My arms would fall off if I lifted a glass,” Lana tried joking. Except it was true.

			Talia shrugged and moved off. Lana had probably offended her by not taking the young woman up on her offer—again. It was hard to know the right way of taking care of herself: should she get the sleep she needed, or should she do the work of making nice with her colleagues?

			It was tiring. And when she was tired, she started to see flaws in everything. Especially herself.

			As Lana finally headed for the subway, she wondered once again if it had been a mistake to return to New York. But the job seemed suited to her, and working for a well-known Manhattan restaurant would certainly burnish her resume. Plus, it offered health insurance, which was rare enough that even if the pay weren’t that great, she would have jumped at it.

			On the other hand, there was Simon.

			Cousin Julia’s place was a walk-up in Hell’s Kitchen. After a longer-than-planned rest on the couch, Lana downed the sludgy smoothie she’d left in the fridge and began her nightly routine. It was funny. When they were younger, Simon had been the one dedicated to schedules, and at first she’d tried to shake him up. Maybe she’d even been a little angry about it. She stopped practicing, and her playing became sloppy. She didn’t exercise. When it was time for him to work or study or practice, she’d sometimes distracted him with sex. It was hard to think about him, to see him, without a bloom of discomfort over what a mess she’d once been.

			As she washed her face and rubbed in her skin serums and moisturizers, as she carefully put salve on the nicks in her hands, and smeared lotion over her skin, she thought about everything she’d done wrong, everything she’d seen on his face earlier today. Despite asking for her number, he wanted to keep her at a distance. She knew him too well for him to mask his unease at seeing her. And of course, he knew her too well, too, not to catch sight of the regret for hurting him that she’d felt.

			It wasn’t guilt exactly, but it was something like it. It had been the right thing for her to leave, but doing it left so much pain and confusion. She’d loved him better and more deeply than any other person in this world. Probably still loved him more than anyone, for all that she didn’t really know him anymore.

			She fell asleep, as she had too often over the years, thinking about him. At 6:30 in the morning, her cousin Julia woke her up, sounding bubblier than anyone had a right to be at that ungodly hour. “I found you an apartment!” her much younger relative squealed.

			Lana rubbed her eyes.

			“A friend is moving to New Zealand. Isn’t it amazing? And he wants a long-term subletter for his two-bedroom in Harlem. It’s near the 2-3 and the C. You could just zip down to work and zip up again. It’s perfect.”

			It was taking Lana a long time to process what her cousin was saying.

			“Plus, he hasn’t put it on the market yet, so you’d save on the renter’s fee to a broker,” Julia babbled.

			She swung her shiny hair and started to make coffee.

			Lana sat up and tried to get her brain to function. “A two-bedroom. It’s probably more than I can afford.”

			Not that Lana could remember her budget numbers right now. Or what a number was.

			“You could get a roommate,” Julia said.

			“I’m forty-two years old. I don’t want a roommate.”

			“You’re forty-two years old, and you’re crashing on my IKEA KIVIK couch.”

			Tou-fucking-ché.

			“I’m going to tell your mom you were mean to me while I stayed with you,” Lana muttered.

			“At least wait until you’ve seen the apartment,” Julia said. “It may turn out I’ve been nicer to you than I’ve been to anyone in my entire life.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Simon, it’s Lana.”

			He knew it was Lana. Of course it was Lana. He’d saved her name to his phone even though he had been pretty sure he wouldn’t hear from her for another seventeen years. Usually he let calls go to message, but he answered this one. He’d been in his apartment trying to work on his book and idly considering going online to find a date to distract him from thinking about the very person who was now speaking to him and whose call he’d scrambled to answer with such alacrity that he’d sent three pens skittering across his desk in his haste to pick up the phone.

			“I know this is going to sound kind of weird,” Lana was saying, “but I’m looking at an apartment in Central Harlem right now. It’s sort of a railroad-style with the living room and kitchen in the middle and two bedrooms on opposite ends of the house. And I was wondering if you’d like to come see it.”

			Simon blinked. He hadn’t been sure why she’d begun telling him any of this, and how her last sentence would conclude, but he never could have predicted that particular ending. And now she was waiting for him to answer.

			“I don’t quite understand. Are you asking me to see it because you think I should move into it?”

			Simon pressed the phone more firmly into his ear as he waited for her to answer. There was something about the way she was hesitating. “Yes. I mean me, too. It’s really nice.”

			He heard other voices in the background, and then she must have moved away.

			“It’s a two-bedroom,” she said again. “And it’s split so we could have privacy.”

			“Wait, who is this we? Lana, are you sure you’re okay? Did you call the right number?”

			A huff. “Yes. And I’m talking about me and you. You’re not going to make this easy are you?”

			“Maybe I’d like to, maybe I wouldn’t. But I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

			“Simon Mizrahi, I’m asking if you’d consider being my roommate.”

			Maybe he was the one who wasn’t feeling all right.

			“It’s really, really nice, Simon. It’s on the top floor of a brownstone, and it’s bright even on this cold November day. It has a beautiful kitchen with a big stove, and exposed brick in the hallway, and crown molding. We wouldn’t have to pay a broker’s fee because the owner is my cousin’s friend, and he hasn’t even put it on the market yet. And the rent is really reasonable. He wants someone trustworthy, that’s all.”

			“If it’s so reasonable, why don’t you take it on yourself?”

			“I know you’re looking to move, and it’s a little bigger than I need, and more than I was hoping to have to pay. I could probably swing it, but I wouldn’t have money for anything else.”

			“So you can’t really afford it.”

			“Whatever, Simon. It’s too good to pass up. You could have the larger room facing the front, if you want, and it would be almost the size of your entire apartment right now. And... I thought we could make a go of it because I know you. That’s the main thing. I’m sure you’d take care of it and be considerate. You’re exactly the kind of person this guy is looking for.”

			But was Lana the kind this landlord would like? No, that was uncharitable. She hadn’t been irresponsible in the last year they’d been together so much as she’d been trying desperately not to have those particular responsibilities anymore. One of those responsibilities being, presumably, him.

			Why was he even a little tempted to say yes to her?

			He closed his eyes. “You know why this is a bad idea—no, it’s not just one bad idea. It’s several bad ideas rolled into one large column of highly suspect ideas supporting a sign that reads, BAD IDEA.”

			“I’ve talked to other people already, Simon. If I had better choices I wouldn’t have asked. But still, what is so awful about this? What could be worse than what you’ve got now, Simon?”

			“Well, first of all, how do you know that we’d get along after all these years? How do you know I haven’t turned into some psychopath who stores people in my freezer?”

			“Please. If it’s the freezer I remember, it barely has room to keep a pint of ice cream.”

			He glanced at the ancient appliance then looked away. “I’m old and set in my ways.”

			“We’d have different hours. You could do all those things you used to love in the mornings. Go running. Eat toast at your desk, and get crumbs stuck to your arm. Sit at the piano for a couple of hours arranging parts. Heat and reheat that one huge cup of coffee—”

			Oh God, he really hadn’t changed.

			She was still talking. “I’d come in late at night, but I know how to be quiet. I don’t want to have parties, and besides I don’t have that many friends left here. We’d hardly have to see each other at all. I know I can trust you and, well, you know me.”

			She didn’t, he noticed, say he could trust her.

			“For all my faults, you know I’m mostly not so difficult for you to live with.”

			That was true, too. She’d barely taken any room in the tiny space they’d shared. When she left, he’d noticed she didn’t have many belongings. In fact, if anything, in those last months, she seemed to shrink into herself, sleeping more and more.

			He frowned at the memory.

			But she’d taken up space in his brain, that much was true. She still occupied it. “Then there’s the fact I used to be in love with you,” Simon finally said.

			He heard her breath catch.

			When she answered again, he was glad—oh, it was terrible of him—he was glad her voice sounded strained. “Well, you’re past it now, aren’t you?”

			“That’s not the point. We shouldn’t. That’s all. There’s too much in the past. It’ll confuse things. No good could possibly come of it now. I’m surprised you even thought it was a good idea to ask.”

			A pause.

			Then Lana said, “I told myself after—after we separated I would always ask for what I needed, no matter how hard it was, no matter how long it took to work up to it, no matter how afraid I was of the answer. I’m still trying to do that.”

			She said goodbye quickly and hung up.

			Simon put down his phone.

			It was unsettling. How could she ask him after all they’d been through? But at the same time, he couldn’t help the pure shaft of joy at the knowledge she’d thought of him first, couldn’t stop thinking about him.

			Living together was a bad idea, though. A terrible one. But the worst thing? He could picture it. A clean, white-walled apartment. The sunlight streaming in through the wide windows making the strands in Lana’s black hair glow with red and brown as she opened her sleepy eyes and—

			Stop.

			He did need to move. He knew it. Everyone else did, too.

			But to live with Lana again, to know she was in the same apartment as him, it would be too difficult. It wasn’t simply about the fact he might still yearn for her physically, because, yes, if he were honest, he still did. He didn’t want to mistake his memories for feelings.

			But Lana was right about a few things. His present setup wasn’t working for him.

			The neighbor’s contractor thumped in agreement.

			He went into his office early.

			It was hard to work there, too. Too many people who wanted to gossip about who was going to be the new department head, or complain about the upcoming renovations to the offices. Too many people asking about the non-progress of his book. At least later he got to oversee practice. The chorus had holiday events to gear up for: they were leading carols at Marcus Garvey Park, singing the national anthem at a hockey game, and they had a lighting ceremony for the trees on the West Side.

			He liked to run the kids through their warm-ups himself. The chorus was open for anyone ages ten to eighteen without audition. He’d never excluded people who really wanted to sing, and the really dedicated ones tended to stay in once they got to high school. Once warm-ups were done, he let his interns take over the practice, while he played accompaniment, supervised, and occasionally helped lead smaller groups.

			The hour always seemed too short, though, and they’d be starting their performance season in two weeks. When the last kid was out the door, he turned to his staff. “We’re going to need to give extra attention to rehearsing ‘Gaudete’ next time.”

			Abena agreed, “The harmonies aren’t really meshing.”

			“They need to learn the parts better and maybe sectionals will help. They sound tentative and the song really needs to ring out. The soloists need some support.”

			Abena and Dion had this well in hand. He half listened as they hashed out a plan for the chorus’s practice pages and next week’s rehearsal.

			It was so much quieter here in the practice room, even with the two of them talking. He shook his head.

			“You okay, Simon?” asked Abena.

			“The noise in my apartment is really getting to me. Who knew I prized silence so much?”

			He tried to laugh it off and started straightening the stands and picking up stray pieces of sheet music, but his interns were exchanging amused but concerned glances.

			Dion laughed. “We all compromise living in such an expensive town.”

			“I feel like I do that enough already. This new noise is rattling my old bones. Maybe I should take up the offer someone made me to live in their apartment.”

			“A sublet?” Abena asked.

			“More like a roommate. Can you imagine?”

			Both of the interns shrugged, and he winced. The chorus’s grant paid them for their internship, but it still wasn’t as much as he would’ve liked considering how much work they took on. They were in graduate school, young. They both had roommates.

			“Especially at my age,” he said, trying to take away the sting. “And the person offering would be my ex-wife.”

			Now they were interested. He didn’t usually talk about his personal life, not that there was much to say.

			“Your ex?” Abena said. “Do tell.”

			Dion pulled up a chair and theatrically put their chin in hand.

			“I was married a long time ago. We’re fine with each other now.” Because they hadn’t lived in the same city for years.

			Abena was shaking her head. “Living with a former partner is bad news. What if you want to, you know, have someone over? Can you imagine explaining it to your date? Think of the introductions.”

			This was why Simon had never brought up his personal life at work before.

			Dion was saying, “My brother lived with his ex for three months. It was awkward. But real estate in this city...”

			“Yeah, you do end up putting up with some wild stuff to hang on to reasonable rent.”

			Well, that was what Simon was doing now.

			Abena asked, “You’re okay with your apartment, aren’t you?”

			Simon started to tell her yes, but he couldn’t really.

			“Aside from the endless drilling,” Dion said as they finished their last sweep of the room.

			“And hammering. The demolition was the worst part, but I think that’s mostly over now.”

			Abena shuddered. “I hate that kind of noise more than anything. The sounds of the city—fine. A garbage truck or some sirens don’t bother me. But construction? I’d have to wear earplugs and a set of noise-canceling headphones.”

			“And wrap those in a scarf,” Dion said.

			“More like a blanket,” Abena countered, shrugging herself into her heavy coat.

			Simon looked back and forth between them. “Noise-canceling headphones?”

			He wasn’t the most technologically advanced person, but by the end of the night, he’d purchased a handsome, heavy set from a store Dion recommended. He pulled them on when he sat down to work the next morning and listened expectantly.

			The neighbor’s contractors started their thumping and drilling again. And Simon, in his headphones, could barely hear them.

			It wasn’t perfect. He didn’t love how ponderously they rested on his head. And he could swear he felt vibrations. But he could live with that.

			Maybe he’d been going about this all wrong, trying to find drastic solutions for small problems. He could ask around for help about what to do with windows, and his tub and tile. He might spring for some renovations himself. Better yet, he could watch YouTube, learn how to regrout...whatever it was people regrouted. He could put in new cabinets, maybe build some bookshelves. Why move into a beautiful, sunny apartment with his ex-wife when he could make what he already had acceptable?

			What a funny story he could tell if he ever had a party again: Real estate in Manhattan so bananas that exes considered living together.

			The high whine of the drill was barely audible.

			But just as Simon leaned back in his desk chair to look fondly around his old apartment, he saw a thin crack splinter his wall, starting right above his most prized possession, his Steinway upright.

			More fissures spider-webbed out.

			Simon jumped up, and his new expensive headphones clattered to the floor. A shard of plaster fell onto the piano’s top board. Simon watched the drill head spin through his wall and then disappear back.

			Silence.

			Simon cautiously approached the hole. He put his eye close to it to find another eye gazing right back at him.

			The eye winked.

			Or blinked.

			It was probably not the time to try to figure it out.

			He backed away, still staring at this new, messy complication, and fumbled for the phone to call his ex-wife.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Simon didn’t want to like the apartment. But he was afraid he might love it.

			It was on the top floor of a handsome brownstone on a quiet street off Malcolm X Boulevard. Bricks and trees and a fine stone stoop weren’t going to impress him. The owner, a gregarious Black man, met him downstairs in the worn foyer and told Adam a little about the neighborhood as he led him up the gloomy stairs. “You’re a musician, your roommate told me,” Raoul said.

			Potential roommate, Simon thought grimly. Not-really roommate. Bad idea roommate. “I teach music.”

			“Cool. Cool. Lot of great places to hear stuff around here. You like a jazz brunch?”

			“Two of my favorite things.”

			Raoul laughed. “My kind of man.”

			He opened the door. “Well, here it is.”

			And Simon stepped in and turned to his left and he immediately was drawn toward the light.

			“Excuse the mess. Who knew it would be hard to pack up your life and move halfway around the world?”

			Simon hardly noticed the boxes and Bubble Wrap and packing tape. He’d started walking forward.

			“I put French doors between the front room and the living room to let in some sun,” Raoul said. “I think Lana said you might like that one for yourself. She said she could picture you there.”

			He could imagine himself here easily, waking up in the mornings, fixing coffee at the counter, running down to Central Park.

			But no, that must be another person, another life.

			He could be that other person.

			He stepped into the bedroom, then left it again. He closed his eyes, but the brightness still filtered through his eyelids.

			“There’s also a washer-dryer in the bathroom,” Raoul called from the kitchen.

			Simon let out a muffled moan.

			Raoul came back and handed Simon a bottle of water. “Feel free to explore more. Open the closets, you know. I already took all the important stuff out of the medicine cabinet.”

			Simon accepted the water and squared his shoulders. He was not going to weaken. This was a bad idea. He was here because he had to be a responsible piano owner and at least contemplate a safe place for his beloved Steinway...which would look perfect right in the corner of Raoul’s living room beside the white painted fireplace.

			He took a deep breath, marched himself down the hall, and opened the next door.

			He turned on the light.

			Never in his life had he known he cared so much about bathrooms.

			It was so clean. The deep lapis tile had to be new. The whole space sparkled.

			Simon wanted to weep. And if he did, he could always splash his face with cold water from the gleaming pedestal sink.

			From the other room, he heard the door buzzer. Maybe it was a sign, a warning.

			In a moment, Raoul was greeting someone. Simon supposed he should probably leave the bathroom but he didn’t want to move. He sat on the edge of the polished white tub and let his fingers caress the smooth surface.

			His own was pockmarked and peeling.

			Raoul was laughing at something the other person said, and as the voices came nearer, he realized it was Lana.

			Damn. Damn. Damn.

			If he came out of the bathroom looking like he wanted to live here, she’d see it. She knew him too well. She could use it.

			At the same time...

			Well, he did want to live here. It was like Abena said, people put up with a lot for reasonable rent. And this was more than reasonable rent; this was beautiful, sunlit, and clean, and in a gorgeous old neighborhood.

			After a long-short time, someone knocked on the bathroom door, which Simon had left slightly ajar.

			He said, “Come in,” which he knew was a weird response when one was sitting on the lip of a tub in a stranger’s bathroom. But weird was how his life seemed right now.

			Lana poked her head in, and when she spotted him, half-hidden by the shower curtain, her face seemed to soften.

			He didn’t know how that made him feel.

			“Hey,” she said, cautiously. “You’ve been in here a while. Are you okay?”

			He nodded.

			She glanced out the door and back in at him. “Raoul’s on a phone call. Would it be all right if I sat there?”

			She indicated the spot beside him.

			“Pull up a tub,” he said.

			They sat side by side, both still in their winter coats, hands in their pockets, staring at the pattern of blue on white in front of them. Raoul hadn’t packed up his towels yet. They matched the tile. Dammit, even his towels were perfect.

			“I realize maybe I put you in a tight spot and it was unfair to ask you to do this.”

			“This apartment isn’t fair,” he said, perhaps a bit petulantly. He took a breath and tried to sound like a grown-up. “And as for asking me, it’s not a question of fair or unfair. You’re right. You should ask for what you need. And... I can understand why you did. In a lot of ways, this is a really logical solution to both our problems. We’re both mature adults now, and surely we can figure it out, you’d think. But it’s not the logical part of me that’s worried.”

			“Yeah. I totally understand.”

			“Do you? Do you really? Because I don’t know how to feel myself. Because for the last seventeen years, it hasn’t been perfect, but my existence was mostly fine. I have work that fulfills me, and I have a place to sleep, and I got over you. I—I had a life. A routine. And then you come along again—and you show me this thing, this other possibility that seems brighter and sunnier, but you have to be in it. I know it probably hurts you for me to say I don’t want you in my life again, even in a different, limited way. This hurts me, too.”

			For a while, there was silence.

			“You know what, I’m not sorry, Simon. I’m not going to apologize about your hurt feelings. You’re a success. Congratulations! You’re solvent. Your apartment was crap and is crap, but you can afford to fix this part of your life. You don’t need me. You don’t need this place. I do. I want to live here so much, and after seeing it, I bet you understand why. If you don’t want this, you don’t have to take it. And you certainly don’t have to try to make me feel guilty again.”

			“I’m not.”

			“Aren’t you?”

			She crossed her arms and pulled back to look at him.

			He cleared his throat. “Maybe a little.”

			She stood up. She went to the sink, ran the water, and washed her hands.

			“Is this really so easy for you, Lana?” he asked.

			She seemed to study herself in the mirror. “No, of course it’s not. But I have limited choices, and I have to pick the things I think will work out best for me in the long run.”

			“And you think this—us—is a good idea?”

			“No, I don’t.”

			He flinched slightly. But at the same time, he felt a little surprised. Lana of seventeen years ago had not been so blunt.

			“But I don’t have many friends left in the city, and the ones that I do are past the roommate stage of life and don’t know anyone to recommend to me. Before and after we talked last time, I tried putting up an ad online, and both times all the people who answered either tried to pick me up or, when they heard how reasonable the rent was, attempted to poach the lease. And this was before they’d even seen the place or me. I have limited options. Believe it or not, you were the best I could come up with. If you have a better idea, you should go for it.”

			“How do you know I won’t try to steal this place from under you?”

			“You wouldn’t do that to me. Because you’re honest, even kind of noble in your own way, Simon. I trust you. And that’s why I ended up thinking of you. Not that you weren’t in my mind before. But that’s why I supposed I could share a space with you.”

			They stared at each other. Simon couldn’t help it. He drank her up, and she seemed to do the same with him.

			It was strange, and maybe too intimate being in a bathroom with her. He stood up. They both walked out.

			Raoul grinned at them. Lana had probably told him their history.

			“I... Do you mind if I go make a call?” Simon asked.

			He needed a moment. He couldn’t quite deal with it, deal with himself.

			He went to the front room, the beautiful room with all the light, while Lana and Raoul talked quietly at the other end of the apartment. When Simon finally finished arguing with himself, Lana was gone.

			Raoul slid a contract over the counter. “She signed the lease and left with a set of keys. There’s a space for you here on the agreement, but she said you still weren’t sure.”

			Simon glanced at the pen. He took the keys. “I’m not sure,” he said. “But I guess I can’t let it stop me.”

			 

			Moving took place over Thanksgiving weekend. Luckily, Lana didn’t have much stuff. She bought a new bed, which Julia helped her set up. Her cousin even stuck around to put fresh sheets on it. Lana suspected her baby cousin was hanging out in hopes she might run into Simon, who Julia had never met but who she’d probably heard much about through the extended family’s grapevine.

			But Simon wasn’t set to get his boxes and furniture in for a few more days. He had a lot more to wrangle than she did. She wasn’t going to enquire more closely, or volunteer to help. Hands off was her policy about everything Simon. She was tempted to have it cross-stitched and hung on her wall.

			While Julia lounged in the bedroom, no doubt sending pictures of Lana’s sparse belongings to all the aunts and great aunts, and adding that the infamous ex-husband still hadn’t yet shown up, Lana wiped the cabinets clean, and poked around the boxes holding her kitchen equipment. Over the counter, she could see the one big piece that had already arrived: the piano.

			Simon hadn’t been around for that, either. He’d called her earlier today sounding harried, asking if she could supervise as the instrument was delivered. She was already here, so she agreed to watch as the Steinway was trundled up the three flights by one burly Russian guy with a special moving belt. A skinnier older man whose main job seemed to be to tell Lana and Julia stories about which houses in the neighborhood had which kinds of staircases was there to warn the younger man about the angles to take when maneuvering the instrument through the brownstone’s landings. The move hadn’t taken more than an hour, but for Lana, it felt like forever. She hadn’t realized how stressful it would be to wait for the piano to arrive, to hear the shouts and orders as it came up the stairs, to see the instrument in person once again.

			She did not touch it.

			“I wish you’d play for me,” Julia said, coming into the kitchen.

			If only Lana had a fainting couch on which she could fling herself dramatically before she answered. “I don’t play anymore.”

			But there was no furniture other than what she’d put in her own room. She hadn’t talked with Simon, but she’d expected him to provide most of it. She wondered if he still had the tweed foldout that sagged in the middle.

			She could definitely spring for a couch.

			They’d seemingly spelled out everything else, though. They agreed to a trial period of four months. If it didn’t work out, Simon would be given time to find another place to live, and she’d be allowed to show potential new roommates around. In the meantime, quiet hours were between 8:00 pm and 10:00 am. They split utilities and internet and shelves in the bathroom. They both agreed to try to keep clutter to a minimum and have honest conversations about housekeeping. Top shelf of the fridge was for shared food. Middle was for her and bottom for him. They each had one crisper. No dinner parties or large gatherings unless one cleared it with the other.

			And if they had, uh, more intimate guests over, those people could not stay more than twenty-four hours.

			Lana hoped there would be no such visitors. Not because she was jealous. It was just awkward.

			Simon was right, as usual. The whole thing was a terrible idea.

			She stared harder at the damn piano.

			She hadn’t been as sure of herself as she sounded when she’d sat in the bathroom arguing with him. But she had to let him know he wasn’t dealing with the person she used to be; she needed to remind herself often of the same fact. She’d learned over the years to keep her knives sharp, to show no fear, whether she was trying to keep her place in a restaurant kitchen or find her way out of a strange and confusing airport. Sometimes that meant sounding steelier than she felt.

			Julia sat down at the piano bench and lifted the keyboard cover. “Your dad says you were really talented.”

			Lana shrugged. “He’s biased.”

			“He’s a music professor and former concert pianist. That’s an informed bias.”

			“Despite his opinion, a lot of people play the piano and talent only gets you so far. You can practice and practice and be the best you can be and better than anyone else in your circle, and still only be the 2000th best pianist on this earth.”

			“What about your dad?”

			“In his prime, probably top 1000.”

			Her dad lived in Ohio. He’d always loved Simon and was delighted Lana was moving in with him again.

			Her father had been disappointed when she went into music education instead of trying to have a career as a performer. But by the time Lana had grown up, the industry changed. Dad might have been able to work and thrive teaching and holding recitals. But Lana didn’t have his drive, probably because she didn’t feel a spark for performance. She’d studied what she had in order to please him, and that had been a mistake because her heart wasn’t in it. And now here she was raising his hopes in a different way, by seemingly reconciling with Simon even though she’d been very clear that was not what was happening.

			She reminded herself she wasn’t responsible for her father’s ambitions. She could only be in charge of herself, and judging by how tediously slow unpacking was going, she wasn’t sure she even wanted to be responsible for that.

			Julia opened the lid of the piano and began to play “Chopsticks.” “Aren’t you at least going to do the bass part with me?”

			“Tempting.”

			Julia stuck out her tongue, and Lana gave her the finger back. It was on this warm scene that Simon arrived, slightly out of breath, hair flopping in his face, coat unbuttoned.

			Eyes sparkling.

			This was definitely going to be a problem.

			Lana hadn’t seen Simon in person for a while. They’d conducted their business in the intervening weeks through phone calls and texts, which Simon was slow to respond to, but at least they effectively avoided having to see each other. He’d viewed the apartment one more time with their landlord to take measurements, and conferred with her on the phone. She may have eluded the invitation (though she probably should have taken her own measurements) because she hadn’t wanted to see him. Ridiculous considering they’d soon be living with each other again.

			And now, here they were.

			Julia was delighted. Lana’s cousin, her baby cousin, leaned against the piano and extended her hand, palm down, like a society dame. Simon crinkled his eyes charmingly, flashing Lana an amused look before turning his attention back to the woman draped across his instrument.

			Ugh.

			Lana barely managed to suppress the exasperation in her voice. “Simon, this is Julia, another one of my cousins. She’s the daughter of my dad’s youngest brother. She went to NYU Law, and she’s with a firm downtown.”

			“Your dad’s the ornithologist, right?”

			“No,” Julia said. “Uncle Yi-shang is the ornithologist. My dad’s the ophthalmologist.”

			She sent another wide smile Simon’s way, and when he turned to Lana for help, Julia mimed clutching her heart and pretending to swoon.

			Why couldn’t one of her other eleventy-million cousins have moved to the city and offered her their spare couch?

			Simon was asking Julia about her work and about all of the various aunts and uncles. He remembered more than Lana expected. His eyes coasted around the rest of the apartment once or twice. Maybe he was looking for an escape hatch, or maybe he was trying to imagine how little he could move in before he moved out again.

			Lana stayed in the kitchen behind the counter, her fort, and kept her head ducked. She pulled spices out of her boxes and put them back in.

			“I’ll leave you two alone,” Julia eventually trilled.

			With a sweep of her scarf, she left the apartment. Lana and Simon listened to her clatter down the stairs.

			Lana realized she couldn’t also make a grand exit. This was her home now. This was where she was spending the night.

			She glanced up to find Simon’s eyes on her.

			He put his hands in his coat pockets. “So, settling in okay?”

			“Yes.”

			“And I see the piano’s all right.”

			“As long as Julia didn’t sully it by playing ‘Chopsticks.’”

			“At least it wasn’t ‘Heart and Soul.’”

			“You take that back. You know I love me some ‘Heart and Soul.’”

			“I remember.”

			He laughed and looked down.

			She’d told herself she should stick to the present when she had to speak with him, but it was harder than she’d thought. One day they’d get over this awkwardness. They had to. She wanted to tell him it wouldn’t be so bad. It was just a trial period. It didn’t have to be forever.

			Simon cleared his throat. “The movers will be here tomorrow morning, we’re thinking around noon, and depending on parking. All my things I’ve accumulated over the years, turns out it’s not as bad as I anticipated.”

			“Famous last words.”

			He laughed again.

			“Did your landlord give you a hard time about breaking your lease?”

			“No. They’ve wanted me out for about the last ten years. Now they can finally renovate and sell the place for half a million or so.”

			“No. That’s ridiculous. It’s tiny.”

			“Manhattan real estate. Maybe my dad should have bought it when he had the chance. But now, the last Mizrahi is leaving apartment 204 after fifty years.”

			“Wow. How do you feel?”

			“It hasn’t hit me yet.”

			Another pause. “I’ll manage, though.” He began pacing the room. “This place makes up for it. It’s almost too bad we’re going to cover up these dark wood floors with rugs. I love the way the sunlight looks on them.”

			“I can contribute furniture if you’d like.”

			“Do you want to? This place should be furnished in your taste, too.”

			“I don’t have a strong opinion—”

			“I don’t either.”

			“I don’t want to step on any toes—”

			They talked over each other and stopped.

			Simon seemed to take a deep breath. He was avoiding her eyes. “I wanted to apologize for the other day. In the bathroom.”

			“It was fine. I was pushy, too. It’s going to take some time for us to adjust.”

			He didn’t answer.

			She laughed a little awkwardly, and put down the spice bottle she’d been fiddling with. “Still time to back out.”

			Please don’t back out.

			Simon shook his head, then gave her a brief, piercing glance. Her stomach seemed to drop as he said, “I’m not going to change my mind at this hour. I’m living here for four months. I’ll try my best, and so will you.”

			She bristled, not so much because of what he’d said but that he felt he had to say it. Still, it was true. They’d set out their guidelines for how to live together. They’d follow them.

			But later as she grimly cleaned out an already clean cabinet, she decided she wasn’t going to have trouble sticking with her own, private number one rule that she wouldn’t fall in love with him again.

			New number one rule: She was not going to let him boss her around.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			It was surprisingly easy for Simon to abide by his privately formed dictum not to get involved in Lana’s life. Her hours were so different from his that he rarely saw her. She slept late and left sometime in the afternoon, not returning until way after he’d gone to bed.

			Some nights, he wondered if she’d come back at all. Not that he was keeping tabs on her. He had unpacking to do, a grant report to write for the worryingly opaque foundation that funded the chorus, a book to avoid working on, and a handful of seasonal concerts the kids would perform at, along with the end-of-semester grading.

			But he saw evidence she’d been there in the damp towels spread out to dry on the rack near the bathroom radiator, the green vegetables she left in the fridge and the disassembled blender parts drying in the dishrack in the evenings. Their living quarters were indeed split, so thoroughly that when he was in the living room he could barely see down the brick-lined hallway to her door, which was always closed. He hadn’t caught one glimpse of her room since he’d moved in. Not that it was his business. He’d taken the large front bedroom with its tall windows and its ghostly painted-over crown molding. At first he’d worried about noise coming in from the street, but it wasn’t as if his former apartment had been perfectly quiet. At least no one would be drilling through these walls. The branches of a tall tree cast friendly shadows in the room, and in summertime the leaves would shield him from some of the sounds of cars and passing people.

			Not that he was sure he would stick around long enough to find out. Although it was surprising how quickly he’d managed to adapt. The quiet helped. The light did, too. And seeing the red brick of the townhouse as he rounded the corner was an unexpected—what could he call it?—it was a pleasure. Never in his life had he thought he would become so attached to a building. A few weeks into December, he still paused, no matter how cold it was, to enjoy the black, wrought-iron gate, its solid bars ending in fleur-de-lis, lumpy and thickened with layers of paint. He smiled at the steps, slightly higher on the right side to make up for the sloping of the street, and he enjoyed the solid thunk of his key entering the old lock.

			It was after such an evening, after a concert in which the kids had performed exceptionally well, he came galumphing up the stairs, a little drunk with pride and on the single glass of prosecco he’d downed at the post-recital reception, that he came up the stairs to find Lana in the kitchen.

			God help him, he was happy to see her. He was so warm and full of fellow feeling, so grateful she’d suggested this whole arrangement. And she looked soft and pretty with her hair in two braids, her slim figure clad in navy blue pajamas piped in contrasting white, her bare feet peeping out from under the rolled hems. His eyes went down, then up briefly to the shallow notched vee above her throat, to her delicate skin. He moved toward her in three full steps ready to give her a hug.

			And stopped short. Before he had a chance to say a word—before she did—he raised his index finger. “Hi. Let me go to the bathroom.”

			He swiveled unsteadily and fumbled for the door. Shut it. And looked at himself in the bathroom mirror.

			He’d almost hugged his ex-wife. He’d raised his finger when she was about to speak to him. He’d lurched for the bathroom.

			He was still in his coat.

			Suave.

			Not that he wanted or needed to look any particular way to her. She’d seen far worse from him. But this old, ex-er version of her hadn’t.

			He took off his coat, and cleaned himself up so he didn’t look quite so jovial and tried to pump some sense into his veins. His chorus had done so well, these kids, their faces glowing, their voices strong. The audience had been on their feet.

			“Good performance?” Lana asked as he came into the kitchen again.

			She handed him a plate with some cheese and crackers, and an orange sliced up in fat segments, the peel still on.

			She still cut up her oranges that way.

			“How did you know?” he asked, sitting on one of the new stools at the end of the kitchen counter.

			She smiled and looked down. “It’s in your face. It glows.”

			He cleared his throat, embarrassed to hear his thoughts echoed. “Probably from the sparkling wine. I didn’t have anything to eat.”

			“You never could before a performance.”

			“I wasn’t even the one who was up there singing or conducting. One of my interns, Abena, she was in charge of selecting the music and teaching the kids these parts. They really responded to her. She has a great future. I’m so proud.”

			He pulled the peel from the orange and put the entire segment in his mouth, sucking the juices dry. It seemed to taste better than anything he’d ever eaten before.

			Lana was still standing there watching him, amused.

			Amused was good. It was better than slightly alarmed, which was the expression that had flashed over her face when it seemed like he was going in for a hug.

			The cheese and crackers were also the best he’d ever eaten. Hands down.

			“You are a wonderful chef,” he said, his mouth full.

			“It’s Breton biscuits and store brand cheddar,” she laughed. “You’re still like this. You just love everyone and everything when people make music.”

			He grinned through a mouthful of crackers. “It’s a beautiful experience.”

			“Yes. Yes, it is.”

			She looked down again. And suddenly he felt a little bad. Maybe she missed music.

			If she did, it might explain the way she veered away from the piano the few times he’d seen her in the living room.

			He was about to pose some indiscreet questions. Maybe find out things he didn’t want to know the answers to, when she asked him, “Would you mind if I adopted a cat?”

			He blinked, completely thrown.

			Her face had pinkened as she said hurriedly, “I wasn’t trying to take advantage of your mood. I didn’t know you’d be—it’s my night off from work and I was up so I wanted to ask...”

			“You want a cat?”

			“Yes.”

			He thought about it for a moment more.

			“Why? You never wanted one before.”

			“I never asked for one before.”

			She turned on the sink and started to wash the knife.

			There was something in here that he should probably try to think through. But although he wasn’t really drunk, he seemed to be having trouble understanding her request.

			She dried her hands. “I’d try to keep it mostly in my room. We could store the litterbox in the bathroom. Cats are nocturnal anyway so you wouldn’t really have to do anything unless I went somewhere for a trip. But that isn’t likely to happen.”

			She added, “I’d like the company.”

			It wasn’t a judgment precisely. It was better for both of them to keep out of each other’s way, to attempt to lead separate lives. But a part of him, rather childishly, wondered why she didn’t take his companionship. Not that he was offering.

			“I guess it’s okay with me. I never thought of—I suppose pets weren’t allowed in my old place, and it would’ve been too cramped. I put it out of my mind.”

			“So you’d be fine with it.”

			“I think so.”

			“Thank you. Maybe I’ll try to find a cat who’s older, more settled. One who won’t want to go running all over the apartment at all hours.”

			“Right.”

			He picked up an orange peel.

			If she wanted a cat, maybe she was feeling more settled than he was. Maybe this meant she was going to stay.

			He should not feel a burst of joy from thinking of it. But he wasn’t supposed to like seeing Lana in her pajamas in the kitchen in bare feet, to be aware of the subtle curl of her toes, to wonder how they’d feel brushing up his leg.

			Of course she was going to settle here. That was part of the agreement. He was the one who had to move out after four months if he didn’t like it. This apartment was supposed to be the next step in a new him, one who didn’t get stuck, one who tried new things.

			But as he dropped the peels in the freezer compost and tried to calm his unruly body, he couldn’t help thinking that if he had to stay here with her, he wouldn’t mind. He wouldn’t mind at all.

			Christmas Eve

			“I wasn’t planning on asking if I could adopt until after the holidays. But he came into the apartment looking like I remembered, just while I was thinking of all the ways I’d changed. So I blurted it out. So much for never apologize, never explain.”

			Julia snorted. “Who said that?”

			“Some rich white person, no doubt.”

			Julia had called Lana up to ask her to help with her baking. Lana reminded her cousin she wasn’t a baker and didn’t make pastry, but Julia sounded desperate and Lana did owe her for all the weeks on the couch, so she’d pulled herself out of her bed on her day off and slumped down to Hell’s Kitchen, her tired body cursing her all the way as she thought of the shift she’d agreed to pick up tomorrow.

			But so far this was all right. Julia’s apartment was warm, probably too warm for pastry making, and Lana had installed herself on the couch and was looking through a pet adoption site while “coaching” Julia through the dough.

			Julia raised a flour-and-butter-covered hand and rubbed her forehead with her wrist. “Is Simon coming to the shelter with you to pick out the cat?”

			“No. It’s not like we’re a couple or something.”

			Julia pursed her lips in disappointment. Or maybe she was concentrating on the butter and flour.

			“That might be easier with the food processor.”

			“I hate cleaning that thing. Plus doesn’t making it in the food processor make it tough?”

			The glutens were probably already overworked, but Lana didn’t say anything. Instead she told Julia to add more ice water.

			Fear of a tough crust wasn’t going to divert her cousin from her favorite subject, though. “What’s Simon doing for Christmas? Does he celebrate?”

			“He doesn’t, but he’s planning to go to Westchester to see his aunt Rose. He’s got a lot of cousins. They usually go see a movie and order takeout.”

			“So you two won’t be trapped together in the apartment with a big snowstorm blowing outside.”

			“It’s supposed to be 45 tomorrow. Practically balmy.”

			“The fire roaring. A blackout threatening...”

			“The fireplace doesn’t function.”

			“He slowly takes off his button-down shirt and puts it on you to keep you warm.”

			Lana snorted.

			Julia inspected her work, her face a mask of innocence. “It’s just the unresolved sexual tension coming off of you two.”

			“What are you talking about? We were married. There’s nothing unresolved about it.”

			“Ah, so you admit there is sexual tension.”

			“Are you sure you don’t want to be a criminal defense lawyer, Perry Mason?”

			“Who’s that?”

			“I think my hip just broke from the old.”

			“Anyway,” Julia was saying, “it’s clear when you’re in a room together. That’s all. He’s very aware of you.”

			Well, Lana was certainly alert to him, too. They’d stopped avoiding each other since that last encounter, and it was much better this way. The most awkward part of living together seemed to be over. But still there was tension, as Julia called it, a not-unpleasant pull that she felt for him. When they were both in the apartment’s shared spaces, she involuntarily tracked what he was doing. She watched him hum quietly to himself when he was going over a score, thinking about how the slight buzz of his breath might feel against her skin. Her eyes would flick to his hands, his elegant fingers, swiping over a tablet. It was usually a short distraction. Then she would get back to doing whatever it was she was doing: making her to-do list, checking her messages, getting her jacket on before she ran off to work. Her small fascinations weren’t something she wanted to admit out loud, but there they were. It was only natural wasn’t it? His face was still beautiful and elegant, if a little careworn, and it had been some time since she’d left. The reasons why they’d gotten divorced were long over, and memory had dulled her guilt. Plus, they had more breathing space, both in the apartment and because they didn’t work in the same field. Of course she was going to have a tiny crush. Except could she call it a crush when it was her ex-husband?

			Admitting she still had those kinds of physical reactions didn’t prevent her from knowing they’d separated for good reasons.

			She cleared her throat and tried to change the subject. “How about this tuxedo cat?” she asked holding up the screen. “His name is James Bond, but we wouldn’t have to keep it.”

			“It’s just everyone wants to know why it happened,” Julia burst out.

			“Everyone?”

			“Everyone in the family. You know how they are.”

			She did. But it didn’t stop her from narrowing her eyes. “Don’t put this on all the relatives.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“They aren’t here. You haven’t texted at all this afternoon. This is you. You are really pushing some sort of reconciliation hard. I want to know why.”

			Julia appeared as though she were about to argue. It came naturally to her. But then her head dropped. “I don’t even really know. Because all of this happened to you and Simon when I was a kid, and I feel left out of the discussion like I don’t know something important. Because he’s cute and you’re cute, and you’re both single. That’s what we’re supposed to do, isn’t it? I know I sound like all of the aunties and uncles when I push you together. They all have this black and white idea of what it’s like, not marriage itself but staying. But I also know it’s more complicated than that—you keep saying. Maybe I want to know why love doesn’t work out, or that it does. Maybe I want that story.”

			Lana put down her phone. She sat at the table and started helping Julia peel fruit. She had to stop thinking about Julia as her baby cousin.

			“Are you interested in someone?” Lana asked carefully.

			“I had a thing with a classmate in law school,” Julia said. “We even lived together for a while. I didn’t tell Dad. He wouldn’t have approved. You know how they are.”

			Lana thought of her churchy older relatives and nodded.

			“We ended it because school is hard, and we didn’t know where we’d end up going. But I think I told myself we’d get together again after we had our careers a little more mapped out. I dated and all. I got over it, except maybe I didn’t because now he’s engaged, and all I have is this hard pastry disc and a pile of unpeeled pears I’m supposed to make into a pie.”

			“Oh, honey.”

			“I’m fine. At least I’m not over thirty and alone.”

			Lana very carefully put the knife she’d been using down so that she didn’t accidentally commit the terrible crime of infanticide.

			Julia, blissfully unaware of her tactlessness, added, “It’s so hard to meet people when all I do is work. Which is why I’m making this pie. To take to church on a Christmas Eve.”

			“For all the hot religious singles?”

			“Something like that. It’s not that I’m competing with the ex. I want to feel like I have something of my own going on.”

			Lana nodded.

			She picked up the knife again. “I was floundering back then when I was your age. Simon knew exactly what he wanted to do, and I wasn’t quite as sure. Not only that, everyone else was there for him. There aren’t as many men studying to be music teachers, or there weren’t when I was in school. They tended to stand out.”

			“Oh wait, are you saying all these people fawned over him?”

			“Some people did. People tended to smooth the path for him.”

			“Did you catch his attention by being the person who didn’t giggle and swoon? Was that why he noticed you?”

			“No. I was wild about Simon from the first. But even the people who were cooler toward him, they listened to him. The department administrators laughed at all of his jokes no matter how corny, and people tended to be quiet when he spoke up. He wasn’t a jerk about it. He didn’t talk over people. But it was easier for him to be heard. That’s a measure of his personality, too. He’s single-minded when he wants something. But also I think the two go together. It’s easier for people to pay attention to him, and it makes it easier for him to talk to them. I mean, I worked hard but even my own supervisors seemed to praise Simon to me when it came time to evaluate my work. It made me feel...”

			“Invisible.”

			“Yeah. It’s funny, because now it’s pretty clear that being a music educator wasn’t what I wanted to do with my life. But Simon was convinced I was good. The more he tried to put me forward and encourage me, the more painful the whole program became. I don’t know how to explain without sounding like I’m jealous, even though it wasn’t what I wanted to do, even though it wasn’t for me. Maybe I was, a little. Or maybe a lot. It’s sort of like you said, it wasn’t that I was competing with him. It was a tough position for both of us. This is so much easier to understand now. At the time, the only thing I felt was like I had to get out of that tiny apartment, out of that life, because I was all wrong. I couldn’t figure out how to right myself while I was there.”

			“Please, I get it. It’s starting to sound like law school. Or, like, real life.”

			“Well, yeah. It’s not like professional kitchens are less sexist. But I’m not married to another chef, so my life is slightly less complicated in that way at least.”

			They were quiet for a couple of minutes, both probably remembering their own stories.

			She had been jealous. She could admit it to herself now. She’d envied her own husband, his skill, but even more, his assurance. He knew what he wanted. He didn’t have doubts. She’d held that helpless lump of fury about him even as she’d been proud of him. Now it was easier to articulate those feelings, now that she wasn’t married to him or in that apartment sleeping next to him. She didn’t have to convince herself to rise from a bed she shared with him anymore, and go out and face another day with increasing dread. But it felt different saying it to another person. Maybe she’d have cared less if she’d been happier with her own work at the time. But because their lives had been mixed in that particular way, there was almost no path to untangle herself from the accumulated hurts and insecurity without letting go of him.

			“Sounds like you made the right decision for you at the time.”

			“I think so.” Lana was surprised by Julia’s support. She blinked away the sudden and completely unnecessary tears. “No one has ever told me that.”

			“Did you ever explain it to anyone else?”

			“A couple of years ago, I talked a little to my dad after he’d brought what up Simon was up to for the umpteenth time.”

			“You picked the worst person to try to tell.”

			“Well, I chose better this time.”

			Julia smiled briefly. Then she looked at the mess of fruit in the bowl in front of her. “Ugh. I’m not going to get to the church dinner in time,” she said.

			“I’ll finish and bake it off while you get ready.”

			“Thank you, thank you! I knew I could count on you!”

			Lana sighed and preheated the oven. She made the streusel topping and piled it onto the pears and cranberries. Julia was singing “Silent Night” loudly and making herself beautiful. Lana had no doubt her cousin would bounce back from her sadness; in a way, it seemed she already had.

			As for Lana, she’d get over her temporary crush on her ex. After all, she’d done it before. She could do it again.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			January

			The cat had arrived three days ago. But, like all of Simon’s roommates, it seemed she was too skittish to come out of hiding. The cat was a little messier than Lana. The tabby left trails of grit from the litterbox in the bathroom, and slopped water on the kitchen floor. Simon didn’t mind, though. In truth, he was more curious about the cat than the cat seemed about him.

			“At least she’s eating,” he observed.

			“She seemed so friendly and outgoing at the shelter,” Lana said, bending to wipe up bits of cat food with a paper towel.

			“Give it time.”

			Simon watched her from his side of the counter. She seemed tired and anxious. He felt slightly and irrationally annoyed with the cat for worrying Lana, but telling Lana wouldn’t exactly help, so he tried to inject some joviality into his voice. “Maybe she’s still getting used to these grand surroundings.”

			Lana washed her hands. She did that a lot these days. She kept a basil-scented lotion beside the bathroom and kitchen sinks, and he had to admit he loved the scent of it.

			Oh God, he was not going to start perving on his ex-wife briskly rubbing lotion into her hands.

			“I think she’s interested in the piano. Or the sound. A couple of times, I’ve been working and she’d sneak out to listen.”

			Lana didn’t even look at the Steinway or at him. “Maybe a really smelly treat. One of those fishy tube things. I could pick one up at the pet store.”

			He thought about this for a moment. If she could ignore his words, he could ignore hers. He went over to the piano and opened the lid. He realized he hadn’t played in front of Lana in years. For some reason, he avoided music when she was around, and clearly so did she.

			He pressed a couple of chords, soft and easy, the piano’s tone shimmering tautly in the air. Then he dipped his fingers into one of the songs the chorus would be singing in their next concert, a melody that was probably unfamiliar to Lana, something new. And as he played, he could feel it working. He could feel her creeping closer, the warmth of her presence moving toward him like the sun in the morning. Except it was never the sun that moved, was it? He sounded the deep resonant notes of the bridge, pulling her closer, but the tune was almost done, the final chorus already rolling through under his fingers. Then it was over as quietly as it began.

			He stayed very still.

			A scrabble of claws told him the cat had come out, if only for a moment. And when Lana spoke, her voice was quiet and low. Nearby. “Well, I guess your music worked.”

			“I’ll try and play more to lure her out from wherever she is.”

			More distantly, “You don’t have to do that.”

			He looked up again, but she had moved to the hallway and was smoothing her hair back. He loved watching her run through her set of checks and measures before she left for work, the way she pulled back her hair into its shiny, black braid, the way she stared intently and dispassionately at her face before she checked her bag. Keys, wallet, phone, water. He could almost hear her going through her list. Next came the first scarf, a wisp of a thing that she wound around her neck. He always wanted to reach out and help her with that one, to touch it, to feel it grow warm under his fingers. Next came her boots, and he admired each leg as she turned them and zipped them matter-of-factly, then the soft marshmallow of a jacket, the slouchy hat, the second woollier scarf, which, depending on the weather, she knotted or tied around her nose. Finally, a pair of soft leather gloves that he had handed her once or twice.

			Then came the slightly awkward part. Because he was so often near the door when she was leaving, because he frequently made up an excuse to linger near the hallway, there was the goodbye. If she was in a hurry, she called out a soft farewell, and scampered out the door and down the stairs. If she seemed to be feeling shy, she quirked up her lips and waved, and it was both the most adorable and least satisfying of the iterations. If he managed to look a little busy at her departure, she’d touch his arm, his bare wrist. Sometimes he held the door open for her, as a courtesy, of course. Sometimes he watched her walk away, her head and shoulders disappearing as she went down each step. The downstairs neighbor had caught him staring after Lana once, and now Mrs. Pierre’s eyes twinkled at Simon whenever they ran into each other.

			More embarrassing things had happened to him in his life. Probably.

			But today he stayed at the piano bench. He watched Lana go down, heard the heavy door slam. He wondered briefly what the hell he was doing, playing for her, trying to seduce her like a goddamn siren.

			He got up and opened and shut the door more firmly, locked it. Right. Time to get down to business. If he worked, he wouldn’t think about Lana. This was the perfect time to make progress on his damn book. He’d already told himself he wasn’t going to go out today. He wasn’t allowed to read, or listen to any music, or clean the cabinets until he’d organized his notes, and finished writing the chapter he’d been working on for the last week.

			Simon settled himself at the small table near the kitchen, his laptop in order, his coffee in front of him in his favorite mug, his noise-canceling headphones at the ready, not that he needed them in this apartment. He’d even opened his document.

			He took a congratulatory swallow of caffeine.

			His phone trilled at him, and he leapt for it. It was his sister. He couldn’t exactly ignore his sister. She never called during the day.

			But it wasn’t Maxine’s face who appeared on his screen. It was his youngest niece, Ronnie.

			“We’re on winter break until tomorrow. Mum says I should talk to you because she needs just one single minute to herself,” she said by way of greeting.

			Ronnie was a solemn-looking child with glasses, whose placid facade hid a swirling mass of pure, anarchic energy. Currently, this energy seemed to be concentrated on adjusting and readjusting the position of the phone.

			“Are you having a good vacation?” Simon asked the blur.

			He propped his own device against a stack of books, grabbed his coffee, and leaned back, settling in for a long chat.

			“It’s okay. I read thirty-three books so far, and we went sledding and skating.”

			“Thirty-three. That’s a lot.”

			“It is.”

			“Are you a good skater?”

			“I’m very good. I’m better than Mum. She likes to sit on the bench and watch me.”

			“I’ll bet.”

			Ronnie launched into a story about a raccoon that had gotten into their garbage bins, and was telling Simon about how she was going to have baby raccoons as pets when she stopped and yelped, “It’s a kitty! You have a kitty.”

			Simon turned very slowly. The cat was crouched behind him. When she saw his face, though, she streaked under the couch.

			He turned back to his niece. “She’s very shy. Maybe if you sing her a song, she’ll come out.”

			Ronnie wasn’t about to be fooled into a performance. “What’s her name?”

			“I don’t think Lana has given her a name yet.”

			“Lana. That’s my aunt, isn’t it?”

			Simon didn’t know. Had she ceased to be their aunt when she and Simon divorced? Ronnie hadn’t even been born yet when they split. It seemed oddly heartless to tell this to his niece. At the same time, it probably wasn’t healthy for Lana to keep the aunt title.

			Was it any healthier to hang around the door in hopes his ex might pay attention to him as she got ready for work?

			While Simon puzzled this over, Ronnie had moved on. “The kitty’s name is Muffin,” Ronnie said confidently.

			“I don’t know—”

			“She looks like a Muffin.”

			“You only saw her streak by. You didn’t get a good look.”

			“She’s brown like a muffin. When she curls up she’s going to look like one.”

			“She might be what they call a tabby cat. So, she’s actually—”

			Ronnie stared at him.

			He was mansplaining to a seven-year-old, and she’d called him on it.

			“I’ll see what Lana thinks of the name,” he sighed.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			It started out as an ordinary day. By the time Lana had risen, Simon was already out and the cat had been fed. Muffin, which was what Simon had reluctantly told her his niece had suggested calling the tabby, had gotten bolder as the week wore on. Bold enough that when Lana came home last night, she found the arm of the new couch scratched up and streaks of claw marks down the curtains of her bedroom. The cat had gotten into her closet and torn up one of Lana’s old sneakers. And she’d knocked several books down from the chair Lana kept beside the bed.

			Lana picked up the novels, threw out the shoes, covered the couch arm with a blanket, and hoped fervently that Muffin hadn’t gotten into Simon’s room.

			Now, the cat was still in hiding. Lana made and drank her chard and mango smoothie. It was a cardio day, so she went for a run down Malcolm X Boulevard and along the top edge of Central Park. On the cold, half empty playground, she went through a series of stretches and resistance exercises that helped her arms and wrists and core for the night ahead. Years ago, she’d consulted a physiotherapist to help her deal with the strains and possible repetitive injuries that came from tossing and twisting pounds and pounds of dough around every night; she’d been careful about going through her routine ever since. Her roommates at the time had called her dedication to it her Olympic training.

			If only they could see her now, she thought, giving herself a good stretch on the dome-shaped climber. She grimaced slightly, feeling a twang—several twangs, a banjo chorus, really—somewhere near her midsection.

			The exercises were supposed to make her feel better for her work. But more and more lately, even the warmups themselves were exhausting her to the point where the idea of going in to work all night made her tired.

			She thunked her head against the cold bar of the playground climber and breathed in deeply. She had been officially working at Lore for three months. A month left before she was assured of a more permanent position, a month left before she could sign up for insurance and maybe go see a PT again.

			She jogged slowly back up the wide, spare expanse of Malcolm X, turning onto the tree-lined street. By the time she’d made it up the stairs, she was holding her side, and she probably looked like a swaybacked farm animal.

			She stood a moment in the hallway trying to catch her breath.

			“You never used to exercise.”

			Lana jumped. Or she would have if that hadn’t required using her limbs. She hadn’t seen Simon coming up behind her.

			Half of her braid was probably sticking right up from the wind. The smaller tendrils were plastered to her head with sweat, the heat of the apartment mingling with the lingering cold of the outdoors to create streams of moisture running down her red cheeks.

			“We could go running together,” Simon added before she could say anything.

			The cat peered from behind Simon’s ankles. Muffin seemed to prefer him. Catching a glimpse of herself in the hallway mirror confirming her suspicions about her hair and face, Lana could understand why.

			She shook her head, partly to dismiss those thoughts—why did she care what Simon thought of her looks?—and partly to put him off the idea of them being running buddies. “I don’t know about the exercising together. I wouldn’t want to disrupt your routine.”

			He’d been a runner since high school and in his forties he was still built like a fucking gazelle. There was no way she’d be able to keep up with his pace. She’d barely made it home.

			Of course, some days were better than others. Today was...not a better day.

			She bent down slowly to pet the cat, who sniffed at her curiously, accepted a couple of scritches before hissing, and darting away.

			“Of course,” Simon said, stepping back, his face in shadow again.

			Leaving, like the cat.

			Maybe she’d hurt his feelings, putting him off. But he liked running alone, he’d told her long ago. He liked the opportunity to get his thoughts in order, to have the wind rushing past his ears. Simon had made running sound exhilarating. Just like he’d made school sound fascinating, and the kids and other people seem endlessly good.

			But these things came easy to him. Maybe that’s why her experience of it never matched his.

			She could call him back to explain, but she wasn’t here to get close to him again. She went and took a hot shower, letting the water revive her somewhat. When she was dressed and neat again, she came out to check Muffin’s food bowls and put on her jacket.

			Simon really had disappeared.

			She sighed. She’d gotten used to him seeing her off. It was probably the wrong thing for her to enjoy. But it seemed like such a tiny, harmless pleasure to have him hand her scarves, hats, to have him hold open the door. In those moments, it was as if she knew she could—she would—come back to someone who cared about her.

			She trudged down the stairs, back out into the cold, and to the subway station, not paying attention to the audiobook she’d downloaded for her commute. Once at work, she greeted her coworkers, and got herself ready for the long evening ahead.

			She felt off.

			Who knew what it was. Maybe it was the fact that Simon hadn’t said goodbye. Her mouth twisted ruefully as she thought about how she’d been irritated by his routines when they were married, and how she now had her own.

			Talia came by her station. “We’re down a few prep cooks and we’re already behind. Can you pitch in?”

			Lana nodded. In a few minutes, she was coring, quartering, and chiffonading napa cabbage.

			The atmosphere was tense. At least four people were out with what was probably the flu, although no one liked to speak out loud about illness in the kitchen. The front of the house was set to open in two hours. Out back amongst the prep cooks, it wasn’t exactly quiet; the ventilation fans roared and pots clashed. Knives chopped frantically. But even the cursing was down to choked-off mutters.

			Lana cleaned off her board and started on the next batch.

			“Did you do any formal training, Lana?” Talia asked, sidling up.

			“In Singapore for a little while. But most of my learning comes from working.”

			“I’d love to do that,” Yara, one of the other cooks, said. “Travel and cook my way through places.”

			They were keeping their voices quiet. “It was good for me in a lot of ways, but it wasn’t glamorous. And the credentials don’t translate as well as you’d think, especially when you’re a woman and not white.”

			All three of them grimaced.

			Yara muttered almost to herself, “This is my first gig out of culinary school.”

			“And it’s a big one,” Lana reassured her.

			“Yeah, I don’t want to mess it up. But at the same time.” Yara lowered her head so her nose was almost touching the counter. “It would be nice to be able to travel and learn more.”

			“You’re better off staying here longer and getting job experience that looks good on paper,” Talia murmured. “Having the health insurance you can’t use because you can’t ever take time off to go to doctor’s appointments and then getting fired if you really do get sick.”

			“They aren’t really going to fire those guys, are they?”

			“Shhh.” Talia looked around. She lowered her voice more. “They might try, depending on how long they’re out.”

			Lana kept chopping grimly.

			“Well, I got my—” Yara glanced around “—my F-L-U shot, so I should be okay.”

			“I did, too,” Lana whispered.

			She’d paid fifty dollars out of pocket for one. No use taking chances.

			They managed to get through ’til about 8:00 without too many disasters. Luckily it was a slow night. But by 10:15, as Lana was finishing up a last batch of noodles to be cooked, she started feeling a familiar cramping.

			“Oh, no, no,” she said through gritted teeth, as she did a quick mental calculation.

			She should have started taking painkillers yesterday, just in case. But with the cat, and her new place, she’d been distracted.

			She fanned the noodles with a grimace, and managed to cut them before bringing them over to Talia. “Can you take over? I need a minute.”

			Talia eyed her, but gave a terse nod.

			A moment later, Lana hobbled to the employee bathroom. The nausea was getting worse. She dialed Julia, who didn’t pick up. Then she called Simon. “Can you please come get me?” was the last thing she remembered saying before the pain rolled over her and she passed out.

			 

			Someone had wrapped her in her jacket and scarves and propped her in a metal folding chair before Simon arrived. “Just get her out of here,” a bulldoggish white man in a chef’s coat muttered.

			Simon knelt to take her hand. He glared up at the man.

			“It’s not the flu,” Lana breathed, her eyes closed.

			She looked gray, in sharp contrast to earlier today when she’d come in flushed and breathless from her run.

			“It’s endometriosis,” she said in a louder tone.

			Chef Asshole reared his head back, but the tall Black woman, Talia she’d said her name was, snapped, “It’s not catching. You don’t have to worry that we’ve made customers sick.”

			“Is it some kind of cancer, then?”

			Talia rolled her eyes. “No.”

			She strode out saying, “Do I look like Google?” as Chef Asshole followed, still asking questions.

			“I’m so sorry,” Lana whimpered as Simon helped her get up.

			“It’s all right. You’ll be all right,” Simon told her.

			He didn’t know that. He took one moment to put his face in her hair, and then went through the checklist of all her things he seemed to already know so well: the scarves tied the way she liked them, one on the inside, one on the outside, the jacket, the hat over her ears, the bag, the gloves. He peeked in her purse to make sure she had her keys, wallet, and phone. Then, half carrying her, he bundled her out to the waiting car.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered again, and he wanted her to stop. The last time she’d apologized so much was when she’d told him she’d decided to leave New York. She’d told him she knew his life was here, but she couldn’t stay. She asked him to come with her, but he’d been too angry and hurt that she hadn’t wanted their life, that she could think he could give up everything he wanted for some whim of hers, that he wasn’t enough to hold her there.

			But he didn’t know what was making her sick now, and he didn’t want anything terrible to happen to her. He didn’t want her to leave. So the whole ride back, he held her. He kept her in his arms as they climbed up the darkened West Side Highway, even as they slowed to a crawl on 110th Street and the driver murmured into his headset, and the cab grew too warm. Every time his body complained about how hot it was, Simon tightened his hold on her against the thought. When they finally turned onto their street, he reluctantly let go. He tipped the driver generously, checked again to make sure they had all of Lana’s things, and the two of them slumped slowly up the familiar and welcome steps. Back home. Home where they belonged.

			Lana got her things off and stumbled to the bathroom as soon as they came up the stairs, and she stayed in there for such a long time that Simon wondered if he should go in. He took off his shoes and coat. He was in the T-shirt and sweatpants which he’d donned hastily before running out the door. The cat rubbed herself against Simon’s legs and then, in a perverse moment of camaraderie toward Lana, chose to wait by the door behind which her dear rescuer had hidden herself.

			The cat mewed, a rusty, breathy croak that would have been amusing if Simon weren’t so tense.

			“I know how you feel,” Simon muttered.

			He took out his phone and tried to search the thing Lana said she had. But in truth, he couldn’t remember the term. The only part he recalled was “not catching” and “not cancer.”

			That left a lot of other ailments.

			He heard the door of the washer-dryer slam and Lana exited the bathroom a few minutes later, wrapped in a towel even though she hadn’t taken a shower, and then padded to her room.

			It had only been a glimpse. The white bath sheet, her hair loose, her bare shoulders, and Simon felt everything roil through him: relief she was all right, fear she wasn’t really, lust, disgust with himself at his lust, and finally grief, overwhelming, almost incomprehensible. Why grief, of all things?

			He stared at her door for a couple of minutes more, then took a deep breath. He walked the ten steps through the hall and knocked. She made a sound and that was enough for him. He opened the door and peered inside, almost afraid of what he’d find.

			A nightlight glowed softly and Lana huddled in the bed, covers pulled around her ear as if she couldn’t get warm enough. The towel lay neatly folded on the chair. “Lana,” he whispered. It was still too loud. “Are you going to be all right?”

			She nodded and seemed to shiver. How could she be cold in this warm room?

			“Are you sure you don’t have a fever?”

			He came closer.

			“It’s endometriosis,” she said. “Let’s just say I recognize the symptoms—in me, at least. It’s not always this bad.”

			Her voice was fading, and he didn’t know what to do with the new fear sweeping him. He knelt down. The bed was a low platform. To be sure, he checked her face for assent and laid his hand on her forehead. Not feverish, not at all.

			“You’re cold.”

			“It’s like this sometimes.”

			She reached her own hand to where his fingers rested gently on the covers. For a few minutes, they were both still, both watching those places where her skin touched his. Then she drew his arm in underneath. She pulled him as she turned, until he was under the blankets with her, his chest against her pajama-clad back, his legs twined with hers.

			He let out a long, shuddering breath and pulled her closer to him. It was never close enough. In a few minutes, her trembling stopped. Her breath deepened. She was asleep.

			He told himself he was afraid of waking her in order to justify not slipping out of her bed. But that didn’t explain why he smoothed her hair and pressed his lips to it before closing his own eyes.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Lana woke up early in the morning with an unexpected companion in her bed. Muffin, the cat, was sprawled in the center, taking up more room than a creature that size should be able to occupy. Lana had been pushed almost to the edge of the mattress, her fingers clutched around the duvet as if to save herself from falling onto the floor. She tried to ease her way back into her own bed, but the cat was immovable.

			“Now is when you decide you like being around me?”

			Like was perhaps too strong a word. The cat gave Lana an indifferent stare and stretched her limbs wider until Lana was almost over the edge.

			“I thought pets could sense when their people were sick and try to comfort them instead of kicking them out of bed.”

			Muffin closed her eyes and Lana sighed. She wasn’t about to get any consolation from that quarter. Worse, the events of yesterday had started coming back in sharp, humiliating flashes.

			Lana sat up and rubbed her face. On the chair beside her bed sat a tray holding a glass of water, a plate of saltines, and a selection of Motrin, Pamprin, and Midol. In the bed, beside the cat, was what looked like a brand-new hot-water bottle.

			Fucking Simon, that fucker.

			He must have risen from her bed, the one she’d dragged him into, and gone to an all-night pharmacy.

			She was not going to cry.

			A knock sounded, and Lana muttered an oath. It was loud enough for Simon to take it as agreement to come in. He came up to her and knelt beside her. “You’re not okay. Go back to bed.”

			“I’m fine,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut.

			“You’re crying.”

			“I’m not in pain. It’s more...”

			It was because of everything. Because she’d fainted at work, and because she might lose her job. Because she’d had to call her ex-husband after trying to establish distance, because she seemed to need him. Because he’d been kind to her.

			The image of the array of medicines stayed in her mind no matter how tightly she kept her eyes closed.

			“Are these like those cramps you used to get, you know, before?”

			Before. When they were married.

			“Yes. I got a diagnosis of endometriosis a couple of years ago when it started getting worse.”

			“When you started passing out.”

			Something about his flat tone made her eyes snap open. She felt oddly defensive.

			“It doesn’t happen every time. So much nausea and pain, I mean. They usually prescribe a hormonal IUD to keep it under control, but I didn’t react well to that. So I take the pill, and I use an app to track my period to make sure I dose myself with painkillers before. But last month with the moving and the holidays I didn’t keep up, and I’ve been so busy I probably forgot.”

			She stopped talking. She didn’t want to tell him about the ways she couldn’t seem to care for herself. It had taken her a long time to feel competent, equal to her job, to any job, really. And now, in front of so many people, she’d collapsed.

			He stood up again and rubbed his face. For some reason, his small gesture of weariness made her feel a bit better. But when she started to get up, too, he held his hand out, almost as if to push her down, but not quite touching her shoulder.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, perhaps realizing he’d gone too far.

			“I need to use the bathroom.”

			When she came back, she saw he’d sat on the floor next to the bed, his head on his knees. It was still early and he probably hadn’t gotten much sleep last night. She sat down next to him.

			“I’m doing this all wrong,” he said without raising his face.

			“No. It’s not that. You’re—” she gestured at the tray, at him, not that he could see it “—you’re perfect. As usual. You didn’t have to come for me last night.”

			He snorted. She winced over how dramatic the whole thing must have been. “Well, you didn’t have to do the rest. You didn’t have to get me this medicine or come in and check up on me or—or hold me.”

			She added, “I’m sorry about making you sleep here.”

			“I wish you wouldn’t apologize. I...wanted to. I held you in the car, too.”

			The tiredness and worry, and yes, affection seeped out of the edges of his voice, there to be heard by anyone who was listening for it.

			She shouldn’t have heard it.

			She nudged him with her knee. It was supposed to be a friendly touch, casual, to tell him she was okay, that he should go easy on himself. But it was too affectionate, too intimate. Her pajama-clad leg sliding briefly against his reminded her of how familiar she’d been with his limbs long ago, how she’d sometimes started with his calf, twined her leg with his until the rest of her body followed. She’d done some of that last night.

			Lana jerked back.

			She had her period. She had dark circles under her eyes and while she didn’t have the cramps anymore, her insides felt tender. She was in her uniform-like nightwear. There was nothing sexy about the situation.

			As if to confirm her thoughts, Simon started to get up. “You’re probably hungry. Let me bring you something.”

			“I can make my own breakfast.”

			“Please, just let me.”

			Lana took a deep breath. “Thank you. But can I at least come into the kitchen? I’d feel weird eating in here by myself.”

			He nodded and offered his hand to help her up.

			She took it.

			 

			They had never really eaten together in their time as roommates, Simon realized.

			But he was hungry, too. It had been a long night.

			He got butter out of the fridge and cracked some eggs a little self-consciously. His ex-wife was a chef and could definitely make fancier things than he could. But this wasn’t the time to wish for a demonstration. He pulled out a few tomatoes and sliced them, put some bread in the toaster.

			The cat came out from Lana’s bedroom and weaved around his legs. “I already fed you. There’s food in your bowl,” he said, trying to get to the stove.

			The cat yelled, first piteously, then angrily when she realized her demands were going to be ignored.

			Lana laughed, and he couldn’t help it. His heart leapt.

			He’d always loved her laugh. Big, bigger than her, it started down low and opened into a wide sound. Sometimes, when he wanted his students to sing loud and happy, he tried to laugh like that for them.

			Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Lana, who was leaning down to coax Muffin to come to her. Her hair was loose and messy, but he could see the clear line of her neck, her soft jaw, her ear.

			He loved that ear.

			His eyes jerked back to the stove. No ears. No jaws, no delicate skin, no collarbones just visible beyond the points of her neckline, no hips, or legs, or bare feet.

			Eggs. Eyes on the eggs.

			The pan was a mess of streaky curled layers. He scraped the bottom. “It’s not the best. I always leave more egg in the pan than we get to eat,” he said apologetically.

			“Eggs and toast with butter are always the best.”

			She’d poured him a cup of coffee and added just the right amount of milk, and he didn’t—he shouldn’t—say, You remembered. But he was thinking it.

			They ate their eggs and toast and slices of tomato side by side in silence. It wasn’t exactly comfortable but he wasn’t unhappy. She was recovering and he’d slept badly, although again, not unhappily, beside her.

			This was the whole problem. It would have been easy to simply let himself go there. To tease her into smiling. To let his elbow touch hers when he picked up his mug. To forget all the painful things that were in the past and think only of the present. And it would be easier if he didn’t know she was struggling against the same temptation.

			That was the problem with knowing someone so well, even if it had been a long time ago, even if she had changed.

			So now, he was aware that she was glancing at him from the corner of her eye. He was gloriously alive to every quiet swallow, every word she didn’t say. They both got up to take each other’s plates.

			“I can do the dishes. You cooked.”

			“You’re ill.”

			“I feel fine. It’s just washing up.”

			They feinted left then right, both trying to be considerate, both trying to get to the sink, to not impose, to be good.

			They stopped. Lana still hadn’t looked up. “This is silly,” she said. “We can both do them. You wash, I’ll dry.”

			“Fine. Yes. Good.”

			They stood side by side as he conscientiously rinsed off the plates and silverware and soaped everything up. He didn’t know why he was being so careful. He handed off dishes to her, she moved off to put everything away, taking, it seemed, equal care to make as little noise as she could. At one point, their wet fingers met, and she jumped back.

			In a small corner of his mind, it pleased him that she was skittish, because it signaled that their contact meant something to her.

			“The thing about endometriosis,” she said, clearing her throat, “it means I probably couldn’t have had kids very easily.”

			He picked up the pan he’d used to cook the eggs. It was a mess. He was completely unprepared for this.

			He ran hot water over it and squeezed dish soap into it and looked at the bubbles rising.

			When they were married, of course he’d wanted children. He was a teacher. He never questioned that he wouldn’t have them. Except here he was, forty-four years old and he hadn’t had kids and, although he hadn’t really thought about it lately, being a parent didn’t matter to him that much. The only person he ever considered being a parent with was beside him, but not with him. Right now the absence of Lana seemed more important than those hypothetical lives he’d assumed he would nurture long ago. “Why are you telling me this right now?”

			“I need to remind myself why it would never have worked out.”

			“I don’t need to have kids,” he said, abruptly shutting off the water.

			Let the pan soak.

			She scoffed. “Really? You.”

			“I’ve taught a lot of people by now. I have nieces and nephews and they are...a lot.”

			“And this is enough for you? You’re still plenty young enough to go out and father some children.”

			“As appealing as you make it sound, I think I’ll stick with what I’ve got.”

			“You’ve changed,” she said slowly.

			“Of course, I’ve changed. You’ve changed. Why are you the only one who gets to do that?”

			“Well, you didn’t have to. You’re still in the life you envisioned for yourself.”

			“I’m in the career. I fulfilled some of the ambitions—”

			“Most of them.”

			“Some. I am doing those things, and sometimes I love it, and sometimes I go through the motions. But as for that whole life, well, you altered it. You, Lana.”

			“You mean I ruined that part of the plan by leaving.”

			“No. Yes. It’s not that. I shouldn’t have said it that way. It’s more that at the end of it all, when it was really over—really over—like the anger and the hurt and the numbness, when it was more or less over, I was a different person. And it wasn’t about categorically declaring things like, I will never trust again. Although I’m sure I did it. I became more cautious. About wanting things.”

			“Oh, Simon.”

			“Don’t say it that way.”

			He stopped, then started again. “Maybe it was good for me. No, I know it was good for me to learn that I couldn’t always get everything I wanted my way. It was good, but still painful.”

			Lana gave a short laugh. Her eyes came up briefly to meet his and his heart gave another painful thump. “You don’t have to make a lesson out of everything.”

			He moved closer. His fingertips were inches from hers, resting lightly on the kitchen counter. “Sometimes I wake up and I can’t believe you’re here, in the same city, under the same roof, not a hundred feet away. You’re not the way I remember in some ways, and the same in others. We’re both in a different place. It’s confusing. Because I still like you. I still want to be around you. It isn’t at all what I thought it would be like to live with you again. I can’t even say that it’s worse or better than before, because what it’s like now seems to swamp and erase all the memories of what it used to be. I’ll recall specific incidents, but it’s like watching two different people act out some words that I already know. So yeah, despite resisting it, I’ve changed. Are you so surprised?”

			She raised her head finally and closed those remaining inches. “I like being surprised.”

			A moment. A flicker. The air seemed to grow heavier between them.

			He slid his fingers carefully over hers as she rose on her tiptoes. There was a short, sweet breath of a pause between them, and his lips were on hers, her hand came up to rest lightly on his shoulder.

			At first it was as if they were simply exploring being close again, feeling each other, the texture of skin and lips. It wasn’t better or worse than he recalled; it was another thing entirely. His memory would never have supplied him with the glory of the sudden tightening of her fingers on his shoulders as she pulled him down closer. He’d never have remembered the slight breath she took as she swayed into him, her body tensed and stretched, overbalanced but not wanting to put her weight on him.

			His other hand had traveled up the intriguing strength of her arm, mapping dips and cuts of muscle that spoke of years of discipline and dedication. He moved up and around, and his fingertips traced the architecture of her shoulder blade. When had she become all of this? His mind was still marveling over her even as his body kept him from thinking too clearly.

			Then her mouth opened wider and she grunted, drawing a breath before returning to him with more intensity. At the feeling of her teeth grazing his bottom lip all he felt was want, helpless and overwhelming. He wanted to pull her closer to him, to let her fall into him, to feel her body against his. She licked him gently and the curl of her tongue made him never want to let go.

			But though she gave her mouth to him, her cheek rubbing softly against his, she didn’t pull him closer, and the thought of her restraint was enough to keep him to his own careful line. In another moment, she took one more breath, and he seized the opportunity to kiss his way up to the fine skin at her temple, to bury his nose in her hair. A sigh. A blink. He reluctantly stopped and pressed his forehead against hers.

			She exhaled long and deep, from the very bottom of her, and he felt it vibrate through him. Her hands were still touching him, caressing him, not quite letting go. He could feel the desire in her, the need to be closer, the way she held back. He closed his eyes: her want was almost enough for him, almost enough to feed his greedy soul.

			But not quite.

			She was starting to disengage herself now. Her palms smoothing a path down his shoulders, pausing a moment to cup his biceps, her thumbs kneading his muscles in a way that made him want to seize her again. But she was stepping back, her hands moving down his arms.

			And she was looking at the floor again, at their interlaced fingers.

			“Are you all right?” she asked.

			“That should be my question to you.”

			She winced a little, as if that were enough to remind her she’d been in pain last night. He regretted his words. But he couldn’t feel that way about anything else that had happened.

			“I am...all right. I think this can be okay.”

			“Be still my beating heart.”

			It was supposed to be a joke, a bad one. She jerked his arm a little. “Hey. Hey. This is not easy for either of us. It is understandable if we’re both feeling cautious. Even if our hormones are ready to do a lot more.”

			Yes. At her words, his body once again perked up even as his brain sounded a warning.

			She was going to be sensible, despite her feelings. He had to be, too.

			He let go of her hands, and they were facing each other. Not touching.

			“We’ll be talking about this,” he said. “God knows, since we live together, we’ll have plenty of time to talk. But for now, you’ve been feeling bad, and you should go lie down again.”

			And I am going to take a shower. A cold one.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			She was forty-two years old, long divorced, and she was sitting on the floor of her bedroom listening to her ex-husband take a shower, and wondering if he was jerking off.

			She squeezed her thighs together and concentrated on the ache of her cramps. She wasn’t grateful for the now-dull pain. She would never go as far as that. But she needed space to think, and the gray edge of discomfort had been enough for her to want to preserve the border between her body and his. Another thing preventing her from sinking into him, another reminder of how hard she had to fight to keep herself intact, to keep herself in this place she’d worked too hard to get.

			But she still wanted him. It was hard not to long for the comfort of him, of his arms around her, of the way he listened to her. She looked at the tray, still on her chair, at the medicine he’d gone out to find. She pulled the hot-water bottle out from under the duvet. It wasn’t as warm or all-encompassing as him, but she clung to its rubbery form for a minute.

			The shower shut off. It was easy enough to think of him, his forehead pressed against the shower tiles the same way he’d leaned on her. His hair would be dark and slick, his lashes thick with moisture, his eyes closed as he remembered, as he stroked himself, as he thought of her.

			The cat bumped her knee, bringing Lana out of her reverie. The tabby probably sensed how unsettled everyone in the household was, and had finally decided it was all right to be affectionate and needy. But as Muffin settled down for pets and scritches, it seemed she was the only one getting any satisfaction.

			Absently, Lana turned on her phone. She sent off a message to her boss and another to Talia telling them she’d be coming in tonight. If she still had a job.

			Talia texted back saying they were shorthanded, and even though it probably spelled another tough night, Lana felt somewhat relieved. She swallowed a few pain pills, checked on her alarm, crawled back into bed, and fell asleep with the cat pressed against her side.

			 

			He was gone when she awoke at her usual workout time. She found a note saying he was at class, and he’d left her a turkey sandwich in the fridge. She found it wrapped in white deli paper, along with some fruit, several different kinds of yogurt, and various sports and vitamin drinks. She grabbed the sandwich and a banana. Why not? She’d slept without her arm braces and in the same bed with her ex-husband. She’d kissed him and kissed him. Why not go whole hog, skip the workout, eat the sandwich. It had slices of real turkey, with lettuce and tomato, mayonnaise and cheese, no mustard. The way she used to make them. He remembered.

			Yes, he made it easy to slide.

			At least that’s what she told herself as she sat down with the sandwich.

			She was still eating when the first text came from him.

			“Should I pick anything up for dinner tonight?”

			She considered it for a moment. Then typed back. “Going to be at work.”

			It didn’t take long for him to call. He sounded like he was outside. “Are you sure you should be going back today?”

			She breathed in deep through her nose. At least he wasn’t here to see her expression. “I have to. I’m still in my trial period. I don’t even know if I still have a job.”

			“It doesn’t sound like a great one.”

			This wasn’t the conversation she wanted to have with him. “It’s a good stepping stone. And it’s not like I have a lot of choices. I don’t have my pick of work.”

			Not like he did.

			Another whoosh of air and a faint crackle.

			Maybe he sensed he was losing her, because he tried another tack. “I was hoping we could talk. Maybe pick up where we left off.”

			He’d lowered his voice. She could almost picture him, the collar of his dark, wool coat turned up, a private smile playing on his face, the intimacy of their conversation warming him against the cold wind. And this time she wished—oh, she wished—not that she was up to taking him up on everything he offered, but that he were here instead of out wherever he was, that his later was their now.

			“You’re trying to tempt me.”

			“I’m doing it because it hasn’t worked.”

			“And it’s not going to because I have to be a responsible adult.”

			“It’s the worst.”

			“Sometimes it really is.”

			He hung up, but not before asking what time she thought she’d be home, and telling her to wear three scarves tonight, and to sit down if she needed to, and to call him if she had to leave early, and he could come pick her up and yell at her boss if she needed it.

			She wished he could be there to yell. It was a tiring night, and Danny was terrible about yesterday’s incident, but not extremely terrible because he didn’t have time to really let out the full extent of his terrible, and he needed all the bodies he could get. At the end of the night, she stumbled onto the subway, sore and exhausted and almost missed her stop. The cold winds blew up the wide avenues of Malcolm X Boulevard. And when she finally got home—she thought of it as home, now—she was chilled and tired. She found Simon asleep on the couch with the lamp still on. He’d had a longer day than she had. After all, he’d brought her home last night, let her cling, gotten her medicine and the hot-water bottle, made her breakfast, and then taught his full day. She looked at him for a minute, at his long, dark lashes, his messy hair, his crumpled collar. Then she nudged him down into a more comfortable position, put a blanket over him, and turned out the light. He hardly stirred, never moving even after she’d brushed her teeth and gone through her nightly ritual with washes and serums and creams. She finally left again, reluctantly, as if hoping he’d wake up, and they could have their conversation. Or that he could at least hold her the way he had last night.

			One night and she’d already gotten used to leaning on him again.

			But she did have to be sensible, and she did have to be an adult. So Lana put on her braces, got into her own bed, and she went to sleep.

			 

			Simon woke up in a terrible mood. He’d fallen asleep in his clothing and missed talking to Lana again. He’d been wanting to speak with her in person for nearly a week, but between his schedule and hers, they hadn’t been able to find a moment when they were both present and conscious.

			He couldn’t even tell what time it was when he opened his eyes, because it was so dark in winter. He got up to go to the bathroom and on his way there, peered at the light on the microwave. Five forty-nine. Almost near his usual waking hour. Not enough time to crawl back into bed and take a decent nap. But early enough that he felt resentful at being up at all.

			Lana’s door was closed.

			Well, what did he expect? If he was asleep on the couch when she returned, then she was too considerate to wake him, or kiss him or sit on his lap. She’d been in such pain only a few days ago, for God’s sake. She needed her rest. She should never have gone back to work to begin with, and the fact that she had—the fact she’d dismissed his concern so breezily—needled him, even though he knew he was being immature.

			Mouth full of toothpaste, he gazed into the mirror. He didn’t usually worry too much about his looks, but he felt haggard. The highs and lows of the last week had been too much.

			The rest of the day didn’t go much better.

			Abena pulled him aside at the end of practice and said, “What’s going on with you? You’ve delivered your lecture about grit at least four times today.”

			“They need to hear it, don’t they?”

			“If they’re listening to the same lecture from you over and over again then they’re showing plenty of it.”

			“Concert’s in less than two weeks and the second sopranos are still muddy in ʻWanting Memories.ʼ Did anyone hear back from Monroe Webb about whether he’s going to be there?”

			“An extra practice was rescheduled for tomorrow. They’ll work on it. And Mr. Webb is coming.”

			“Great. Fine. I forgot about the sectional.”

			“You seem more stressed than usual.”

			“Our grant’s up for renewal. We’re using a different venue for our concert. The kids need to be in top shape. We have to have our board members out in force. And I haven’t been sleeping well because of Lana.”

			Abena raised a perfect, dark eyebrow.

			“It’s not the way it sounds. She was sick.”

			“God, I’m sorry.”

			Well, Lana hadn’t been sick for the past few nights. Or maybe she had. He didn’t know, did he? The thought that she’d been hurting and going to work all week made him angry. But he couldn’t exactly tell that to his intern.

			“She’s fine. She always is. I’m just tired. Maybe I’ll take off. You guys can handle cleanup?”

			“Of course.”

			He started to walk home, cutting across 120th Street, down the slippery steps of Morningside Park and past the elementary school. It was still early, but the winter sun was already setting. A man pedaled past him, boom box playing Otis Redding, the singer’s voice bright against the cold gloom. Simon tried to keep the sound in his head, to follow the thread of the melody home.

			As he swung open the door, his neighbor was checking the mail.

			“You kids, out ’til all hours.”

			It was six-thirty. “Hi, Mrs. Pierre.”

			“Where’s your wife?”

			“Still at work.”

			“Where’s her job?”

			“Downtown,” Simon muttered vaguely.

			“And she has to come back up in the cold and dark alone?”

			Well, Simon had just returned in the cold and dark alone, but he saw Mrs. Pierre’s point. “She’s a grown woman. And she’s stronger than she looks. She could probably braid my limbs like a challah.”

			Mrs. Pierre gave a crack of laughter. “You young people,” she said as Simon started his slow climb toward his apartment.

			But rather than collapse onto the couch by the time he got inside, he was jumpy. The warmth he’d craved was suddenly stifling. The cat was too wild to want to cuddle, running back and forth through the hallway for no reason Simon could understand. He watched for her progress—or lack thereof—for a while, drinking a glass of water.

			He should go out.

			And why not? He was still young, according to Mrs. Pierre. Single. Restless.

			A man had to eat.

			Before he knew it, he’d taken a shower, shaved, and changed into a clean shirt. He hopped onto the subway at 116th Street, and rode down to Chelsea.

			As the hostess asked him if he had a reservation, he realized he hadn’t thought this through. He wasn’t down there to harass Lana. He didn’t want to make her talk to him while she was working. But he was lonely for her, and he wasn’t sure she felt the same way. Once, long ago, he’d been sure of her. Certain they were completely and utterly in love with each other and that they would be together forever.

			That had turned out great.

			“Well, since you’re alone,” the hostess said brightly, “we could squeeze you in at the counter.”

			She led him out into the loud, cavernous restaurant. Some sort of boy-band K-pop was playing, while beautifully rumpled people talked loudly at each other. Servers dressed in black dodged nimbly from table to table, ferrying drinks and food. Billowing red ceiling draperies did little to reduce the noise, but at least it was all very dramatic. Simon paused for a moment to gape at the huge iron fountain in the middle of the floor and then trotted after the hostess once more.

			He’d noticed none of this the last time he was here. He’d been too worried about Lana.

			Simon quashed the memory. He got to the counter and slid cautiously onto one of the high-tech stools, doubtless made of some dense polymer that was also used on several space stations and was now being employed to hold his ass. The hostess handed him a black matte menu folder, which he promptly smudged with his greasy, plebeian fingers.

			But his attention was diverted almost immediately by the view of the kitchens, by the sight of a station behind a line of sushi chefs, of Lana.

			She was standing in her chef’s whites, sleeves rolled up, arms dusted with flour. Her hair was pulled back neatly and covered by a dark kerchief, and she was holding a hank of dough, spinning and manipulating it like it was magic and elastic, not some ordinary mix of flour and water. At first, it seemed to be all one thick, smooth piece but after she doubled and stretched it several times, she paused a moment to sift it with her fingers, and it was revealed to be made up of smaller strands. She swung her dough, and lifted it to twist it together again. Another quick comb through the now even finer strands. She went through the process over and over. It was almost hypnotic. In another moment, she was handing the lengths to another white-jacketed chef to be cooked.

			He started to understand where she’d gotten the muscles he’d felt when he held her the other morning when they’d kissed. His tiredness was gone. All that remained was awe. When had she learned to do that?

			“Would you like a drink to start with, sir?” His server had been standing patiently while Simon stared.

			“No, thanks,” he said. “I’ll just have the noodles.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Simon was waiting for her. But she didn’t find out until she’d already cleaned up and was getting ready to leave.

			“Is anything wrong?” she asked, hurrying to the front where the crew were vacuuming and stacking chairs.

			He looked disheveled. Tired. She shook off the urge to reach up to him and touch his hair.

			But as he shook his head, he took her hands and kissed them, and she knew Talia, who had followed, was probably raising one dark eyebrow at the sight.

			Lana didn’t care. “You should have told me you were coming. I’m all right, you know.”

			“No, it wasn’t that. I know you can take care of yourself. It was—I wanted to see what you do.”

			“Oh.”

			She examined him more closely. At first, she’d assumed he was worried and exhausted, but a strange light was shining in his eyes when he gazed back at her.

			“It was really good,” he said. “I don’t even know how to say it.”

			They stood in the way of the rest of the staff, so she pulled on her things. He helped her with the jacket and scarf, and they headed out into the crisp night. He held onto her hand as they walked to the subway and as the train squealed into the station. They stepped onto a nearly empty car.

			He was still quiet, bright-eyed, watching her.

			It wasn’t until they reached 34th Street that she finally said, “So you ate at Lore.”

			“The fresh hand-pulled noodles.”

			The food she’d made.

			She said slowly, “And you liked them.”

			“I loved them.”

			His voice was low and fervent, so intense that she could hear it even above the rumble of the subway.

			She glanced down at her lap. She was still holding his hand.

			“Noodles,” she said. “It’s such a silly sounding word. Just flour, water, salt.”

			“What you did with it wasn’t simple. You must have spent years learning those skills. I can’t even begin to understand, especially because it was you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’ve witnessed you do other spectacular things. I’ve seen you get a roomful of little kids to hush and really listen to music with you. I’ve watched you handle all of your rambunctious older relatives, how you switch so easily from English to Taiwanese to cajole them. I’ve heard you play. I remember the way you touched the keys when you performed Gymnopédies, the reverence with which you’d play old folk songs. I’ve seen you, well, when we were together in bed, I saw all of you.”

			His voice had dipped even lower and he had pulled her—or had she leaned?—so that his voice was close to her ear, stirring the escaped tendrils at her temple. She shifted in her seat.

			“I always knew you were amazing,” he continued softly. “I think young, arrogant me congratulated myself a lot for seeing so much in you. But I feel foolish now, because I realize I didn’t see half of it. I didn’t see how much you work, how dedicated you can be. How, given half the chance, you can make something ordinary—flour, salt, water—make it move for you, transform it into something else entirely. I didn’t see half of anything in you. It came out of left field. And I guess the thing I feel now is strange, because I feel like I don’t know this whole part of you. I’m ashamed for how little I realized about you.”

			“Simon, this isn’t—”

			She was going to say that this wasn’t something he could have known about her. She’d hardly known it herself when she started out. It had taken years of apprenticing, years of messes and lumpy, recalcitrant doughs that broke or stuck together. It had taken forearms that trembled from fatigue at night, stiff shoulders, strange but obvious dreams about being tangled in noodles and cooked in soups, to come up to this point to make it something she’d gotten used to, to make noodle-making part of her muscle memory.

			She didn’t feel like a different person, because she’d been there the whole way, but she was different now. And so few people who’d known her for a long time seemed to be able to understand it—to see it. And Simon, in a way the last person she’d ever expected to want or acknowledge that, could. He did.

			He was amazed by her.

			She felt amazing.

			She turned her head toward him and kissed him.

			She kissed him as they traveled uptown, under the too-bright lights of the rattling, rumbling 2 train, her hands stealing up past the thick collar of this coat, to his warm neck, to his hair.

			“We’re disgracing ourselves,” Simon murmured, even as he nipped her earlobe and his fingers found the zip of her jacket and pulled it down. “Making out on the train, like teenagers.”

			He watched the progress of the zipper avidly, as if it would reveal more than her scarf, her sweater, more layers and layers of clothing, as if he could see down to her skin. Then he tipped his tongue up to catch her again in a lush kiss.

			She pushed her breast, or the area of her clothing that covered it, shamelessly into his hand, and he gave a muffled gasp that only made her wilder. The train seat felt too smooth and unsatisfying against her restless thighs.

			Every stop on the walk home was marked by where they paused to kiss, where Simon pushed her up against a wall, and she ground her hips against his. A car slowed once and honked while they were pressed on the brick beside a beauty salon. Its headlights illuminated their desperate bodies, causing Lana to bury her head in the front of Simon’s coat. Simon laughed softly, an edge of incredulity in the sound.

			“We should get back.”

			“Yes.”

			They hurried now, swinging around the corner and down the block, through the gate and up, up the stairs, the thumping of their footsteps loud and urgent. Lana couldn’t help blushing at how impatient their running sounded. She and Simon burst in the door and into their dark hallway. Before the door fully closed, they’d fallen on each other, tripping in their haste to kick off shoes and unzip and unbutton each other, to unwind. It was as if they expected someone would stop them, someone wise and mature who’d tell them to think this through. But of course, they were the adults here, they were the ones in charge.

			The fact that this was a bad idea only made Lana want it more.

			She groaned.

			Simon stopped unwinding her scarf and dropped his hands, panting. “Are you okay? Are you feeling all right? I should have asked first. We should slow down, maybe talk.”

			Talk, now?

			But he’d turned around and hung up her scarf. He was trying to get a grip on himself, and maybe that was what got to her again. Or maybe it was his erection, which when he faced her, pulled insistently against the line of his jeans under the thick fabric.

			She wanted it.

			Lana hooked her hand around his waistband and it was his turn to moan. He fought her with difficulty, the drag of her arm reeling him in until he was so close to her. She fumbled with his button, with the zipper. When she looked up again, he was watching her hand intently.

			“I don’t want to talk about anything except whose room we should go to.”

			“Mine,” he choked. “I have a bigger bed.”

			She reached into his pants and squeezed him. They stumbled awkwardly toward the bedroom.

			 

			Simon’s bed was occupied. The cat yowled as soon as they fell on top of it—and who could blame her?—but instead of giving them space, the tabby hissed and dug in. Lana scrambled off the mattress and fell on her ass beside the bed. She looked stunned and outraged and messy. She wasn’t wearing a shirt, and the straps of her pink bra had fallen so that the cups were opening like the petals of an overbloomed flower. She was the most beautiful thing Simon had ever seen, and he dropped to his knees and pulled her down the rest of the way to the floor.

			The cat was still complaining.

			“Cock blocker,” Lana muttered as she pulled Simon’s shirt off and threw it onto the bed. “The cat, not you.”

			Simon laughed, part giddy, part relieved, that she seemed so determined, so eager despite the fact if they stopped to think about it, this was probably an extremely terrible idea.

			The cat yelled again. Lana stood up. She’d shucked off her jeans. The bra was somewhere on the floor, her eyes were blazing. “We’re going to my room,” she announced.

			He pulled the rest of his clothing off, then grabbed the box of condoms that he’d bought in a fit of optimism, and he followed her, his eyes taking in her messy hair, the strong curve of her shoulders, the intimate line of her spine. He reached toward her and ran his thumb along the valley of her back, and she stopped, trembling, her hands moving down her own sides, her ass curving up in invitation.

			They were in the living room. They weren’t going to make it to another bed.

			He hooked his fingers into the seam of her underpants, gliding them along her soft, firm skin. She made a sound like a whimper and he stopped. He fell—that was the only way to describe it—he fell on his knees so he could lick her right there, bite gently on the plummy curve, kiss her in the places he remembered in dreams.

			She buckled soon, too, and he caught her, his hands splayed over her smooth, soft stomach, lowering her down until she was kneeling on the rug and he was right behind her, his mouth at her shoulder. “Why don’t you sit on the couch?” he managed to say, his breathing harsh.

			For some reason, this was what made her stiffen. “You want to—you want to eat me out?”

			“Why not?”

			Did she not like it? Had she ever liked it? Did he not remember?

			“It’s been so long...since we did that,” she said.

			She turned around to look at him, her eyes wide. Then she buried her face in his shoulder. “I don’t know why this feels so different. And new. I don’t know why I’m—I’m shy?”

			And why did this confession make him want her more?

			He tried to calm his breathing, his body, his cock, so he could listen.

			She said, “It’s not that I don’t want this. I do. I’ve hardly been able to think about anything else for days. Weeks, to tell you the truth. But memory is a different thing, and fantasy is different, too.”

			She lifted her head.

			“Like for instance, I don’t remember your shoulder being so sharp.” She pressed the point where his arm met the socket and traced her hand down. “I don’t remember the texture of the hair on your chest. I can tell myself how I thought it felt, but it seems different.”

			“Maybe it is different. My body has changed.”

			“So has mine.”

			With aching care, he skimmed his finger up her stomach between her breasts, then down again, down to the tuft of hair between her legs. He breathed in and out, then he cupped her, letting her get used to the warmth of his palm before he moved his hand down.

			She was right. Somehow everything had changed. Maybe the blue of her veins stood out more in her strong arms, the soft skin on her neck was more yielding, more fragile. His own body had definitely changed, because this body had never felt hers in this way. His fingers were the ones that felt different as they moved down into her damp folds, his eyes were the ones that were opened to wonder, his tongue and lips felt new as he kissed her and kissed her.

			He couldn’t stop kissing her.

			She murmured and moved herself onto the couch, opening her legs wider. “Okay, yes.”

			Her hands had moved up, flirting with the undersides of her breasts. She circled her fingers around her nipples, and Simon gulped in one breath and pulled her forward to place his head between her thighs, brushed his cheeks and chin against them, held her knees. Once upon a time he’d loved her knees, and as his hand closed around one, he remembered why. The idiosyncratic bumpiness of bone and cartilage, the way she managed, even through that one hardy joint, to be so much herself. He kissed both of her knees and went back slowly to begin to lick her clit, trying to remember what she had enjoyed, trying to put himself back in the skin of the person he’d been.

			But it was difficult to concentrate on memory under the exciting scent of her now. His recollections were overlaid with the reality of her dampness, her present softness. He had forgotten the way she moved when she enjoyed a nip, a touch at the spot she liked, the way she kept up a low hum, the feeling of her hand curved around his head, the restless pull of her fingers in his hair. He knew the eager jolt of her hips when his tongue hit a sensitive spot.

			Her thighs tensed around him and she couldn’t seem to hold still anymore. One upward movement caught him on the lip, the shock making him see sparks for a moment. But it was good. It was better this way, a reminder to keep a rein on his own arousal.

			He couldn’t help looking up at her head thrown against the back of the couch. Her cheeks were warm with pleasure, her lips and tongue moving, murmuring. At the last moment, she opened her eyes and looked down at him, and she watched him, she watched him taking her with his mouth and hands. She cried out, and her body shook.

			He had been waiting for the memories to come back to him, but he’d been wrong. All he wanted was now.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Lana should probably be worried. This was Simon. Simon. He was straightening up, his face intent on her. Desire stretched over his skin, pulling his eyes tautly to her. And although she felt lazy and liquid and warm, part of the warmth that bathed her was from a sense of her power.

			She eased herself up on the couch, extending her arms, her legs, down to her toes, enjoying the way he followed every movement. Simon rose to his full height in a sudden surge, and she smiled to see the tic in his lean face that showed he was barely controlling himself. His body was strained everywhere, his toes almost digging into the floor. She admired him, her gaze going down the line of his chest, down the dark hair, to his cock, hard and thick. She tilted her head so that her eyes could trace lovingly the muscles of his ass, tensed, ready.

			Lana reached out with her leg, touching him musingly, her toe trailing along his calf, and he let out a harsh breath, and dove to tear open the box of condoms, the strips of shiny plastic bursting out as he pulled it apart in his haste.

			She laughed.

			“I’m glad you’re so pleased,” he grumbled, smoothing the condom over himself. He kicked aside the unused strips and stood above her.

			“I’m very satisfied with how things are going.”

			Despite the heaviness of her limbs, she did want to help him out. She reached up and grabbed his hand, yanking him to sit on the couch, arranging his limbs, sliding her hands over him. Then she crawled into his lap, straddled him, put his hands on her breasts. “Kiss me.”

			It was almost too much for Simon, she could tell.

			She lifted her ass and closed her hands around his cock, then slid down around him in one full, satisfying movement. She could feel him, feel herself, expanding, her hips loosening. Even his hands, reaching down to grip her ass in a deep, deep hold, seemed to be pulling her outward and upward as he began to pump into her.

			For a while there was no sound except for the creak and thump of the couch and the pant and wet slap and suck of their bodies. They both worked furiously. She brushed impatiently at the sweaty strands of her own hair, caught between their faces and lips and clashing teeth. A strangled gasp broke out from him, and the sound of it filled her up, making her wild and powerful. She opened her arms and threw her head back, pushing herself up and down on him until her thighs were trembling with the effort of her motion.

			But he was turning them now, flipping her under him so that she lay on the couch, one leg over the back, the other over the side, while he braced his foot on the floor. He was holding himself over her, sliding her up the cushions until her back burned from rubbing herself against the material. She needed to hold something. There was nothing anchoring her against his relentless movement. Another wave of pleasure crashed over her. She should let it carry her.

			She arched, trying desperately to grab something, anything, but there was only Simon pulling her along. She could feel him—she could feel herself—losing control. She banged her head against the arm of the couch even as she felt herself coming, as she felt Simon’s last powerful thrusts.

			The tears were from pain and pleasure, and her first breath came out deep with the weight of Simon’s body collapsed on top of hers. He raised himself after a moment, the last wet drag of his cock leaving her body making her gasp again.

			“Are you all right?” he asked.

			She sighed and rubbed the back of her head. “Yes.”

			He kissed her hair gently, her cheeks, and her lips. He pulled her up, so they were both sitting, and touched her gently as if to make sure the rest of her was all right. Then he walked her to the bathroom. When she came out again, he’d disposed of the condom, and cleaned up the mess they’d made of the living room. The tang of sex still lingered in the air, but she was too tired to care. He held open a blanket for her, which he used to bundle her to her bed, where they slept for the rest of the night.

			 

			“You’re thinking too hard,” Simon murmured.

			Lana had been awake for a while. She needed to go to the bathroom. She felt grubby and uncomfortable, and she suspected there was a small bump on her head from last night’s activities. But the bed was warm, and Simon was in it, his palm resting lightly on her belly, his even breath tickling her ear.

			For a while, she let herself match her inhales and exhales to his. She almost, almost took his hand to feel the long fingers curled with hers once more. His hands had always been so expressive and active. When she and Simon were still married, they’d often sat doing their reading, hand in hand, the little jumps and squeezes and jostles telling her exactly what he thought of the material he was studying. But she didn’t want to wake him now, no matter how much she wanted to hold him. So she held herself in bed with him but away from him. She stared at the ceiling, her eyes following the curves and dips of the crown molding, imagining faces in the shapes, wondering what they thought of her lying in bed with her ex-husband, the person she’d vowed to avoid.

			“Don’t think about it too much,” came Simon’s voice again, more clearly.

			She rolled to her side, moving her belly away from his hot hand. He tried to keep her for a moment, then pulled his arms away when he noticed she’d stiffened. She found it difficult not to feel a small edge of resentment from his words—a tiny crack—but whether that was because she didn’t want him telling her what to do, or because he knew her too well, she didn’t know. And that was also irritating.

			He must have understood, because after a moment, he said ruefully, “It’s as much a warning for you as it is for me.”

			Oh. Of course, it was hard for him, too. She said, trying to gentle some of the panic in her voice, “I have to go to the bathroom. But I feel like the minute I leave the safety of the covers, reality is going to set in. I’m not ready for that, either. Also it’s cold out there.”

			This time his arms came around her. And he pulled her close. “Real life is cold.”

			“Were we really stupid? Did we complicate things too much?”

			He kissed her forehead. “Everything is complicated all the time.”

			Simon laughed at her dubious expression. “I’m serious. It’s never just putting your shoes on and running. It’s stretching, and not eating too much beforehand, and having a shower afterward, and having clean clothes and shoelaces, and worrying this whole thing is too hard on your knees. It’s never just getting a bunch of bodies in a room to sing together. It’s coordinating with venues and getting programs printed, and chasing down permissions slips, and making sure kids can come to extra rehearsals and fretting that your grantor is going to withdraw funding. It’s never just a bowl of noodles. Life is constant complication on top of complication. So right now, I’m going to try not to worry that we’ve done something terrible when we’re warm together under these covers, when you’ve energized me. Right now, I’m happier than anything.”

			He kissed her neck, her shoulder. His body was interested, and hers, too. But in the end, real life came to them. The cat slipped in the room and leaped onto the bed, or rather onto what felt like Lana’s bladder, and yelled about her breakfast. And Lana really did have to go to the bathroom, not to mention she should brush her teeth.

			So she kissed him, and he knew her well enough to understand she was going to get up. He said, “I’ll feed this cat.”

			She went through her morning routine, feeling self-conscious and oddly tender, as if she’d shed her old skin for new growth last night. But there was nothing new that she could see in the bathroom mirror, except for her smile. At least she was dressed by the time she got into the kitchen.

			“Of course I’m wary,” she said by way of greeting. “Of course I’m going to think too much.”

			He handed her a mug of green tea. “We can try to be casual about it. Take it day by day.”

			She almost laughed. “I don’t know if we can, judging by how intense it was last night. And by the fact that we have a past.”

			He moved closer, his hand went to his waist. “But you are new. You’re different. You were always wonderful, but you’ve become an amazing manipulator of flour, apparently. But it’s not only that, the way you talk—the way you talk to me—has changed. You’re braver and more complicated. In a lot of ways. I’m the one who’s stayed the same. Living in the same apartment. Going through the same routines. Teaching. Worrying about students and grants and department politics. Doing the exact things I said I’d do.”

			“Do you really think the grant isn’t going to come through?”

			“Yes? No? We have a solid board and good business management. But the best thing is this group of kids. And it isn’t just their voices. It’s how dedicated they are. How much they really seem to love singing and performing. They’re so engaged. They volunteered to choreograph some songs we hadn’t done movement with, and they came up with such great moves. I’m constantly impressed by them. But the grantors, they’ve been funding us for a few years now and they’ve been making noises about changing things. You know what that means.”

			“It could mean that you’ll get more money. And I’d like to point out, you’re not living in that apartment anymore. You’re with me now.”

			“Yeah, I’m with you now.”

			He drew her closer, his hands smoothing up her waist, and she felt like a flower about to unfurl under the sun. There was a question in his eyes. She nodded as she stood on her tiptoes to meet his lips. It was so soft and searching. He snuck up on her until all she could feel was the pressure of his tongue on hers, his hands working up and down seeking the sensitive spot between her shoulder blades, or cupping her ass just right, always pulling and seducing her toward him until she was an open well of want.

			When he pulled back and asked suddenly, “Will you come to the concert? It’s the Monday after next. Your day off. No pressure, though. I don’t know how much you like to attend these things anymore now that you’re—I mean, you haven’t gone near the piano... Anyway, I can get you a ticket, if you’d like.”

			She blinked, still dizzy with lust and with the change of subject. Or was it one? “Ye-es? Yes, sure. Can I bring Julia?”

			His smile was a bright ray, and for a moment he looked just like he did when he was younger. She felt a stirring of unease. But he’d spun her around and out of the kitchen. “Yes! I’d love that. I appreciate it. I really do.”

			He started maneuvering her toward his room, his hands sliding under her shirt, hot and eager.

			“I’d forgotten you get like this,” she said.

			He pulled his head up. Something flashed over his face. “Like what?”

			“All the energy you have when a big performance is coming up. Remember that time you put together an impromptu benefit for the college? I think it was your first big production, your first time coordinating all that—”

			“You did a lot. You helped.”

			“Sure. But you were running around frantic all the time, booking a venue, getting people to type up programs for you, and printing off the lot on the school’s photocopier, convincing our friends to perform even if they had another gig that same evening.”

			“I could be a bit much.”

			“Yes, you could. But I remember at a certain point each day, you’d snap your phone shut. It was one of those little slider cell phones and it made a really final sound when you closed it. And then you’d apply that same frantic energy to me.”

			He blinked, hands still on her as if remembering this all for the first time.

			“The concert was a huge success. I remember. All our classmates performed, solo and together, and it wasn’t competitive. We were all so talented and young and hopeful. We had lots of wine, and we came home, back to your apartment. You were so relieved and happy. And you pulled me to the bedroom and took off all my clothing, slowly, like you had all the time in the world. And maybe you did. First you took down my hair and unzipped my dress, that long black concert dress.”

			“I remember it. The neckline came down in a low vee. I always wanted to rest my face right there.”

			“The dress was so stiff it would’ve supported you.”

			She moved her hand down his chest. He was breathing lightly and quickly, his eyes bright.

			“It was like you built up all of this energy, all this feeling inside, and then after it was done, you felt like you were allowed to let go.”

			He swallowed. “I remember that. I remember all of it.”

			Without taking her eyes from his, she unbuttoned and then unzipped him, her hand slow and certain. He looked like he wasn’t sure of what to do, which was unusual for him.

			She liked that.

			“Come on,” she said softly.

			He followed.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			“I can’t believe you’re with her again,” Simon’s sister said.

			“I’m not with her with her. We’re still figuring it out. Trying to take it slow.”

			It was well past noon on the Thursday before the performance, but entirely too early for this conversation.

			Maxine had called because she was asking him, as she did every year around this time, to come visit for spring break. Usually he managed to avoid her. But this time, he’d been walking to his office, preoccupied, and answered without looking at his phone.

			He was still not sure how Maxine had taken his usual “No, I really can’t make it this year,” To indicate he’d gotten back together with Lana, but she’d done it and he hadn’t denied it, and now Maxine had to talk to him about it.

			“Take it slow? You were married to her. If your relationship was a car, then when you got divorced you ripped out the brakes. And now you just got in and started driving again. You can drive it fast, you can drive it slow, but you can’t stop unless you crash.”

			“Wait, why would anyone rip out the brakes of a car?”

			“It’s an analogy. It doesn’t have to be perfect.”

			“Perfect? It doesn’t even make sense. If anything it’s more like we were on a long-distance journey, but Lana got out, and I don’t know, hitchhiked or pedaled a bicycle or rode in an ox cart or something, while I kept going. And now she’s back in, and we’re on a country road driving responsibly and carefully while enjoying the scenery.”

			“Sometimes you can take an analogy too far.”

			“You started it. Listen, when I say we’re taking it slow, I mean that’s what we’re doing.”

			Except he and Lana already lived together, and they were definitely sleeping together. Or not sleeping. Taking each other hungrily the minute one of them arrived home, with hardly enough time to remove all the complicated layers of winter. How many times had he looked up from his frenzy to realize they were having sex with most of their clothing still on: scarves and hats wet with sweat as they moved together. The only slow thing was that they weren’t talking much about where this was going. Partly because so far they spent most of their time together in bed, and partly because he had a concert he was getting ready for, and she was working, and they had very different hours. And partly because maybe he didn’t want to think about where this relationship vehicle would end up.

			He tried to switch the subject over to the concert, but Maxine took the opportunity to ask if Lana would be attending, and, without him answering said, “Of course, she is. Of course, she is. Because that’s how you get around performance time.”

			Did everyone assume he got horny when he had a show coming up? That was a humiliating thought.

			Maybe he should change the subject again.

			Maxine was not done. “I’d have thought you’d pick someone younger, at least. She must be more than forty now. What about children?”

			“Maxine, you’re out of line. And I don’t have time to discuss this.”

			“I mean, I always assumed you’d have at least a couple by now. I kept some better hand-me-downs for you until a few of years ago. Not too many, because we didn’t have that much left that was decent. After they’ve cycled through four kids, you know.”

			“I have to go.”

			“No you don’t. You don’t want to talk to me.”

			He thought for maybe half a second about protesting. But they’d never been polite to each other. Why start now? “You don’t make it easy.”

			He added, perhaps rashly, “I don’t really want children.”

			He heard a clatter from Maxine’s end, as if she’d dropped something. “What do you mean you don’t want children? You’re a teacher.”

			“I work with teens, not little kids. Plus, nowadays I teach adults.”

			“But you’re so good with your nieces and nephews.”

			Maxine sounded genuinely frustrated with him, as if he’d suddenly changed the terms of a deal they’d had, although what deal and when they’d made it, he couldn’t say. He felt somewhat trapped, and because of that, a little guilty and a lot irritated. “I don’t remember having this discussion with you or even having to clear this with you.”

			“I assumed—”

			“You assumed wrong. And maybe I’ve changed. Maybe I want the life that wasn’t mapped out for me. I am allowed to want different things from what you want for yourself.”

			He was aware he sounded like a child. Which was all the more reason he shouldn’t have one. Not that he was going to use that particular point in the argument.

			He’d stopped near the top of Morningside Park. Through the bare branches, he could see down into Central Harlem. He spotted the crossing guards for the local school in their fluorescent vests waving at kids, cars moving carefully down the roads, friendly buildings with their bright bricks and windows. If he squinted, he could almost see his house, the apartment he shared with Lana, the place to which he’d almost refused to move. It wasn’t quite what he’d envisioned for them all those years ago.

			“Is Lana the one who made you think you didn’t want kids?”

			“This has nothing to do with her. I’ve been considering what I want and what makes me happy. I was stuck because I kept mistaking what people thought I should want for things I actually strove for. For the first time in a long time, I feel like I’m finally figuring myself out. And if it means my life doesn’t turn out exactly like you planned it, then fine.”

			“What is that supposed to mean?”

			“It means you tell me how to live all the time. Move out! But don’t live there! Or there! You need to date more! Why don’t you get married? But don’t get involved with Lana! Less than two months ago you were telling me I was in a rut.”

			“You were. But this is not how I saw you breaking out of it.”

			“Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe you’ve got this firm, completely full-color vision in your mind of how things ought to be.”

			Maxine started to laugh. “You are telling me about full-color visions? Mr. Artistic Director, Mr. What-I-Say-Goes-and-If-It-Doesn’t-I’m-Going-to-be-Very-Disappointed-in-You? That’s rich.”

			“Since when am I like that?”

			“Since I got married? Since I had kids?”

			“I’m not disappointed. It’s just you’re different from how you used to be. Which of course, you should be. But you’re such a wife now.”

			“I’m married.”

			“You were also my badass older sister. You were in bands. You guys even played at The Knitting Factory. You traveled the world. Then one day you came back with a boyfriend, you got married and you moved away. And it was like you became more about your husband, about him and the kids.”

			“You think my life is narrow.”

			“No.”

			Maybe.

			“Well first of all, have you ever considered that I have interests I don’t talk about with you, because I don’t think you’d care to hear about them? You think I don’t notice when you scoff when I talk about learning tae kwon do?”

			“Because it’s always with the children.”

			“Just because I’m doing it with them doesn’t mean I didn’t want to do it for myself. Do you think I don’t notice how you sneer when I talk about family activities.”

			“It’s just weird for me, okay? To think of you being such a mom.”

			He knew he sounded selfish even as the words left his mouth. Of course she was a parent. She had been for more years than not. But she used to be other things, too.

			“Well, my life didn’t turn out exactly like yours. I chose not to pursue my music, but I didn’t lose myself simply because my priorities changed. Do you want me to be my own person or do you want me to be a person you thought I was?”

			“You were so talented.”

			“So what, Simon? So what? I’m happy. I chose this life. I like it. For someone who claims to not want kids, you sure have a lot of opinions about how I’m raising mine.”

			“It’s not about my nieces and nephews. I love them.”

			“Right, it’s about me, and the potential you think I’ve squandered. I wanted to show you at one point how happy it makes me. But you have this image of me from when I was your so-called cool sister, and you don’t want to let that change—let me change. So now, I don’t tell you things. I don’t try to include you as much in my life because I’m tired of you thinking I’m not enough. I don’t even expect respect at this point, just a little understanding.”

			“I respect you.”

			“You respect what I was. But that’s how you are. You say you want everyone to do their best, but you only think one way is right, and you steamroller over every opinion to the contrary. You’re the narrow one, Simon.”

			How had Maxine done this? They’d started out talking about how she was the one who bossed him around, and somehow he was the one who was judging her choices?

			Of course, he did judge them a little.

			It was cold out and he couldn’t pace the park forever.

			“Maxine, I have to go.”

			“Go, then. I’ll be here, because I’m your family, and I’m what you’ve got left. Other people might not stick around.”

			With that, she clicked off, and Simon was left listening to nothing but birds and traffic.

			 

			Lana was nervous about the concert, which was ridiculous considering she wasn’t the one performing. But apparently none of those old feelings ever died. When Lana’s dad called as she was getting ready, she didn’t have her usual coping mechanisms in place.

			“Lana, your stepmother and I are thinking of coming to New York for a visit in the last week of April. Of course, we don’t want to intrude on you and Simon,” he said in his careful, formal tones.

			“It’s not intruding, Dad. We’re not—it’s not intruding.”

			“Nonetheless, we will stay at a hotel. If you could recommend something central, we would appreciate it very much. It’s been a long time since I was last there. And of course, we’d like to see you, if Simon’s schedule permits.”

			“I may be able to take a couple of days off. Also, I can get you a reservation at a few restaurants, and at mine if you’d like.”

			“That would be nice. Your stepmother and I do not eat red meat.”

			“I know, Dad. I’m sure we can figure that out.”

			“Thank you. I assume you’re well. See what Simon’s schedule is like. I’ll follow up with email.”

			And that was it.

			That was enough.

			She was not going to think about it.

			It wasn’t exactly that she was estranged from her father; obviously they were still speaking. But somehow in the years between when her mother died and he remarried, he’d almost started acting as if she wasn’t quite there. Simon existed; she did not.

			At least Lana had her extended family, especially Great Aunt Setzu, who’d lived with them on and off during Lana’s teenage years. Her father’s sisters, brothers, aunts and uncles were a much warmer, more gregarious lot.

			She took a deep breath and put on an aggressive stripe of red lipstick, stuck her tongue out at her reflection, then went to meet Julia.

			The recital hall was warm, and between the crowd and their puffy winter jackets, it wasn’t easy for Lana to find her cousin. But when Julia whispered, “So you’re together together?” she wished they hadn’t taken their seats so quickly.

			“Just one together. A little together. Together-ish. We’re still figuring it out.”

			While Julia smirked, Lana occupied herself by looking around at the crowd and tried not to think about how her arms tingled. She had been spending so much time with Simon that she often fell asleep without putting her wrist braces on at night. Because she didn’t get as much sleep, she’d also been skipping or half-assing her workouts.

			Her body felt fantastic, though, hopped up on sex endorphins and riddled with tender areas and bruises, small physical reminders of how she’d banged her forearm on the frame as he’d taken her over the side of the bed the other night, or the still reddish spot on her chest where his stubble scraped her over and over. Every time she shifted it seemed, she found one of those secret places, and every time she found a place, she crossed and uncrossed her legs. She was nervous about the concert, yes. Tired? Also yes. But the tiredness added something to her excitement.

			This wasn’t exactly information she could share with Julia, though, so she watched people struggle into their seats, the proud grandparents and wiggly siblings, people poring over programs, and pointing out names and song titles, singing snippets of melodies they’d probably heard rehearsed often in their homes. It felt like a real community. People knew each other. All these brown, golden, pale, dark, beautiful faces in the audience. She wasn’t naive enough to think this gathering solved the world’s problems, not in this fraught age. But she was optimistic enough to want it to mean something.

			Julia was scanning the crowd, too. She said, “All ribbing aside, I am happy you’re happy. Although, I thought a lot about what you said. About how you lost yourself when you were with him. But like you said, you have a completely different career now, right? You’ve changed your life, switched careers. You’re almost a new person. So there’s no danger of that anymore.”

			“Yeah, absolutely.”

			Julia looked at her narrowly.

			“I’m trying to be careful, follow the rules I set out for myself, take it slow.”

			It didn’t feel like they were taking things slow, because of the way her heart raced whenever she saw him. Lana was maybe more infatuated with him now than she had been in her twenties, which was why she really had to be careful. She’d found her voice later in life; sometimes she had to remind herself to use it.

			The lights dimmed and the chorus members filed onstage. Simon came out last, and a warm rush of applause filled the hall.

			Simon nodded easily at the audience and raised his hands.

			The kids were so good. Lana sat forward as soon as she heard their first notes. They had a big, open, full sound that grew in enthusiasm as they moved through the song. They weren’t absolutely perfect. Another musician would probably argue that they needed to blend their vowels more, to make their voices more uniform. But Simon had always wanted to include everyone who wanted to join. And these kids so clearly wanted to be there. A few of them began to sway, their heads moving back and forth in rhythm with the music as excitement hummed through the audience. Their smiles grew bigger. By the last note, the crowd, which was admittedly partial to begin with, was cheering wildly.

			Lana clapped giddily, almost relieved, definitely moved, even though she’d had nothing to do with it. But Simon was giving a modest bow, gesturing at the choir and the pianist before leaving the stage. Next, a beautiful Black woman strode up and the kids rearranged themselves with some nervous giggles, and a guitar and drums struck up the opening chords.

			Lana’s program had fluttered to the floor but she didn’t bother to retrieve it. A few of the songs were familiar, gospel tunes, a few classical and haunting modern pieces, a choral merengue arrangement that had the audience clapping along, and a soft almost doo-wop song. For some arrangements, kids came up to the mike and took solos that were by turns awkward and affecting. Despite the teenage gawkiness and drama and flash on display, their voices bloomed out with beauty, and every time they all retreated to sing together once more, Lana found tears aching in her eyes.

			She’d been worried she’d be envious. A small corner of her mind had told her that she’d come to this concert and think of all the things she couldn’t do. She worried she would compare her own meagre talents to Simon’s. But the concert hadn’t been about Simon. It hadn’t been about one person’s perfect playing, one perfect note. It was so much an effort of love from everyone involved, and she couldn’t help it, she was proud, happy he’d invited her, that he’d brought this together, happy to be here for something so important. She’d forgotten what it was like to be surrounded by music, to have that sound come at her from all directions, harmonious and beautiful.

			At the end of the program, Simon and the other conductors, Abena and Dion, were all out together on the stage, along with a few former chorus members.

			“It’s time for the last song. In what has become our tradition, we want you to sing along. This time we’re going to try ‘Shalom Chaverim.’ It’s a canon. The words are easy but we’ve got them up here.”

			Abena pointed to a rather small white board. But someone had printed the words out bold and tall, and Lana could make them out easily enough despite her middle-aged eyes.

			“Let’s all do this together once, then we’ll divide you up.” And she and Simon and Dion launched into the song with the kids giggling behind them.

			“All right, are you ready? This third of the audience will start singing, and this third will follow with the same, and then this third will be last.”

			The piano played a vamp, and the audience started, quiet and tentative at first. At least the chorus knew what they were doing. People were looking around, stumbling over melodies, coming in at the wrong spot, but as they carried on, the song seemed to gather momentum. They sang over and over, in a mixture of Hebrew and English, the music chasing itself, the audience growing in confidence, in awe of the harmonies they could make, until they were all standing. Till we meet again. Till we meet again. Shalom. Shalom.

			 

			They held a reception in the small mezzanine area immediately after the concert. It was usually a good time to get all the board members together, lubricated with music and wine. But Simon found himself waiting anxiously to see if Lana would show up. And when she did, a little glassy-eyed and bewildered, his heart gave a twist.

			He hugged Julia and thanked her when she told him how moved she’d been by the concert. When Lana turned to him, he couldn’t help himself from bending and whispering, “There you are,” and putting his palm on her back. “I’d love for you to meet some people.”

			He handed her and Julia glasses of wine, and made space for them in the throng of people. Soon, Julia was in a lively conversation with a local gallery owner and Lana had been introduced to some of his choristers and their families, and Simon was just watching her talk to them all, enjoying the way she seemed to fit in his present life.

			It felt husbandly. Or rather, it seemed like he was in a dream where she had been his wife all along, there’d been no separation between them. He’d be lying if he didn’t enjoy the fantasy, the warmth of her back, the shine in her face, not just for the performance, not just for the kids, but for him.

			And she was proud of him. He could see it shining in her face when she turned to look at him, before she murmured that the concert had been wonderful, before she lifted his hand and brushed a kiss over it. That much hadn’t changed. And the light touch of her lips, her eyes, her warmth, it kindled another fire in him.

			He could not wait to get her out of here.

			But one of his longtime board members was clearly lingering to get a word, and there were other donors and grantors he had to shake hands with, so he gritted his teeth and smiled. “Lana, this is Monroe Webb and his partner, Annie Wu. Monroe’s the chair of our board of directors. He’s been with us since his son Cal was a member of the chorus. Cal’s a musician now, too, and a musicologist.”

			Monroe, nattily attired as always, gave them a friendly nod, but sprightly Annie, much less reserved, was studying Lana with open curiosity.

			“An early success story,” Lana said, smiling.

			Simon replied, “I can’t take credit. Cal was already incredibly skilled when he decided to join us. He was one of those kids who wanted to make music all the time. He’s got so much curiosity. How is he doing, Monroe? I’d love to persuade him to perform with us again, or come down and talk to the members. They’d love him.”

			“I’m sure he’d enjoy that, too.” Monroe turned to his partner. “We’ll have to get our heads together, see what his schedule is like.”

			Annie Wu grinned. “I’ll bet we can lure him with the promise of adoring fans. But I have questions for Miss Lana here. How long have you known Simon? Are you a musician yourself?”

			“A long time,” Simon responded without thinking. “She’s a pianist.”

			He felt her spine stiffen under his hand.

			“I’m a chef.”

			The way she said it, the way she stepped slightly away from him, made him realize he’d made a mistake. And even as he felt sorry for answering for her, for having discounted all those years of her life, all the hard work that made her new and magnificent...it irritated him slightly because he’d been enjoying this dream and she’d reminded him it was one-sided and not true.

			“Well, I can’t sing a note,” Annie Wu said cheerfully, ignoring Lana and Simon’s sudden silence. “When I was a kid I had piano lessons, and I was terrible and everyone let me know as if I hadn’t figured it out. The best thing about the lessons was my teacher had seven cats. Possibly more.”

			Monroe Webb looked at his partner, his expression horrified, and he brushed the sleeve of his dark bespoke suit as if he could feel feline hairs accumulating.

			“Oh, please,” Annie said. “Don’t tell me when you were a kid you wouldn’t have been delighted with the idea of having hundreds of cats.”

			“I would not,” Monroe said.

			But Annie’s response seemed to relax him. “Another wonderful concert, Simon. The kids, especially that second-to-last song, ‘Wanting Memories,’ it was incredibly moving.”

			Simon found his voice. Good thing he’d been giving and rehearsing some version of this pitch for months. “All the credit goes to Abena. We’re lucky to have her, and if we could bring her on as co-conductor and organize a larger stipend for her, who knows how much better the chorus could become.”

			“It’s definitely something we should consider.”

			Monroe’s smile flashed in his dark, handsome face. “You be careful with this one,” he warned Lana. “He’s seems gentle but he can roll right over you when he gets an idea in his head, and make you think it’s what you wanted all along.”

			“Don’t I know it,” Lana said so softly that probably only Simon heard it.

			Monroe and Annie were already waving to someone else they knew, leaving Simon and Lana alone in the crowd.

			“I’m sorry. I got excited, and I didn’t mean to discount your work.”

			But his apology seemed to be swallowed up as someone else approached wanting to talk to him about making a donation. She gave him a quick squeeze of her hand; it should have been reassuring, but like his apology it was rushed and not quite enough, and she slipped away.

			The last he saw of her at the reception was when he spotted her talking to Julia. Then the crowds started to thin out, the last of the kids arguing with their parents that they should be able to stay up late even though it was a school night. And finally, he knew she was really gone.

			Disappointment cracked across him, unexpected and heavy. Of course she shouldn’t have stayed to the end. It wasn’t her show. And if she’d asked him if she should wait, of course he would have urged her to go home, perhaps walked her out the door and handed her into a cab.

			But she hadn’t, and really, why should she?

			The fact that he had no real right to his feelings was perhaps the softest, most killing blow of all.

			 

			But Lana was still asleep in his bed when he got home. He watched her for a minute, her face pale in the light from the window, her dark hair disappearing into the night. Although he was tempted to wake her up, he knew she hadn’t been sleeping as much as she should have. She’d been drained by the end of the evening, and as much as he wanted to hold her and ask her for some sort of reassurance, he couldn’t right now. He crept quietly around the room, thinking about how it was usually she who did this. She knew how to slip under the covers so gently she didn’t even wake him.

			He was struck by how generous it was—not in not waking him, although that was thoughtful—but in how she was there to share her mornings with him, her warmth, her body. So he tried to be generous, too, although she gave a start when he slid in and the cat sprang up, disgruntled. “Don’t you have your own bed?” he whispered to the cat.

			She did. She had Lana’s old room all to herself. She’d peed on the bed to underscore her possession. But Muffin was an ambitious little taker, yowling noisily for food that she ignored when dished out, demanding scritches until she was ready for them to cease immediately, which she signaled by biting.

			The cat stalked away now, giving Simon a baleful glance. He would probably pay for it later.

			Lana hardly seemed to stir. She was probably exhausted. He knew he was tired, too, but his brain pinged with adrenaline, and it was a surprise when she pulled one of his hands to her belly and slid it right down into her underwear where she was already wet.

			“Am I the one who gets revved up after performances, or are you?” he asked, his fingers already busy on her clit.

			“Shut up and get under me,” she said tenderly.

			For some reason, her small irritability mixed with affection made him feel more reassured than anything else that had happened that night.

			She rolled on top of him and pulled off her arm braces, the decisive crack of the Velcro surprisingly loud and erotic in the silent room. He’d already been ready, ready as soon as she’d grasped his hand in her strong fingers. But now as she raised her ass to take off what little clothing remained on her, he felt himself almost trembling. Part of him wanted to take over, to roll her under him, and to move himself on a short, straight line to completion. But another part of him knew it wouldn’t be as good as if he let her surprise him. His jaw clenched with the effort to hold himself still, to let her do this in her own time. As she leaned over him to the nightstand, he took the opportunity to lick her nipple, to smooth his hands down her lithe waist, coiled and strong. He moved his hand around the front to her thighs and slicked his fingers down and into her pussy.

			She ground against him for a moment, then sat down hard on him with a gasp so that his hand was almost crushed against his stomach. But he worked, and she worked, and soon, she was sliding down him, leaving a trail of her arousal down to his cock. At least any effect she had on him, he also had on her. He had doubts, yes, but he didn’t doubt she wanted him, and that knowledge was sometimes more than enough.

			She rolled the condom on quickly—thank God for that—and when she took him inside he nearly choked with relief and pleasure. For a moment, he watched her moving on top of him, the jounce of her small breasts, the upward movement of her head and shoulders as she looked to the ceiling then down at him again. Then he pulled her toward him to kiss her, to feel her mouth, still fresh with toothpaste. Her tongue and lips slid against his, hot with the rhythm of their movements. He felt surrounded by her, by her skin and smoothness and the wet warm scent of sex and sweat, and he was lost.

			She was murmuring against him, inhales and exhales, her teeth against his lips and chin and back up again. He grasped her hips to steady her and pumped up into her, breathing against the strain of trying to slow himself down, concentrating on her mouth, on the push of his tongue on hers.

			Her hand tugged at his hair now. Through her fingers, he could feel her entire desperate body. She was so strong and he loved it.

			Then like that, she’d pulled up, up and away from him, her breathing gone as her body bucked on him. He watched her with wide open eyes, following the outline of her in the dark. Everything about her moved upward then crashed down almost as if she were trying to take off, as if he were holding her here. He had to let go, he had to let her go. His hips and hands moved her higher and higher. Even as his own orgasm started to lash its way through him, he felt that effort of hers straining toward the sky.

			In a moment, she took him with her, the pleasure tearing through him until he couldn’t see, couldn’t hear the sound that left his throat.

			When he came back down she was a warm heap on top of him. He brushed her hair gently from her face, and out of his mouth, wanting to hold on just a few seconds more. But she rolled off him quickly, a little too quickly, and padded to the bathroom.

			He couldn’t move. Who would want to? But when she came back, he went and got rid of the condom and cleaned up, too, like a grown-up, and jumped back into bed like a kid and listened to her giggle.

			“Go to sleep,” he told her.

			“I can’t. I’m riled up.” She yawned and stretched beside him. “I feel like I could spring up, play Scrabble or chess or something.”

			“Sing a song, play the piano.” He was half asleep.

			“Our neighbors would love that.”

			“Why don’t you play anymore?”

			A pause. “Because I don’t have to.”

			“But you still love music. I could see it tonight. It moved you.”

			“Yes, it did. But maybe I loved it because I wasn’t doing it.”

			She buried herself into his shoulder. “Where is your dad’s old chess set, anyway?”

			“In storage. With a lot of his old stuff and some of mine. I moved it there when I came here. You know, I wasn’t sure it would take. Us living together, I mean.”

			Another silence. Maybe she was asleep. He was half asleep himself, hardly aware of what he was saying. “It’s our trial period together, after all.”

			He couldn’t fight it any longer, sleep was claiming him. Maybe he heard her whisper, “Right. Trial period. How could I forget?” Maybe he didn’t hear it at all.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Lana hadn’t expected to be offered a job when her old friend came into the city.

			Hester was a couple of years younger than Lana. She’d grown up in Hong Kong, cooked in Vancouver, and now she lived on a farm a little upstate and ran a culinary school and restaurant with her partner. Lana had visited last fall before she’d started working at Lore. It felt like a lifetime ago.

			“Our curriculum is expanding,” Hester explained over late, late-night drinks. “I thought of you immediately.”

			Lana was tired. She’d been in Simon’s bed when he came home after the concert. They’d never bothered with the pretense they’d sleep alone, and the cat had grudgingly taken Lana’s smaller bed as her own. When she and Simon had sex last night, his eyes had stayed open and glittering, following her, seeing her as she smoothed the condom over his ready cock, taking in her every movement as if to make sure she wouldn’t disappear. When he watched her like this, she didn’t think she could.

			But afterward, he’d reminded her they were still in a trial period, and even though she’d fallen asleep after talking about it, the phrase had struggled its way up through her memories, repeating itself throughout the day. What did Simon expect would happen? Maybe he was judging, and she was on trial.

			Lana brought herself back to reality by taking a tiny sip of her drink. Some terrible ’70s hard rock played over the speakers, and the table was scratched, but judging by the gloss on the crowd and the price of the drinks, this bar wasn’t the dive it was hoping to be. She grimaced at the glass rather than meet Hester’s eyes. “Me, teaching at a cooking school. I went to college to be a teacher, but I haven’t dealt with students in years.”

			“Don’t talk your way out of feeling qualified for a job that you’re already being offered, Lana.”

			“I see where you’re coming from, Hester. But chiding me when I’m cautious isn’t helpful. Trying does actually cost something, no matter what they say. You and I have both been told about opportunities only to have them taken away, or to be told we don’t have the right credentials when we do. It erodes your confidence even when you know you’re right. So let me have a moment.”

			“Fine. But this is me, and this is a real offer. I ate at that place Lore tonight. You’ve gotten better and better. The other chefs there pay attention to you. They watch you because you have skills they want to learn. But that place is a pit that eats young people up even though they think it gilds their CVs. You probably don’t want to stay there long-term. I can’t see you planning on it.”

			“I’m not exactly known for my planning, Hester.”

			“Well, don’t stay there forever. Put aside your fears, because that’s fear talking you out of this. We have plenty of people who’ve gone to European schools and can teach pastry making to middle-aged weekenders. But for our regular curriculum, we want a truly global school with people with diverse backgrounds who’ve learned their techniques in Singapore, or India, or Ethiopia, to teach our young chefs.”

			“You’re really offering?”

			“Yeah, I am. You have a unique skill set and experience. And as you mentioned, you do have teacher training, which is more than most of the other people we’ve hired. I want you to really think about this. The pay is not extremely high but we offer healthcare, dental, and regular hours. And you’d still be cooking.”

			It sounded too good to be true.

			“How far is it again? Say, if I wanted to commute?”

			“A couple hours. Longer in rush-hour traffic. You would probably want to move or rent somewhere for weekdays, but housing’s a lot cheaper up there than in Manhattan.”

			Hester spoke with the assurance of someone who was independently wealthy, waving aside the cost of an extra living space with one careless hand. “Take a little time to think about it.”

			Oh, Lana planned on overthinking it, starting now.

			But Hester was frowning at her drink. “I can’t really do these late nights anymore. I don’t miss it.”

			“Do you need a place to stay?”

			“No worries. I booked a room. I have to see a couple more people tomorrow.”

			As Lana sat on the rattling, bright 2 train back home, she thought about picking up and moving again, this time to a small town. She remembered her fainting spell at work. Her period would be coming up again soon, and she hoped it would be gentler this time. She was otherwise healthy, but she was getting older. Not counting the endometriosis, how much longer could she keep this up? Especially when her wages as a cook weren’t so great to begin with.

			It was a good opportunity, and with Hester living in the same town, she already knew she wouldn’t be friendless, nor would she be the only Asian woman for miles. It was the offer she’d been waiting for, even though she hadn’t known it.

			Of course, she loved the apartment and didn’t want to think of leaving their tree-lined street, the warm brick walls, the sun-filled room at the front of the house, Simon’s bedroom, Simon’s bed.

			She still cared about him. And she wanted to know where this would go. They’d only really been together again for a few weeks. They were still on their trial period. There was still time for him to change his mind about how he felt, if he was holding back, if he had never really moved in. After all, he kept his important mementos in storage as if half expecting to leave. He was apparently still weighing options.

			She, on the other hand, was pretty sure she’d fallen for him again.

			She could admit this to herself now. But to say the words to him—it seemed almost overwhelming, given the weight of everything they had been to each other. It seemed too soon to bring up separation or commitment, to articulate clearly what she wanted from him when she wasn’t sure herself, to ask him what he wanted from her. No, that wasn’t true. Then again, as everyone kept pointing out, what did too soon mean when they’d already been married and divorced?

			They would have to talk. She would have to ask for what she wanted, because that’s what she had promised herself she’d do from now on. But it was going to take time to work up to it. Probably because she was so afraid of the answer. And didn’t being afraid mean she already cared too much?

			The lights of the 2 train were harsh and although it was almost empty, it seemed narrow. She had a headache. Probably the two sips of alcohol she’d had. Definitely the alcohol, and not the worry that long ago Simon had refused to give up any of his dreams so she could pursue hers.

			Early February

			Lana had to work on the first day of the Lunar New Year, and although she hadn’t made a big deal of celebrating when they were together, Simon decided to try to cook for her. She’d started her period again, and while it wasn’t as bad as last time, she was clearly tired and uncomfortable. He wanted to do something for her.

			But even as soon as he formed the plan he felt...somewhat daunted. She was a professional chef and she worked at a Pan-Asian restaurant; he wasn’t going to attempt anything like that. But he could make some kind of dumpling. A ravioli? He fell down an internet hole of pasta shapes for an hour, leaving him unprepared for the class he was supposed to teach. He got through it by relying on muscle memory and letting the chattier students drone on for longer than usual. When class was over he promptly started looking at the internet again in his office.

			But Abena and Dion knocked on his door and barreled in, as they usually did.

			Abena stopped short. “Are you browsing recipes?”

			Simon closed the lid of his laptop.

			His interns glanced at each other and grinned.

			“Was there something in particular we needed to discuss?”

			“No, it’s more that we’ve been getting emails about the kids not being able to access their practice pages,” Dion said.

			“Oh, shit.”

			They looked at each other again as Simon pulled up the website.

			“You don’t usually swear in front of us, Simon,” Abena ventured.

			“I’m a little on edge.”

			He’d absentmindedly left off the extension of the file he’d uploaded this morning. It wasn’t the first time he’d done this, of course. Abena and Dion were constantly sending him texts he’d forget to read about some sort of broken link or other. He wasn’t exactly the quickest at adapting to technology, so of course that had led to numerous little irritations but—“Why are you both here?”

			“You haven’t been checking your messages again, obviously, and we wanted to see how you were.”

			“You know we haven’t talked much since the concert.”

			“To which you brought your ex-wife.”

			Simon fought the urge to fidget. After all, he had wanted to show her his work, and he wanted everyone to see her. But...he didn’t want to answer questions about it. He opened the laptop again and let Abena take over. She said over her shoulder, “And now we find you planning some sort of Valentine’s Day surprise.”

			“It’s not for Valentine’s Day.”

			They all watched the music file upload.

			Dion said, “It’s just you haven’t seemed quite as present as you usually are and we were wondering if you could shed some light.”

			Classic Dion, trying to be tactful while extracting information. Even Abena was smirking at Dion’s efforts.

			“This isn’t really appropriate.” Simon sighed.

			Abena leaned in. “Please. We’re your interns and apparently we know nothing. The whole department is gossiping about you. Some of the old-timers remember your wife—”

			Guess that made him an old-timer.

			“And they have opinions. You have to give us something. Are you officially back together? Have you forgiven each other for the things that drove you apart to begin with?”

			“One of the old admins, Ms. Frey, she said your ex was jealous of your success.”

			Simon snorted. “Jealous of what success? Lana was amazingly talented.”

			“No one remembers that part.”

			He paused. He remembered. He felt an irrational flare of resentment against Ms. Frey, who was the only one who could ever produce an extra ream of paper from the supply room, and who was a whiz at figuring out what was wrong with his iPad. No, it wasn’t Ms. Frey’s fault that she half-remembered something about some silly kids from long ago. People’s personalities, their talents, their quirks and the things that made them who they were—they were flattened by memory. Even he had done the same thing in some ways with Lana. And he’d known her better than he’d known anyone.

			Now she didn’t play the piano at all anymore. She didn’t consider herself a musician. She’d said it didn’t make her happy. But he hadn’t asked her why it made her unhappy. At the time he’d assumed it was a product of being around him. Maybe that hadn’t been the problem at all.

			He said aloud, “She was really talented. I spent a lot of time trying to get her to see how good she was.”

			Abena and Dion raised their eyebrows at each other.

			“She’s doing a different thing entirely and she loves it. She’s very good.”

			Abena frowned. Dion smirked.

			“I don’t understand. Why are you both looking at me like that?”

			“It’s just that we’ve heard this before. You always say things like, I want them to know how good they are. You see the best in people, Simon. No, that’s not the right way of putting it. You see how people can be their best. You see the potential. Of course, you’re fine at critically evaluating people, but it also makes you push sometimes. You believe so fervently that it takes a big personality to push back.”

			All right, maybe that described him, but he often knew what was best. “Lana is very strong.”

			“Saying she can take it doesn’t mean we ought to always force it.”

			This was getting far too personal when really his assessment of her talent shouldn’t be. But he wasn’t about to get into that with his interns.

			He glared at them.

			“Anyway, he’s clearly trying to win her back,” Dion said, turning to Abena.

			Was he? He did want her, but that phrase held a lot of possible meanings.

			“I approve of the way he’s going about it, at least. Cooking is so nurturing.”

			Was he even here?

			“It’s better than yelling at her about her talent and potential.”

			“I didn’t do that. I don’t do that.”

			“No, it’s like The Parent Trap.”

			“This is nothing like The Parent Trap. We’re not parents. You two are not Hayley Mills.”

			“Who is Hayley Mills?”

			“I think you mean Lindsay Lohan.”

			A pause. “Right. Of course.”

			“Although who knows if it was a good idea for those parents to get back together,” Abena said.

			“No, the bad idea was for each parent to take one twin and not tell the other. That’s the real fucked-up thing about that movie.”

			“Good point, Dion. So can you really trust the judgment of people like that?”

			Simon interrupted their delightful trip down pop culture memory lane. “But do you think that Lana and I should get back together?”

			“Yes!” Dion said. “Finally, you’re asking for our opinion. A thousand times, yes!”

			Abena, however, blinked. “It’s clearly what you want,” she said cautiously. “So I support that.”

			“But?”

			“But I don’t have all the information.”

			“I don’t know that I do, either.”

			“Well then, I think what you really have to do here is prove you can listen.”

			“I can listen. Of course I can listen. I’m a musician. What is so funny?”

			Dion couldn’t even answer, they were giggling so hard.

			“It’s just—it’s—you’re such a conductor,” Abena finally said.

			Like she wasn’t one.

			Dion shook their head and wiped their eyes. “Thanks for that laugh, Simon. Now open up that laptop. Let us help you woo her.”

			What was he was doing? He wanted to do something special for her. He needed to show her he appreciated her. How could he signal a new start? Was that why he was worried about messing up the symbolism of the meal?

			And if he was wooing her, did that mean he was afraid he hadn’t won her back? Would he always be afraid of that? “This is inappropriate. I am not taking advantage of you in this way.”

			“Think of it as us taking advantage of you.”

			“You’ll be satisfying our nosiness and we’ll be propelled to the top of the grad student gossip tree. Win-win for your interns who aren’t paid enough.”

			Simon groaned. “I’m working on that. Believe me.”

			“We know.”

			“You are not helping ‘woo her’ as you put it. But if you could let me bounce some ideas off of you.”

			Dion clapped their hands and Abena beamed. “First thing you need is a haircut.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			“I hope we’re all ready for Asian Saint Patrick’s Day.”

			Standing next to Lana, Talia muttered, “That doesn’t even make sense.”

			The only thing Lana was ready to do was to roll her eyes at the fact her bosses had come up with another reason to get people trashed and spending money in February.

			Apparently, they were debuting a new drink in honor of Lunar New Year, and they seemed gleeful about charging a lot for some cranberry juice, a splash of an alcohol they hadn’t been able to move, and one of those little umbrellas. But at least someone sensible had convinced them no one wanted to drink a bright red beer. There was a special menu involving spicy fried chicken wings and soft-shell crab with a batter spun out to look like a dragon—to her it seemed more like a spider, but she wasn’t about to say anything about that. She concentrated on her noodles—at least no one had suggested she dip them in gold or something—and tried to avoid thinking about how the smell of the deep fry was going to be really hard to get out of her hair.

			But other than that, it was just another work day. Maybe she should be thankful to have a job at all.

			Lana half expected Simon to appear at the restaurant tonight. He made it a habit now of showing up at least once a week, usually on a Wednesday. But raising her head and peering into the main room, she could see why he might have chosen to listen to her and skip tonight.

			She was tempted to do the same. She kept rolling Hester’s offer around in her mind, like a heavy, shining pinball. Maybe if she moved it around long enough, she wouldn’t have to make a decision. Then again, she thought, wincing at the crashing sound coming from the front, she was pretty sure she didn’t want to stick around Lore to suffer through an Asian Bastille Day.

			She watched another elaborate deep fried creation being ferried out, then put her head down and tried to concentrate on her own work. Today people were supposed to eat Long Life noodles, drawing the strands up from a bowl with their chopsticks. The longer the noodle, the longer you lived.

			Well, her noodles were a lot of things, but metaphors for life, they were not. Especially not her own existence, which was lumpy and many-stranded and which could definitely not be pulled up from a bowl in a single, smooth movement.

			Maybe on her next day off she could make a celebration dinner for Simon. They’d skip the Long Life thing, but she would tell him about the job offer. He’d also clearly had something on his mind for the last few days: determinedly cleaning and trying to be unobtrusive about it, shutting the lid of his computer when she came in the room, or simply observing her.

			It made her oddly happy he was keeping a secret from her—from her specifically, a secret that made him grin when she thought he wasn’t looking, a secret that made him watch her carefully. He wanted to surprise her and he was terrible at it. Partly because his song choices always gave him away. The other day he’d been smiling to himself and singing “You Did It” from My Fair Lady under his breath. This morning while he was cooking eggs, he’d hummed “Hey, Big Spender.”

			It was adorable, and later as she left work she couldn’t help mentioning it to Julia, who’d called her to wish her a happy new year.

			“He’s going to propose again!” Julia immediately squealed.

			“No.”

			Was he?

			She paused at the entrance of the subway.

			It didn’t make any sense. After all, they were, as he’d put it so casually and sleepily, on a trial period. He hadn’t moved all of his belongings into the apartment. And sure, she hadn’t loved the reminder, although later on she’d appreciated it. Because she had to be realistic.

			“After the concert he was introducing you to his colleagues. He had his hand on your back. He was looking at you adoringly. That’s practically a public declaration.”

			“We haven’t talked about marriage. It sounds romantic but we haven’t thought it through. That was part of our problem last time. We ought to be sensible.”

			“Screw sensible!”

			“Aren’t you supposed to say something lawyerly like, You of all people should go into this with your eyes open, or Get stuff in writing?”

			“Your eyes are open. Annoyingly so. And besides, your problem last time was that you were doing the same things, and okay, you needed to figure yourself out. But you did it. And now you have a job and enviable muscle tone for a woman your age. Plus, being sensible isn’t passionate or interesting!”

			“We’re different people now, which is why we have to talk about it. Plus, we don’t have to worry about the passionate part.”

			Or about being interesting, considering how curious people seemed about the two of them.

			“Do tell,” Julia said. “You never give me any of the sexy bits. And it sounds like there are plenty of those.”

			“I’m not saying anything. I refuse to corrupt your innocent mind in the new year.”

			“You’re making that rule up. There are a lot of rules for this celebration, but that’s not one of them.”

			“Go to bed, Julia. Happy new year.”

			“You’re no fun. Happy new year.”

			On the subway ride home, Lana allowed herself the brief fantasy of marrying him again. Not the ceremony. They’d gone to City Hall the first time, and then shared French fries in the park. Simon had to fend off an especially aggressive city squirrel that had developed a taste for fast food. That had seemed quite romantic enough at the time, and nothing could touch that memory.

			But she could entertain the dream of being married again, of being sure of him, of knowing no matter how much furniture he had in storage, he wasn’t about to move out. Of someone who might care for her when she got sick, of having his health insurance. Maybe if they were together, she could quit Lore and stay in the city. She wouldn’t have to go upstate. She could start up her own modest restaurant. Or a food truck. And she could be with him at regular hours. They’d stay in his bed and sleep-in once in a while. To be well-rested and have sex? She could so easily slide into the role of faculty wife, attend his concerts. She’d have the right to feel proud of him.

			The living room lamps were still on when she got home. When she’d taken off her boots and coat and scarves, she saw why. Simon was sprawled asleep on the couch, the cat tucked beside him. On the counter were covered dishes and two place settings, unlit candles, matches, a bottle of rosé swimming in a bucket of melted ice. She picked up the lids to see what was under them: a glistening filet of salmon with slivers of golden ginger, two small meatballs in a nest of red sauce and pasta, a simple salad.

			It was a New Year’s meal. This was her surprise. And he’d fallen asleep before he could deliver it.

			She should probably put her coat on again and make a lot of noise to wake him and pretend to be astonished. But instead, she sat down gently on the sofa beside him and fitted herself under his arm. His hair was different. Shorter. He’d had it trimmed. She reached up to touch it, and despite the severity and newness of the cut it felt as soft as ever, He didn’t wake up. Neither did the cat.

			The things she’d dreamed about, the feeling of security—well, she’d been married to him and that hadn’t prevented her from doubting herself and him. Now they were unmarried. Curled up underneath his arm, she was aware at that moment she felt more secure right here, right now than she ever had before. And with that realization, she knew she loved him. She didn’t still love him. She simply loved him, and it was like a new wound on top of the old, a fresh surge of love where there’d been a scar.

			All that feeling must have made her twitch. Or maybe it was the breath that she was struggling to take with this wonderful, horrible realization. Because Simon woke briefly, his long lashes fluttering, special dinner clearly forgotten. He smiled at her as if she’d always been there and pulled them both down in that uncomfortable position on the couch to sleep again.

			 

			Simon knew he had a failing—several, actually. But the one most people seemed to focus on was not the fact that he was always the last to get his grades into the system, or that his shirts were perpetually wrinkled, or that he was maybe too hard on his sister.

			No, the thing that people became irate about was the fact that he didn’t check his messages often enough.

			He had a flurry of texts from Maxine, as well as a message or two. Some of them were probably from Ronnie, who now asked constantly for pictures of Muffin. Simon didn’t like texting, but he did know how to attach photos. He’d take a few when the cat was asleep, because otherwise she was a scratching, complaining whirlwind. He had a slew of voicemails from unknown numbers that were probably telemarketers. Lately a lot of his calls had been in Mandarin. He also had a couple from Lana.

			But he was in a department meeting and couldn’t really check the messages now. Of course, being bored by his colleagues’ sniping was why he’d found himself glancing at them for the first time today.

			He sighed. The New Year’s dinner had not gone according to plan. Not only had he failed to stay up, he’d been so deep into sleep he didn’t even remember Lana rousing him and leading him to bed, where she hadn’t bothered taking off his clothing and had let him curl up into her with his shirt and khakis still on.

			It was maybe a little dismaying to find out he didn’t look noticeably more rumpled when he’d slept in his clothes. It was, however, very dismaying he and Lana had not managed to have their romantic dinner. They also hadn’t managed to talk.

			“Simon, do you have anything to add?” Nancy Charles-Dubois, the interim head of the department asked, interrupting his reverie.

			Ugh. Teachers.

			“Nothing at this time. Thanks.”

			He was full of thoughts, but none to do with the plan for their relocating offices while his floor was being renovated. Luckily, he didn’t keep as much there as he did at home, otherwise yet another move in less than three months would have distressed him.

			But his thoughts were preoccupied with Lana. When he’d asked her why she hadn’t woken him, she’d told him she would’ve had to prop him up at the table, and he very clearly needed to sleep. And as he yawned his way through the rest of this meeting—his office neighbors were not happy with their temporary quarters—he realized Lana was right. He was still exhausted. He checked some of the messages on the way home, but it was windy, and everything sounded garbled, and he was already irritated by his long-winded colleagues, and the fact that Lana was probably already at work, which meant he’d hardly seen her this week, which meant he missed her and—well, that was something to think about later. He was faintly and irrationally annoyed, and tired, and angry with himself that not so long ago he’d have been able to concentrate on his work, make love to Lana, plan and eat late dinners, run, feel sure about his future, not miss his wife when he hadn’t seen her for a few hours, and above all, not be tired from missing a couple of weeks of sleep.

			He fell into bed almost as soon as he got home and woke up late at night, disoriented. Lana wasn’t home yet.

			He got the sudden urge for a strong cup of coffee. He could still drink at all hours, couldn’t he? After this night, he felt like he had to prove it. But his frankly terrible single cup coffee maker wasn’t what he wanted. He had the sudden longing for one of those thick Turkish coffees in a small cup. He hadn’t had one for months, not since he’d moved, and he decided he’d make the coffee and stay up with Lana and make her something to eat if she needed something. They could talk and it would sort of make him feel better about how Lunar New Year had turned out.

			The Turkish coffee maker was behind this teapot that had been a wedding gift. He was sure Lana and he never used it, but Lana recognized it the minute she’d opened the cabinet. He’d kept it all these years, and he wasn’t sure why he had bothered unboxing it to bring to this new place. Optimism, he supposed. Maybe he’d imagined they could sip tea together because she was off coffee nowadays. Plus, tea seemed to imply the kind of hands off, formal relationship he’d envisioned with her. But of course, they never drank tea and they’d definitely not kept their hands to themselves, and what they shared most often was water from the same glass that he brought to her in bed after they’d been kissing and fucking and whispering to each other in the night.

			They’d put the teapot on a high shelf. It would be safer there, he’d reasoned. Now it was in his way.

			He reached up, just able to feel the cold handle of the coffee maker. If he could move the teapot’s spout sideways he’d be able to—and with a crash the surprisingly heavy piece of crockery fell, bouncing off the edge of the cabinet where it still seemed miraculously whole, and then when he unthinkingly reached out to grab it with both his hands in a last-ditch attempt to save it, it fell apart under his palms, the body of it disintegrating as it shattered into the dish rack in a pile of shards.

			He stood there a minute and let the adrenaline course through him before he unbent his fingers. At least he hadn’t cut himself.

			God, he was stupid. He could’ve hurt his hands trying to catch it. He might have brained himself trying to get it down in the first place. And now he was going to have to clean the dishes it had fallen into, the counter, and the floor.

			He picked gingerly through the clean plates and cups to see if the teapot had broken any of the other glassware in the rack. Miraculously, it seemed it hadn’t.

			Fuck.

			He took another minute to breathe.

			When Lana returned home, he was still cleaning.

			He heard her come through the door in a rush, straight to the kitchen where the light was on.

			“Good, you’re still up,” she said coming straight into the kitchen.

			She looked worried and tired. He noted that she’d come into the kitchen without taking off her jacket and scarves and bag. She’d kicked her boots off, though.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, holding up the two fragments he’d just found.

			“No, I’m sorry,” she said, pulling the hat off her head and shaking out her hair. “I feel like this is all my fault.”

			“How could it be? I’m the one who was careless.”

			She’d been preoccupied with putting down her bag and unwinding her outer scarf, and she frowned up at him.

			“I shouldn’t have unpacked it,” he said. “I knew we wouldn’t use it. But I’m sure I can replace it by tomorrow. We’d probably be able to find another on eBay.”

			She stared at him. “There’s no point in replacing it, not right away.”

			“Well, it’s not urgent but you loved it and—”

			“Simon, haven’t you gotten any of the messages?”

			She was still in her jacket. He wanted to take it off her shoulders, but for some reason he felt like she wanted him to touch her. Instead, he looked down at the two shards in his hands. “What do you mean?”

			She huffed out a breath. Was she irritated or was she sad? Either way, once again, he was having to catch up with her on bad news. “Our landlord. Raoul? The one in New Zealand? He says he’s selling the apartment. We’re being evicted.”

			He blinked. He understood all the words, but together they didn’t make any sense. He stared at the pieces of crockery in his hands and for a moment thought about how they’d never fit together again. “But he said we’d have at least a year. He told us he’d be coming back. This was supposed to be a temporary job.”

			“He got an offer on the apartment he couldn’t refuse. From the downstairs neighbor. She wants to restore the whole house to its original glory.”

			“What original glory? Is she going to rip out all the plumbing and heating and put in lead pipes? Move in a bunch of cats and trash?”

			His voice had become too loud. He could tell from the way she narrowed her eyes and winced. But he was frustrated and tired and the only sleep he’d gotten lately had been at the expense of a dinner he’d planned with the help of two of his interns who weren’t paid for that sort of thing, and that he’d cooked and let congeal while he snored on the couch. And all he wanted was to simply settle down in this apartment he loved with this woman he loved, and he couldn’t even spend one goddamn minute of peace with her before he broke things and was kicked out.

			“I’ve already moved once in the last few months. Isn’t that enough for one decade? I hate change. I hate it.”

			Something like frustration flashed across her face, but her tone remained patient. “I know.”

			He was behaving badly, and he couldn’t help but agree that Lana was right for getting annoyed with him.

			“If you’d checked your messages—”

			“You’re blaming me?”

			“No, of course not. But at least I wouldn’t have to deal with you being this way after a long night if you did.”

			She turned away.

			God dammit.

			He watched her shoulders go up and down. She was tired, and she’d had to sit with this knowledge this whole time, and he hadn’t made it any better for her. Instead, he’d yelled and it wasn’t even her fault. He was an asshole.

			An about-to-be-homeless asshole.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			He finally put the fragments down and moved toward her. He pulled her to him and she came willingly into his arms. He kissed her forehead and her cheek, and her chin, and unzipped her jacket and unknotted the scarf around her neck.

			“I’m sorry I wasn’t better at checking my messages and that I got angry—”

			“You’re allowed to be annoyed. I was.”

			“But there’s a place and time and you’re already stressed enough.”

			He pulled the jacket off her arms and hastily put it on the counter behind him without turning around, then he ran his hands up and down her body as if to check for injuries, to make sure she was still here and intact and he hadn’t done some other damage through his carelessness. The important thing was that she was still with him, after all.

			This had been the best thing to come out of moving. They’d gotten together again because of this apartment—and that’s why he loved it, and why he didn’t want to leave it.

			“Maybe we could buy it,” he said aloud. “I wonder how much the downstairs neighbor paid for it. Maybe I could ask Raoul if he’d consider another offer. How far along is the sale? I mean, even if they’re in contract—”

			“We’re not going to be able to buy it, Simon.”

			“I have savings, and I’m sure that you—”

			“No. I don’t have any money, really, Simon. Not that kind. I could never afford this neighborhood.”

			He pulled her in again, he sighed. “Who’d have thought all those years ago that Central Harlem would turn into a hot zone? I guess it was always beautiful, though.” He smiled ruefully. “But now a bunch of gentrifying jerks like us figured it out.”

			“Like us,” she agreed, her voice muffled.

			He took a deep breath. Concentrate on Lana, on their new relationship. That was more than enough to give him strength.

			At least he hadn’t moved all of his stuff in. “How long do we have?”

			“Around two months.”

			“So it’s not that bad. We have some time to find another place, hopefully in this neighborhood.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			This was the moment to tell Simon—no, talk to him about it.

			It was the worst time.

			“I don’t know if I can stay here, in the city, I mean.”

			Lana pulled back to look at his face. He was confused, but that wasn’t even the worst—they hadn’t gotten to the hardest part yet.

			“What do you mean? Oh, is it about not being able to afford rent? That doesn’t matter to me. I can probably afford it. Or we could try another neighborhood. But we can—” He stopped for the first time to look at her. To really look at her. “If we’re together...”

			He held her gaze and said, “We are together, aren’t we?”

			“I want us to be.”

			He stepped back. His hands left her arms slowly, as if he were already letting go. “But?”

			She tried to swallow the rising panic in her throat. She hadn’t said anything and already she didn’t like the way Simon was taking this. “But. I was offered a job, a little upstate, at a cooking school.”

			Her breath was too loud in the silent kitchen.

			“You want to go back to teaching?”

			“It’s not quite that. I don’t know how much longer I can keep up with the restaurant job. It’s not because of the endometriosis. It hasn’t stopped me before. I’ve worked through it. But I’m getting older and slower. And the kids who are doing this, they’re so young. They can take the long hours, and they stay on their feet, and they can cope with...with the constant stress. This job, it has better benefits. It means regular hours. No more night work. And I can still practice my craft. I can still learn and teach and do what I want to do.”

			“You can teach. You want to go back to teaching. Well, you could’ve stayed in school if you wanted to do that? Why didn’t you finish your degree? Why didn’t you—”

			Why didn’t you stay with me?

			“It’s not the same, Simon.”

			He gave a short laugh. “It feels the same. No, it feels worse. Because I knew this would happen. Because Maxine warned me and I was stupid and I fell for it again. I fell for you. I love you, and you don’t love me enough. Again.”

			She struggled to talk at a moment when she really needed him to understand. “Simon, I loved you then and I love you now, but we can do something different this time. I love what you’ve become, what you’ve done with your life and we can work with this. I wouldn’t be so far from the city. Hester says on a good day, you can get into Manhattan in an hour and a half. I could get a car with the money I save on living here. We could have weekends. I’d actually have Saturdays and Sundays free sometimes! Or you could come with me.”

			His mouth pressed in a tight line. “I am not going anywhere upstate. I’m not moving again. My entire life is here.”

			Her shoulders drooped. “I know. And you’ve worked hard for it.”

			“I have.”

			“But what about weekends? And now it’s easier to stay in touch. We can Skype and my hours are going to be like yours.”

			He was shaking his head, not looking at her. “These things never work, Lana. I’ve seen this with my colleagues. They get married, and then they reside in different states—”

			“It’s the same state!”

			“And after a couple of years, they get divorced. I guess I should thank you because at least you left before we could try out something that untenable. Saved me a lot of time.”

			“You’re being unfair.”

			She couldn’t help it. He’d retreated to the far end of the kitchen. He was gripping the edge of the counter. And she was still standing in the middle, under the light, barely able to keep her hands from reaching out to him.

			“Am I being unfair?”

			He wouldn’t look at her.

			“Back then, it wasn’t about you at all, Simon. I asked you to leave with me. I had to find something else to do with my life. I was suffocating.”

			“You’re saying I was suffocating you.”

			“You aren’t listening, I was trying to be someone who I wasn’t! I needed to find the thing I wanted to do, because being the person I thought everyone else wanted me to be was killing me.”

			“And it turns out that what everyone else wanted you to be was a teacher, which is what you want to do now.”

			“You keep making this the same thing when it’s different. I’ve changed and you have, too, even if you think you’re not. I thought you saw how much I’d grown, and were happy about it. You seemed excited I’d learned new skills, that I’d found a thing I was capable of doing better. But maybe I’m wrong.”

			She was furious at him, so angry and so mixed up in her ball of love and frustration and hurt. She’d handled this badly. Was there another way? It didn’t matter. She had to focus. She didn’t want to let him go, the fucker. She refused to let go without a real fight this time, because this time she was stronger. She didn’t want him to be hurt, or worried, but goddamn him for being stubborn and hurt and worried. “Things do not have to end between us. I love you.”

			“Well, I love you more than I thought possible. I love you and can you blame me for not being happy at the idea of being separated from you, because now I know what it’s like to have you back in my life?”

			He turned around. He couldn’t even face her. “I’m an idiot.”

			“No. Simon.”

			“How can I help loving you? But it doesn’t do me much good, does it? You know, all those things you worry about, if you’d just asked me I could give them to you. I’m not rich or anything, but we could have health insurance. You wouldn’t have to work. But you’d rather swing noodles around.”

			“My work is not swinging noodles around any more than yours is telling teens to sing pretty songs.”

			She tried to make herself sound softer. Calmer. But the frustration cracked through each syllable. “I am asking you to try and work this through. I wanted you to do that back then, too. We have more now. Simon, we could make this work if you’d just try.”

			“No, you’re asking me to change who I am.”

			“If that’s true, then you’re demanding the same of me.”

			She wanted to sink down onto the kitchen floor. Her legs were strong. She’d run miles and miles over the years. She was so much more than the last time she’d faced Simon down. Her back, her entire core, had been strengthened with constant work. Her arms were full of muscles she hadn’t even known she possessed. She could make things. She’d fashioned her own life on her own terms. But right now, those legs and arms felt numb and weak. She knew they would haul her up again eventually. They didn’t want to do it right now.

			It would have been so easy to take him up on his offer, to have him carry her.

			It was past midnight. She was tired and heartsick, and she could see from the bowed lines of his back that he felt the same. But his voice, when he spoke again, was unwavering. “You’re right, Lana. It’s not like last time. Now we’re older. We’re supposed to have learned our lessons. At least last time, I had a place to stay when you left me. At this point, you want to leave again, you want to live away from me, but I have to haul up my life and find somewhere to make my home, too. The only thing that’s changed is this time you didn’t make any promises.”

			 

			For a moment, Simon thought he felt terrible because he’d woken and Lana’s warm body wasn’t nestled into his. The scent of her hair wasn’t tickling his nose.

			Then he remembered he was going to have to get used to it. Again.

			He wasn’t sure how long he’d slept. But it was Saturday. He didn’t have any classes, so he hadn’t set an alarm.

			He heard a knock on his door. It was Lana, fully dressed. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry to bother you. I just—have you seen Muffin?”

			Of all the things he expected her to ask, that wasn’t one of them.

			“I’m sorry I woke you. I didn’t know you were still here until I saw your shoes. But I can’t find her and I realized I haven’t seen her since yesterday afternoon. Maybe even before then.”

			Lana was worried. His first instinct was to get up and pull her into his arms, but he held back, and it hurt like the pain he’d felt the time he’d broken his ribs and he’d tried to suppress a laugh or a sneeze. Except now when he breathed the desire out of him, even when he relaxed his arms, the band around his chest didn’t let up.

			So instead he tried to be logical. “I haven’t seen her since...”

			He couldn’t remember.

			“She hasn’t eaten her food from yesterday. And I’ve looked everywhere. Even tried to move the fridge.”

			“I can check behind there for you.”

			“I’m bad at this. I’m a bad cat mom.”

			“That’s not true. Cats are wily and they disappear sometimes. I’ll search my room and a few other places. She can’t have gone far.”

			He didn’t know why he was offering to help. He had things to do. He probably had to pack up his office. And this apartment.

			No, he knew why. It was because he was now worried about the cat, too. And because Lana was beating herself up. He’d never even known she wanted a pet before.

			“You don’t have to. It’s my cat.”

			“Lana. Just go. You have to get to work about now. I’ll search for her, and I’ll text you when I find her. All right?”

			“All right. I’m sorry.”

			“Stop apologizing, please.”

			She turned back. “Well, I am sorry, and I am going to say it. But I am not about to apologize for wanting to do my work and looking at taking care of my future. I told myself I would ask you to figure it out with me, even if it was hard, even if you were angry. I love you. And I am sorry you’re hurting. I am sorry that you won’t think about it. And I’m sorry you have to look for my jerky cute cat who I also love.”

			She was gripping the doorframe but whether it was to keep herself from coming in or going out he didn’t know.

			He had one single slicing moment of sympathy. This was painful for her, too. It had been difficult for her to knock on his door. It was an effort for her to ask for everything she’d ever asked of him.

			And why was that?

			Had he made it so hard?

			But Lana turned, and in a minute he could almost hear the thumps and rustles of her routine: the scarves, the zip of her jacket. He could almost smell her shampoo as she turned around one last time and closed the door. He wasn’t going to be able to have that small joy for much longer.

			Had he ever really had it?

			It was only then he got up, sweeping the room with his eyes for signs of the cat before going to brush his teeth.

			Well, Muffin was his cat, too, in a way. He fed her, cleaned out her litter, and talked to her, and maybe spent a lot of time every day trying to interest her in a crinkle ball when he should have been doing other things. She curled into him when he read on the couch, and sat on the piano purring whenever he tried out a new arrangement, not minding all of his starting and stopping and swearing. He hadn’t known how much he’d enjoy her company until Lana had adopted her.

			How much was he missing by following his own long-established path?

			No, people shouldn’t think that way. Besides, Lana would probably take Muffin and Ronnie would be sad he wasn’t sending pictures anymore. Or would his niece simply forget and skip off, not even momentarily puzzled when she learned she’d lost an aunt and an animal? Would it matter to her?

			He ate a piece of toast standing up over the sink and looked over at the untouched cat food bowl. Dammit. Something really had happened to the cat. There was no way it was afternoon and there was this much food left. Lana was going to be devastated if he couldn’t find her.

			He dropped the rest of the toast in the garbage and checked under the sink to be sure. He looked behind the fridge, even though he was sure that Lana had already done that.

			He eyed the unusable fireplace and stuck his head in it. It seemed safely sealed and painted. He looked in the bathroom, the duct behind the washer-dryer, or where he supposed a duct like that was likely to be because he’d heard of cats who got stuck trying to crawl into those kinds of things. The machine only had a water hose, and he doubted the cat had anything to do with that.

			This was worrying.

			Lana had had all morning to search and she hadn’t turned up anything. She’d probably wanted to wake him to rifle through his room. And even though he tried to tell himself he had good reason, he was mad at himself for sleeping so long.

			He checked his bedroom again, even poking the pillows he’d slept on, as if expecting the cat to pop out covered in stuffing with a malicious grin on her face. The jerk.

			He peered in his small closet, poking amongst the shirts, always the same blue and white shirts. He stood on a chair to check the shelves.

			Nothing.

			Maybe they’d accidentally let the cat slip out the door when one of them had opened it. Muffin was uncurious, for a cat, but of course thinking that would have made him and Lana careless.

			He got dressed, and headed out, first walking to the top of the stairs, inspecting every dark corner of the staircase for what? Pawprints? He was a city person. He knew which trees not to stand under so he wouldn’t get pooped on by pigeons, not how to track wildlife. And Lana had actually offered to bring him upstate? She thought he’d be able to survive outside of New York. Although admittedly, an hour-and-a-half’s drive didn’t sound very far.

			Maybe he should look for scratch marks, or holes where a small cat could slip in for a nap. Or if he was lucky, he’d find a large neon sign that said MUFFIN WAS HERE with an arrow pointing down to Muffin neatly caught in a cat carrier.

			That didn’t happen.

			He walked downstairs and knocked on the doors of his neighbors. But neither of them was home.

			What now?

			Time to check the rest of the neighborhood, then.

			He was aware he probably had other things to do: marking, a couple of arrangements that he’d bookmarked to check out for the choir, another grant update to write. He should probably follow up with the board to see if they’d had any word. Oh right, and there was the book he had been trying to write for a year now.

			None of it was as important as this.

			He went out the door and inspected the bushes. He walked around the garbage area and lifted up the cans as if expecting to find Muffin asleep inside with a fish skeleton in her mouth, like some sort of cartoon cat. Nothing.

			“Muffin,” he called half-heartedly, realizing that even if she heard it she was unlikely to respond to her name.

			He widened his search, walking down the street, checking discreetly in bushes, and inside gates and bins.

			The street was quiet. A few sparrows hopped along the sidewalks in search of crusts and crumbs. A couple of men chatting on the corner said hello. As he passed he asked them if they’d seen the cat. Their noses crinkled sympathetically as they shook their heads.

			He didn’t want to leave this neighborhood. He was going to have to figure out how to stay here somehow.

			Over there under the awning of the salon, he and Lana had paused to kiss that night they got back together. At the opposite corner was a deli where they played merengue, and when he’d mentioned something about one of the songs the counter guy had given him a CD he’d recorded himself.

			He walked around the neighborhood as if he were on a farewell tour of all the nooks and crannies, and then he bought himself a cup of coffee and a sandwich, sat down to eat it, and thought about how he’d sat in a cafe looking out the window with Lana when he’d first encountered her again after so many years.

			He’d been so sure he’d gotten over her then. Maybe he had.

			What was it to get over someone? If it meant he stopped thinking about her every day, then he had. He’d been able to remember her without pain for a long time. He’d gotten to the point where he could recall happy moments without bitterness, like the way she’d start humming a tune while washing the dishes and he’d harmonize until the dishes were forgotten and they’d stand there with soapy hands singing to each other. If he’d been able to think of her with fondness, that meant he’d been over it. But last night had showed him that wasn’t true, hadn’t it?

			It was stupid to be angry over this.

			He walked around aimlessly and without a plan, his thoughts circling back to how Lana was going to be hurt because he’d failed. Again.

			His toes felt cold by the time he plodded back home. For the first time, the iron railing, the stoop, and the handsome, solid door failed to cheer him. He’d started on the steps when Mrs. Pierre appeared.

			There was Muffin, in his downstairs neighbor’s arms, purring.

			The little asshole—the cat, not the neighbor.

			Relief swamped him. The only thing preventing him from snatching Muffin from Mrs. Pierre’s arms was his desire to call Lana and shout out his relief and triumph. Not that she’d be able to pick up. Besides, he realized right then that he was going to have to be thankful for Mrs. Pierre, the person who’d bought their apartment from Raoul.

			Her smooth, brown face was stretched in a welcoming smile. “Is this your cat? I found her out on my ledge early this morning, but she wouldn’t come in. I had to lure her with some tuna, but even then she was pretty suspicious until after she’d eaten. What a good kitty she is.”

			Muffin gazed smugly at Simon through half-closed eyes.

			“I can’t thank you enough for finding her. My—Lana is going to be so relieved. We’ve had an eventful twenty-four hours.”

			Simon held out his arms, but Mrs. Pierre didn’t seem quite ready to cede the cat. “I had a kitten like her a few years ago. Quite an escape artist, but she was such a purr-monster.”

			“Ah, we haven’t experienced a lot of her cheer so far.”

			“She’s got it in her. Haven’t you?”

			Mrs. Pierre still had a soft smile on her face. She wasn’t thinking of it, of how she’d upended his life, a life he’d only had a chance to love for a brief time. Why did she even need the upstairs? She was a single, older woman, as far as he could tell. It wasn’t as if she had a growing family.

			“I heard from Raoul about the sale,” he said a little abruptly.

			“Oh, yes! I’m so happy.”

			There was not a cloud in her face. What did he expect from her? Guilt? Apologies? But she was scratching Muffin under the chin, and the cat was loving every minute of it. When Mrs. Pierre stopped for a second, Muffin thrust her tiny head under her hand again.

			“It’s my daughter and her kids. They’re moving back to the city and they want to be close by. She looked around for a bit, but the market is hard, you know. Well, I told myself, what can be closer than upstairs? So I asked Raoul if he’d be willing to do this for me, to sell, not expecting him to say yes. And miracle of miracles, he agreed.”

			Mrs. Pierre laughed, and the sheer joy and relief in it made Simon realize he was being a self-involved asshole. Yes, he wasn’t pleased to have to pack up his belongings again, but he’d done it a few months ago, and it had been the best thing that happened in a long time. He didn’t want to make a habit of jumping from apartment to apartment, sure, but he’d clung to his old place, his old ways, his old life and thoughts for too long. And Lana had seen that.

			He’d even expected to move again. After all, wasn’t that what their agreement had been? Didn’t he still have a chunk of his belongings in storage? If it hadn’t worked out in four months, one of them would have had to go anyway.

			But it had worked out.

			“It’s too bad you kids will have to find a new place, but it’s harder to move an old body like mine. And I can’t pass up the chance to be with my loved ones after so long.”

			Mrs. Pierre smiled so sweetly at him. She hadn’t intended to upend his life. She’d found and fed Muffin, and Muffin was the only thing that could make Lana happy right now. Certainly not his selfish ass.

			It was difficult and unreasonable to be mad at his neighbor, to be mad at Lana. All they’d done was ask for what they wanted.

			Maybe it was time he sat down and asked himself what he really wanted, too.

		
	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			When Lana got home that night, she was met with a familiar sight. The lights were on. There was a pot and two place settings on the counter. And Simon and the cat were sprawled on the couch. Asleep.

			She wanted to curl up with both of them, to hold on to them. But she didn’t have that right with Simon, and the cat would be grumpy. Simon had texted her after he’d found her. He’d taken her to the vet. She was no worse for her adventure, but Muffin was better off asleep with Simon.

			All Lana had done was lose her. Lose them both. She felt sorry for herself, and she supposed she was allowed to wallow in five damn minutes of self-pity in her life. She was tempted to put her things away quietly and go back to her room and hide and sleep. It wouldn’t have been out of character. She was irresponsible: inattentive of her pet, unmindful of her health, careless with Simon’s feelings, with her own.

			No, that’s what years-ago Lana would have said about herself.

			She took a deep breath.

			The cat was fine. She’d even had an adventure. Simon would survive. After all, he’d gotten over her once and thrived. Demanding he come with her was asking him to change, and it wasn’t her right. She should never have asked him to live with her, never have contacted him again. How could she have thought that a silly set of rules would protect them?

			It was done, and she was still alive. She had made the right choices, and she had to honor the hard work she’d put into her career, her hands, her brain, her life. She’d hoped Simon would want that, because it was what she’d become. But it was not to be.

			She stood up straight, not that anyone was awake to see her. And because she couldn’t help herself, she lifted the lid of the pot. A squash soup—butternut or pumpkin—bright and warm, spiced with curry. The next little bowl held chopped cilantro. A small loaf of bread sat to the side.

			“You should have woken me.”

			Simon was up and next to her, close but not touching. His short hair was rumpled and his shirt—well, it looked the same. He smelled faintly of the curry he’d been cooking.

			She wanted to dip her head toward him and sniff him. No, she wanted to bury her face in his shoulder and never stop leaning on him. But she had to stand firm. It was what she’d chosen, and she’d go by that. Besides, he was holding himself stiffly. So she crossed her arms in front of her and straightened her spine.

			“What’s this about?” she asked, pointing her chin toward the food.

			“I wanted to apologize.”

			He didn’t look very apologetic. The words seemed to emerge unwillingly out of his tight jaw, and he looked anywhere but at her. She wanted to fling those reluctant words in his stupid, beautiful face.

			Except. He was almost vibrating. She could see it in the tension in his hands, the slight tremble of his fingers as he brought them forward, then down.

			Always follow a conductor’s hands.

			When she finally searched his face, it wasn’t anger, it was...fear? Well, she understood that all too well.

			“What’s this about?” she repeated more softly.

			He glanced over at the food. “Maybe we should sit.”

			They settled opposite each other at the counter. Muffin circled Lana’s legs curiously, as if she hadn’t scared the living daylights out of both of them.

			He cleared his throat. “So I have this whole speech planned out. And this food. I’m sorry it isn’t what you’re used to, and you’re probably tired after a long day.”

			“It’s good, Simon. It smells delicious. Thank you. People hardly ever cook for me and you’ve done it twice, no, three times.”

			He ladled out the soup. “Well, the Lunar New Year dinner didn’t exactly work out the way I envisioned it. I wanted to surprise you. I hoped to make you happy, to make you laugh. Instead I always seem to be asleep for the important parts. Or I haven’t checked my messages, and I’m oblivious to the important things that happen to you, and to me. I don’t want to miss everything that matters.”

			Lana was holding her breath, watching Simon’s face—she didn’t know how to describe it—was it falling? Maybe it was just loosening, as if all the tension and fight and fear started to unspool.

			She gripped her spoon and tried to control her sudden rush of hope. Because even if Simon apologized, if he still loved her, if he soothed her, it still wouldn’t necessarily be right for her, or for them.

			She cleared her throat and poked at the swirls of cream and squash in her soup. “Thank you for looking for Muffin. For finding her.”

			“It wasn’t me. It was our downstairs neighbor, Mrs. Pierre. She’s the one who’s buying this apartment.”

			“Oh.” She pursed her mouth. “I guess I’ll have to thank her, too.”

			Simon laughed, just a short bark that startled her (and the cat) into realizing how quiet it had been. The sound was so unexpected and welcome that she started, to her horror, to cry.

			Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

			She’d made it so far without shedding tears, and now she was going to break down in front of this man.

			She stumbled off the stool to flee the room, but Simon caught her, he held her, and for one moment, she allowed herself to lean into him, to sob on him, even if it was about him, before pulling back.

			Dammit, she couldn’t stop crying. Her valve was broken.

			“Lana. Please. I’m sorry.”

			Simon’s voice was frantic. Through her tears, she could see the watery outlines of his arms reaching for her—just short of her—but she’d pulled away, and he was trying to respect that.

			She felt his hands again briefly as he pressed a napkin into her hands. Cloth, she registered dimly—fancy, the part of her that wasn’t crying said—before she buried her face in it and wiped her eyes and nose, her cheeks and even her chin. And she wondered if she was going to have to wear the damn thing for the rest of her life, because she couldn’t face him after this. After all the shit they’d said to each other, all the things they’d done, she’d lost it because his laugh had startled her, and because she’d miss it.

			“Lana,” he said, softly, “are you going to look up again?”

			“Probably not,” she said. “I hope this napkin goes with my hair, because I’m not taking it off.”

			The line would have been funnier if her voice weren’t broken and hoarse. Somehow, she sensed Simon’s third meal for her was probably not going to work out exactly as he’d planned either. She gave another little sob-hiccup into the damp cloth.

			“Lana, Lana, sweetheart. I love you.”

			“I know,” she blubbered. “It makes you unhappy.”

			“No, it doesn’t. I’m the idiot making me and you feel bad.”

			She lifted her eyes and saw his hands were hovering over her, never quite touching her, so close, but not quite there. It may have been her own blurry eyes, but he seemed to be teary, too.

			She dropped the napkin and reached for him. He took her hands. Together they touched his wet cheeks. She felt his stubble, the small grooves of worry so close to the laugh lines.

			“Lana, I want to do this. I want to move with you. If you want that.”

			“But your work. Your life. I don’t understand.”

			Abruptly he let go. “I found some apps!” he said excitedly, showing her his phone.

			It was not what she’d expected him to say.

			“I saved all of these listings. Did you know we could buy an entire house with bedrooms, and an office for me, and a real dining room, and the mortgage would be less than rent? Like this place here? All these beautiful old floorboards and these huge windows. I can see the piano going in this room where I could work. And yeah, the kitchen needs updating, but that would be a fun project to try. Look, it’s even got an herb garden out back. And a chicken coop. Although I don’t know how Muffin would handle a bunch of hens.”

			She watched helplessly as he scrolled through photos and listings. Until he looked up again. He seemed to remember himself. “I do steamroll over people,” he said, worriedly.

			“Sometimes.”

			“But this is all up to you. We can figure out where we want to live and divide finances. Or maybe you don’t want to live with me at all, which is up to you, of course. Or there’s this place I found which has an upstairs apartment and a downstairs. Or—”

			He stopped.

			She said gently, “I want to live with you. And I love these houses and all the work you did. But what happened to your entire life being here?”

			“It’s not really true that all of it has to stay in New York. Not anymore.”

			“Are you sure? Because I’ll worry about it if you give up too much of you for me. I love you and I want to be with you, but that’s not an easy thing. I want to be an important part of your life, but I can’t be your everything.”

			He was shaking his head and kissing her hands as she spoke. “It’s because you’re already an important part of my life, Lana. Being with you, seeing what you’ve done, has taught me that I can have more of everything. It doesn’t have to be limited to what I have right now. You make me want to want more. You make me brave enough to ask for more, even if it means asking it of myself.”

			His words were slowly starting to penetrate. She felt herself vibrating. Was this what Simon was feeling? It must be, because her own heart was bursting with possibility.

			He touched her hair now, gently, and it was a question. “You’ve changed a lot. Well, I’ve changed, too, only I didn’t realize it. The list of things I aspired to when I was in my twenties doesn’t have to be the same as what I look forward to now. In fact, it shouldn’t be. I should have new goals, new ideas of where I want to go. I’m not going to lie, I’ll have difficulty with adjusting to new things sometimes, but I need to try.”

			“But I still don’t understand what you’ll do with the chorus and your job and, well, everything?”

			He laughed, and she felt it again, that ache, almost a loss, almost hope. She pressed her hand to her chest, and his fingers followed and closed around hers.

			He stared at where their hands were joined. “I’m going to do the same things. I’ll shift my teaching around so that I do it only two or three days of the week and fit rehearsals on those days, too. We got more money from the grantors, by the way—”

			“Simon, that’s wonderful.”

			“That means I can give Abena a bigger stipend to step up as the conductor of the chorus, with Dion as her assistant. I’ll still be there to put my oar in, but I’ve been evolving into a different role for a while. It isn’t perfect. I’m going to have a long commute, and sometimes I’ll have to stay in the city overnight. On the other hand, all the train time means I can work, do my grading, and write this book I’ve been putting off.”

			She stood on tiptoe and kissed his chin, his lips. “Maybe you don’t want to write this book.”

			“Could be. And perhaps this new town will give me some space to figure out if that’s what I want to do.”

			He looked down at her, his eyes shining and eager. And while there was still so much of that energetic young man in him, the person he was now, the person he’d become, was the one she loved.

			She knew what she wanted to do. She pulled him down, her fingers sliding through his short hair, down his neck, where she could still feel the pulse of tension, the uncertainty. This was new for him, new for both of them, but his eyes looking into hers were sure. He was ready, and that was all that mattered right now.

			They kissed each other slowly, leisurely. Now they knew they wouldn’t be apart, and she could savor the warmth of his palms on her elbows, gentle on the soft skin of her arms.

			He groaned. “I love you. You know I love you, don’t you?”

			“And I love you.”

			She watched him move up slowly. She helped him take off her T-shirt and trace his hands along her rib cage, then under her breasts until he abruptly pulled the cups of her bra up and over her head.

			He slid his hands down her jeans next, and she helped him by unzipping herself and stumbling out, laughing a little as she kicked them aside. Then she was bare to him and cold. “Take off your clothing,” she breathed.

			He tore his shirt off, getting briefly tangled in the buttons, and pulled off the rest in a few quick movements.

			There they were, naked in front of each other, wanting each other after all these years.

			She knelt down. “Lana,” he groaned as her breasts slid down along his thighs. She adjusted her own knees on the hard kitchen floor and ran her palms up his legs, pressing herself to him. She liked feeling the wiry hair against her nipples, against her stomach. She drew her hand up along the tensed muscle, so hard now, waiting for her, and up to his cock. Carefully, carefully she slid her fingers over it, then breathed and licked him, smacked her lips, and filled her mouth with him.

			He was moaning, holding her head, trying to gentle her, telling her to be patient, saying the same to himself. But she wanted the fullness of him, every overwhelming experience. She was hungry for him, and the ache between her own legs intensified enough that she tried to seek some sort of relief, pushing her body against his legs as she sucked, rubbing herself up and down.

			It was too much for him. He peeled her off his body and cleared a spot for her on the counter where he set her down decisively. The stone felt hard and chilly, and she cringed from it even as she was stuck to it. But he’d put his forehead on hers and was breathing hard, trying to take a moment. They both needed it.

			“I have to go get a condom,” he said thickly.

			“I think I’ll be okay without one, if you are.”

			His nostrils flared, and he nodded. Then, as they both looked down, he put his hands under her to cradle her from the cold of the granite. It was only his palms, but it made all the difference. She felt supported.

			She pulled him closer, as close as he could get, and they both watched as she took him in, letting them both adjust to this heat, this feeling. Her arms closed around his solid form. His lips met hers. And for a moment, they were still. They kissed, their heads dipping and bending until their bodies began to move, slowly, awkwardly, and she felt the pleasure making her body supple and warm and wet. She rocked into him, enjoying his harsh gasps, her palms moving restlessly up and down his back to urge on the flex and thrust of his muscles.

			His own hands moved up until his fingers dug into her hips, his thumbs so deep in her flesh that she felt it almost on her bone. The press of him seemed so good and wild.

			The insides of her thighs became slippery now, and she arched up grunting, past the point of caring, and then as the release started to throb out of her, he was coming inside her in a hot rush, and she was open wide, her heart and throat and legs and chest a pulse of bright red pleasure.

			Then Simon was leaning on her. Or she was sagging against him. They held each other up, still panting, maybe laughing or crying with relief.

			After a minute, he murmured into her hair. “I don’t think I can move. Except I’m going to have to because my legs feel weak.”

			He pulled out from her, and helped her down from the counter. They held each other for a moment. Then she headed for the bathroom, and he turned to clean up and put on some clothes. Within half an hour, they were back in his bed—their bed—warm and sleepy. The rest of their plans could wait until morning.

			Lana was about to drift off when a thought made her head pop up from the pillow. “Again, we didn’t get to eat that beautiful dinner you made.”

			Simon laughed quietly and pulled her close. “It’ll keep.”

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			They held their housewarming on the Sunday of Labor Day weekend, in the big backyard of their new upstate home, under the shade of crabapple trees which had already begun to yield small, sour fruits that Lana and Hester were scheming to turn into wine when the time came.

			They’d made a brisket outside in the barbecue, and everyone brought more and more food. By late afternoon, the buzz of chatter between Lana’s and Simon’s colleagues, Abena, Hester, Dion, Julia, Maxine, mingled with the perfume of smoke and flowers and herbs. Ronnie and a couple of kids darted around, chasing Hester’s dog. Two picnic tables groaned with platters of fried dumplings, pungent mustard greens tossed with ginger and sesame oil, summer rolls with mint and cucumbers and slippery noodles and peppers, spicy chicken wings, macaroni and cheese, meatballs, sweet Taiwanese sausages, and beef hot dogs for the kids, yeasty rolls and breads, a salad redolent with summer herbs, and fresh corn from a local farm stand. And then there were the pies Julia had insisted on making early this morning, the piles of berries with a bowl of lemon crème fraîche that Simon would happily have spooned down his throat, and a big tres leches cake that people protested was too sweet and rich, even as they helped themselves to larger and larger wedges through the evening.

			It was, Simon reflected as he stood on his back porch, surveying the crowd of friends new and old, pretty much a perfect day.

			As if in response, Maxine sidled up, and slid her arm into his, imprisoning him in her loving grip. “Where’s your wife?”

			“Not my wife. Lana’s inside mixing more sangria.”

			“You two should get married again.”

			Simon rolled his eyes. He’d been hearing clunky variations on this theme all weekend from her. At least she and Ronnie would be flying back tomorrow.

			“If we decide to get married again, I’ll let you know. But moving and owning a house together pretty officially says that we don’t want to be apart again.”

			“But—”

			He untangled himself from his sister, and shook his head. “For someone who was against us getting involved after all that time, you sure are pushing it.”

			“Because I know when I’m wrong, and I support you.”

			“Is bossing a way of expressing support?”

			“In our family it is.”

			He had to laugh because it was true. “I think Dion brought a guitar. Go and sing with them.”

			Then he turned to go into the house to find Lana.

			Lana and Julia had their backs to him, their dark heads bent over the kitchen island as they cut up fruit. He paused at the door to look at Lana, to look at his love.

			Her hair was pulled into one of those intricate braids, ending in a soft curl that he wanted to tease even as it teased him. His gaze touched her shoulders, the roundness of the muscle which he knew would be smooth and warm under his fingers. She was wearing a sundress that flared at the hips, and if her cousin weren’t there, he would have come up behind her, and put one hand right there, where the material puffed out, and bent to kiss her neck, while with the other hand he’d have reached under the skirt to caress her knee, her thigh.

			Okay, this would be a perfect day if only his guests would leave.

			But Julia was saying laughingly, “I mean it! I feel like I should move here with a handsome husband and buy a deceptively gorgeous money pit of a house. We could get into fights over paint color and the cost of plumbing and yell at each other about why we’re stuck in the middle of nowhere. And then we could have makeup sex in front of the non-functioning fireplace.”

			Without pausing in her chopping, Lana asked her cousin, “You sure you want to stay a lawyer? Because you’ve definitely got a couple of stories in you.”

			“Lawyer to novelist? Doesn’t sound plausible. But seriously, you seem to be doing great. And Simon is, too. I’m really surprised he’s adjusted so well.”

			He probably should have made a sound to let them know he was there.

			Lana didn’t answer for a while, and just when he felt himself getting anxious about what she would say, she spoke again, her voice dreamy, “I don’t know what it’ll be like when school really gets busy. But these couple of months, even with the unpacking and getting lost and me figuring out my new job and home ownership, it’s been wonderful. Perfect.”

			He breathed out, relieved to hear his own thoughts echoed.

			Lana dropped more fruit in the pitcher. “There are little things. Like he’s not the greatest driver, so I end up doing most of it.”

			He snorted. But it was true. He didn’t feel comfortable behind the wheel yet.

			“Maybe down the line when we’ve saved up money, he might get an apartment in Inwood. One of his friends lives in a beautiful old Art Deco building, and apparently there are always units for sale. That way we can stay in the city a couple of nights a week when Simon teaches, or has rehearsals or a concert.”

			“You’d come with him on those nights?”

			“If I’m not very busy, yes. I love being with him. And I love the city. I’m sure I’ll miss it.”

			“And me.”

			“Yes, I’ll miss you, Julia. But you’re going to have to leave for me to do that.”

			Julia turned around and spying him, smirked. “I know my cue.”

			She picked up the pitcher full of fruit and wine and stuck her tongue out at him as she passed.

			Lana was leaning against the counter now. She looked flushed and warm in the worn old kitchen of their funny little house. Her feet were bare, and as he gazed at her, her toes curled. When he looked up, she seemed warily amused, and he knew they were both thinking it wouldn’t do to start having sex in the kitchen when they had a yard full of company—much as they wanted to.

			Simon stalked toward her nonetheless, not stopping until he was right over her, the hem of her dress billowing around him, her breath wisping down his open collar.

			He stroked his hand along her back. “Do you know, I think we’ve broken a bunch of our house rules. We’re having a party. We’ve got significant guests staying for a long stretch of time.”

			He put his arm around her and drew her into him.

			“A couple of days is not a long stretch of time,” she murmured into his neck.

			“It is when it’s an eight-year-old and my sister. And it must feel considerably longer in cat years.”

			Muffin, who was currently hiding from Ronnie in one of the upstairs closets, probably agreed.

			He said, “It’s a good party, but I can’t wait for them all to go home and leave us to ours.”

			They stood that way for a long time, close, but not kissing, touching each other gently, glad to be in this proximity with each other. They would have continued this way, but the sound of a guitar drifted through a window. Then a voice started up with a folk tune he recognized as “I’ll Never Find Another You.”

			“Is that Maxine?” Lana whispered.

			“I think it is. I haven’t heard her sing in a long time.”

			She kissed him and craned her neck toward the music. “Let’s go out and join everyone.”

			He didn’t want to, he didn’t want to change a single thing about this moment. But even as he resisted, he knew he’d be happy out there, too, as long as she was with him.

			“Lead the way,” he said, letting go, but taking her hand. “I’ll always follow.”
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