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  Preface


  

  



              Once in fifth grade, I put the blackboard eraser in the waste paper basket and hung the teacher’s purse in the cloak room. Pencils I stuck into the ink bottles and pens in desk drawers, and the attendance book I moved under a stack of maps. And one time, at the Five & Dime, I took spools of thread and deposited them with the bars of chocolate, shoved lipsticks in with greeting cards. I simply moved ordinary things from one place to another. Innocent things, nothing dramatic. I never actually stole anything.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  


  

Chapter 1


  

  



              “Today’s the day.” I placed the gold tassel from my graduation cap into the suitcase, carefully folded and packed my clothes. I emptied the bureau drawer of my leotards and tights, and took my ballet slippers and toe shoes from the closet, adding these items to the suitcase. On top of the pile, I placed the framed photograph of my sister.


              I clicked the latches closed and took a last look around my bedroom. From the very moment of my high school graduation, I’d dreamt of this day, the day I’d fight for myself and leave home. Thoughts of living in New York had filled my every waking hour. I had been counting the days, one by one, impatient to start my real life.


              I went to the window and looked out at the scraggly field covered in dirty snow. Forgotten work shirts hanging from the clothes line swung in the biting wind. Shards of ice glistened in the deep ruts of the dirt driveway. Barren trees stood naked in the bleak landscape and the remnants of a picket fence lay in haphazard piles.


              “This is it!” I took a deep breath and stood tall, gathering my strengths. I shifted the suitcase to my left hand, my pocketbook slung across my chest, and walked to the staircase. No matter what, he will not stop me. I held onto the banister grasping it with my right hand. My legs were quaking as I took that first step down the stairs.


              My parents stood at the bottom of the stairs, ramrod straight, their arms folded across their bodies. The wrinkles on my mother’s forehead were deeply grooved, and the dark rings under her eyes, blue-black. Sorrow was etched across her face.


              Shots of anger flew from my father’s eyes as he slipped the leather belt out from the loops of his jeans and wrapped the strap around his closed fist. My body shuddered and I wobbled on the steps in fear, but I knew that this would be the last time I would suffer from his rage, that I would bear his storms of frustration no longer.


              Mother put her hand over her mouth, and bit her finger. Then her eyes drifted toward the ceiling, and I knew she was thinking of some other place, and some other time.


              My father moved toward me, his body rigid. He shook his fist at me, and shouted. “You take one step out of this house and the door will shut behind you.”


              Down the stairs I crept, one step at a time, afraid the creaking wood would inflame him further. I kept my eyes on his arm, ready to duck out of the way. He ripped the suitcase from my grasp.


              “You’ll take nothing. Hear me? Nothing!”


              I’d suffered slaps and belt lashings. He punched my shoulder, tore my hands from the banister, and threw me to the floor, hitting me, kicking at me with his heavy work boots. “You’re no daughter of mine,” he shouted.


              Mother tugged at his arm but he shrugged her off.


              I crawled to the front door, grabbed onto the doorknob and pulled myself up. I ran from the shabby house, my winter jacket flapping behind me, my father’s shouts clawing after me, “Don’t you ever come back. I’m finished with you!” The door slammed shut on my past.


              Shaken by my escape, my body bruised and aching, I sat near the window of the Greyhound bus, my pocketbook clutched on my lap. The landscape changed as the bus took me from Maine to Manhattan, removing me from the hate that consumed my father, the hail of torment that ended in beatings. He’s lashed out at me for the last time.


              The day was bitter cold, the roads were icy, and we arrived at the Port Authority behind schedule.


              My eyes searched the crowd as I stepped down from the bus. I craned my neck, but couldn’t find Jesse. I’d expected him to be waiting for me at the bus terminal, cradling a bouquet of flowers. Impossible. He wasn’t there. Where is he? I threaded my way through the crowded depot, looking for him, walking faster and faster as I circled the building again and again, searching for him. The air in the terminal was hot and smelled of cats and urine.


              At a pay phone, I dialed his cell phone. A mechanical voice said his number was no longer in service. I don’t even have his address. I gripped the phone in my trembling hand as my knees buckled and I sank against the wall and slid to the floor.


              A policeman approached, a night stick swinging from his belt. “Miss! You can’t loiter here.”


              “I’m waiting for someone.” I got up from the floor.


              He looked at me a bit more closely, and must have seen my tear stained face. “You lost?”


              “I expect—”


              “You a runaway?”


              I shook my head. “…my friend.”


              “You kids. This is no place for a good looking girl like you to hang out. You have a place to go?”


              My father’s words rang shrill in my ears, “I’m finished with you.” Cold and scared, in a strange city with no one to help me, I stammered, “I don’t know where to go.” I shook my head and my body sagged as I repeated, “I don’t know where to go.” Sweat had pooled under my armpits, and beads of perspiration popped along my upper lip. My mind screeched around in circles not able to focus on where to turn or what to do.


              “Where’s your family?”


              My eyes filled, and there was a ringing in my ears. “I can’t go home.”


              I blinked to keep the tears from falling over my lids.


              “You have any money?”


              I nodded. “Two hundred dollars is all the money I have in the world. I don’t know anyone; have no one to turn to.”


              The policeman pulled a pad of paper from the pocket of his shirt, wet the pencil with tip of his tongue, scribbled something, and handed me the slip of paper, saying, “It’s the YWCA. You’ll be alright there at least for the night.”


              I felt like such a failure, with no option but to follow his advice. “Is it far from here?”


              “Not far. You can walk it.” He led me to the exit, pointed me north to Fifty-Third Street and gave me directions to the YWCA on Lexington Avenue.


              Outside of the Terminal, the sidewalks were jam-packed, an ocean of people rushed past me. Tall buildings towered overhead. The smell of a sewer caught in my throat and mingled with the odors coming from a vendor scooping sauerkraut onto a hot dog. My pocketbook clutched to my chest, I followed the directions the policeman had given me.


              Bewildered by the unexpected turn of events, nonetheless, I found myself in a small room at the “Y.” I stumbled onto the narrow cot and curled up tight, hugging my arms in a vise around myself. And in that very moment of fear and despair, I made up my mind to look to the future and never look back.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  


  

Chapter 2


  

  



              After a sleepless night, I washed, dressed in the same clothing, and went down the street to find something for breakfast, and a place to at least buy a toothbrush. Unnerved by the rush of Manhattan, I stood at the corner, not sure which way I should go. I pulled my jacket tight around me. An icy wind whipped at my face. The gray sky held dark clouds. I looked to my right and then to my left as though lost in a forest. In my mind I flipped a coin, and began my search.


              I wandered into a pharmacy and purchased a toothbrush and small tube of tooth paste. The cashier yawned in my face as she handed me change from the five dollar bill. I slipped the coins into my wallet and pulled out a slip of paper upon which my dance teacher, Irina, had written the name and address of a ballet school.


              “Can you tell me how to get to this address?” I showed the cashier the paper.


              “Left out of the door…” She motioned with her hand as though sweeping me away, “then up Fifty-Seventh Street.” She looked me in the eye and said, “Next.”


              Surprised, I’d been unaware that people had been waiting behind me. “Sorry.” I rushed from the store and shoved the small bag into my pocketbook.


              Outside, the streets were busy and the sidewalks crowded, and managing to cross corners at a green light proved hazardous. Bicycle riders were weaving in and out of traffic, and taxi cabs whizzed through yellow lights. New to me was an excited energy coupled with my uncertainties. At a corner, a parked truck was selling coffee and doughnuts. Even though I knew this was not substantial, I bought a steaming cup of coffee and a buttered roll. I leaned against a building, drank the hot coffee, and nibbled at half of the roll. I wrapped and put the leftover half in my pocket, saving it for later.


              While I walked I was gaping at the luxuries displayed in store windows. Only in magazines had I seen such magnificent clothing. Outside of a department store, I watched models being photographed. They were dressed in sumptuous furs from head to ankle. I stood stamping my cold feet on the concrete pavement, wishing I’d had on my warm boots, but they had been left in a closet at home in Maine. I blew hot air on my fingertips and rubbed my hands together, then shoved them in my jacket pockets.


              Walking up Fifty-Seventh Street brought me to the front of Carnegie Hall. I walked around the corner to the address I’d been given. A weathered sign over the doorway pointed the entrance to the ballet school. I went inside the building, climbed the narrow staircase and peered through the open doorway to the studio. Piano music flowed.


              As I listened to the instructor’s directions, my predicament was pushed aside. Her voice, giving the familiar instructions, was so reminiscent of Irina, my dance teacher at the Community Center, that I slipped into the room, sat on the bench, unzipped my jacket, took off my shoes, and in my socks, pointed and flexed my feet, breathing in and out, as the exercises progressed. I felt as though I floated along with those who were leaping. I jumped as they jumped. I was where I wanted to be.


              Only when the music stopped and class ended did reality come blasting front and foremost. I put on my shoes and as I stood, the instructor approached. Middle-aged, with grey streaks in her hair, she walked as an antelope, with grace and poise.


              “I saw the way you were moving. You could barely keep your seat. You’ve obviously had training.”


              “I loved watching this class. I’m Marla.” I pulled the slip of paper from my purse. “My dance teacher recommended this school to me.”


              “Care to join? I teach the Saturday classes.” Tall and stately, her voice was lilting, and matched her fluid movements.


              “I’d love to take class here. I’m new in the city; arrived yesterday, but I’ve been dancing for years. Dance is in my blood. My instructor used to teach in New York. She said this was the best ballet school in all of Manhattan. She performed in New York, too. Perhaps you know her. Irina’s her name.”


              She stood still in front of me, a smile crossed her face, and she simply nodded. “It’s a big city.”


              “Back in Maine, that’s where I come from, I used to demonstrate for her sometimes, and she had me teach the younger kids at the Community Center. Maybe I could teach here.”


              Embarrassed by my babbling, I could feel the heat of a flush on my neck and quickly added, “Well, maybe not here.” I picked up my pocketbook. “I’ll be back, but first I have to find a job and a place to live, and I haven’t a clue as to where to begin. I stayed at the Y last night.”


              “You came without a plan?” she wagged her finger in front of me, “That wasn’t wise.”


              “Oh, I had a plan, alright. Apparently not my friend’s plan. Something happened, and he’s just gone, disappeared and left me stranded at the Port Authority.”


              “Your folks?”


              “Forget it!”


              She raised an eyebrow. “Friends here?”


              I must have looked pathetic. “None.”


              “Dear, you’re too young to be by yourself in this city. You come with me. Dancers have to stick together.” She put her arm around my shoulder and ushered me into the dressing room. The girls were pushing their leotards and tights and ballet shoes into backpacks. They seemed so friendly and chummy with one another, I was jealous of their camaraderie.


              The instructor called out, “Amy? Do you still need a roommate?”


              A tall redhead looked toward us, a hair brush in one hand, a barrette held between her teeth. She nodded her head, clipped her hair in place and came over. “Diana thought she had someone, but it didn’t work out.”


              “Well, here’s the answer for both of you. Marla is looking for a place to stay. You both love to dance. Why don’t you two get acquainted?”


              Right then and there, I knew my life was about to change. That very afternoon I went with Amy to West Fourth Street to look at the two bedroom apartment. We took the elevator to the third floor while Amy explained that the lease was really in Diana’s name, an airline stewardess, but Amy said she rarely ever stayed in the apartment.


              As soon as I walked into the living room, I felt welcomed. Amy told me the couch opened to a double bed for Diana whenever she was in town and wanted to stay over. I thought the room small, but cozy. Huge cushions were tossed on the beige wall-to-wall carpeting, and there was a reclining chair of dark leather. Magazines and books were piled carelessly on a shelf, alongside a haphazard heap of compact discs. Dust coated the Venetian blinds which were slanted open on the two windows. I went and looked out of the dirty windows at the view of the buildings across the street.


              The kitchen, large enough to hold a tiny table and four folding chairs, was spotless. The bedroom I would occupy, though sparsely furnished, had all the essentials to make me comfortable; a rug, the pattern of a black watch plaid, twin sized bed, a fluffy comforter, a large bureau, and a reading lamp on a bedside table.


              So much had happened on my first day in New York. I moved in that same afternoon, carrying the few essentials I purchased at a convenience store. Amy and I sat up late that night, getting to know each other. We each had a cup of tea and Amy put some ginger snaps on a plate. She told me she was a city girl who liked the busy streets.


              “I was born and raised in New York. My father’s a minister and mother’s a school teacher. I guess I was a big surprise… a late-in-life baby. They moved to buffalo a few years ago. I never had a good reason to go with them and I didn’t want to leave Manhattan. But I keep my options open. You never know what’s bound to crop up.”


              I prattled on about my school friends and how most of them had moved away from the little town in Maine. I talked about my parents.


              “They stay locked in their little house and simply exist, doing the same things day in and day out, never changing their routine. I’d have smothered if I had stayed there one more day.”


              Amy raised an eyebrow. “Small town living.”


              “Yeah, but my father’s a tyrant and my mother bows to his moods. He’s got a vicious temper. And the worst part, I don’t think they love each other. I never saw them touch, or heard them speak to each other in endearing terms.” I sat forward on the couch. “Before my little sister died, my mother used to sing. And then after… I never heard her sing again.”


              “That’s a shame.”


              “She’s always sad, and it’s like she’s removed. My father’s driven her to that state where she doesn’t feel anything, doesn’t respond. So he took it out on me. Everything I did was an irritant to him. Oh my God, I couldn’t do anything right in his eyes.” I picked up my cup of tea and without sipping put it down again. “I don’t want my life to be like that.”


              Amy listened to me without judgment. She blew into her cup, swirled the hot tea around, and took a last sip. We were both quiet for a moment.


              “You want to hear something funny?” I bit my lower lip before continuing. “When I was real young, I’d move my father’s newspaper out of his reach so he’d ask me to get it for him. Isn’t that peculiar? I just wanted him to take notice of me and love me the way he did my sister. Even though she was sick from the day she was born, she could do no wrong in his eyes. I could tell he really loved her. His eyes were always soft when he looked at her. Not at me, they weren’t. They were full of fury and disgust whenever he set his eyes on me.”


              “You must have been jealous of your sister.”


              “No. Not at all. She was frail and sickly. But the sicker she got, the worse he got toward me… like it was my fault. With any excuse I got a beating.” I took a last sip of the lukewarm tea, stood up, and walked to the window. “My father smashed every picture of Tina that was ever taken, anything that would remind him of her he destroyed. I had a picture of Tina hidden in my drawer. The day I packed to leave I put it in my suitcase, and now it’s gone. He’ll destroy that one, too.”


              I ran my fingertips along the window sill. “I really love dance. It’s in my blood.” I stretched my arms over head and took a deep breath. “I’m pretty quick and light on my feet. I know that I’m a good dancer. Just not great.”


              “Do you plan on making the rounds of auditions?”


              I shook my head and sat down on the couch. “No. I’m realistic. I don’t have that magical quality. I really just like taking classes and I loved teaching the beginner classes. Sometimes I had the kids make up stories and then perform them for one another. They were a great group of kids.” I smiled at my recollection, picked up a cookie, nibbled at the edge, and then wrapped the uneaten portion in the paper napkin. I turned back to Amy. “Do you audition?”


              “Not any longer. I’ve had my fill of rejections. We can go to class together Saturday mornings. It’s usually crowded, but it’s worth it.”


              “Terrific. I can’t wait to get started.”


              Later I told Amy all about Jesse and how exciting it was when we rode together on his motorcycle. “He was supposed to meet me at the bus. I tried to call him, but his cell had been disconnected and I didn’t have his new address. I know I sound naïve, but I thought we’d do okay together. He even said he loved me.”


              “Listen, kiddo, it’s a sad story, but one you’ll have to get over. And the sooner you forget about him, the better. Sounds to me like this guy doesn’t want to be found.”


              “Something must have happened.”


              She shook her head. “Doesn’t sound that way to me. He’s gone. You said so yourself.”


              Amy stood up and stretched, and picked up our empty cups from the table. “I gotta get some shut eye.” She looked down at me sitting on the couch. With a tinge of sympathy in her voice, Amy said. “Look. He’s left you in the lurch. If I were you, I’d forget about the bastard and get on with my life. That’s what I would do.”


              I nodded, thinking that she was probably right. In her eyes, I must have looked pathetic.


              She took the cups into the kitchen, and I heard them being placed in the sink. I watched her as she crossed the living room to her bedroom. Before closing the door, she turned to me. “Take it from me, the sooner you get over the son-of-a-bitch, the sooner you’ll get your own life in order.”


  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  


  

Chapter 3


  

  



              That first year, I got by waiting tables at a hamburger joint filled with grease and fries and pitchers of beer. Though the dating was sparse and unremarkable, I had my hopes and kept my eyes open, anxious and ready to meet the right guy. After all, I thought, the city was full of possibilities. I read the newspapers and magazines articles, learning all I could about the bustling city in which I lived. I searched for all the freebies offered: free admission to museums; concerts in the park; galleries open to the public; lectures held at the library.


              One particular night, only my table of eight fraternity boys remained, and they had not made a move to call it a night. I brought the check and laid in on the table. I was the only staff left out front when this bruiser grabbed me and pulled me across his lap. A brawny football player, he probably couldn’t hold his own anywhere but on the football field. Celebrating his flunking out of school, the table was crowded with his teammates, all drinking far too much and eating too little, complaining about the unfairness of the faculty and the world in general.


              “Hey, Sexy, you sure are a tiny one. This is just the way I like it.”


              I couldn’t get away from him. “Stop it. Let go of me!”


              He tightened his grip into a bear hug.


              I pushed at his arms and struggled to be set free. To the cheers of his buddies, he tore at the top of my shirt.


              I yelled out, “Stop it. Stop!” The cheers multiplied and his buddies pounded the table with their fists. Scratching and pulling at his arms and kicking, I struggled to be let go. The crowded table cheered him on. I smelled his sour breath, and his sweat, all the time thinking this could not be happening to me. Completely helpless, tears began to gather and slip from my eyes and I was carried back to my parents’ house, where I bore the brunt of my father’s rage. I felt the leather of my father’s belt tearing at my flesh, the buckle snapping across my back, the slaps of his rough hand on my tear-stained face.


              Over my panic, the gruff voice of the cook shouted, “Leave her be. I’m not foolin’ with you boys.”


              The cage of arms released me, and I stumbled to my feet. Big blonde Helga stood before me, her feet akimbo, twirling a baseball bat. “I mean business. You boys got no God given’ sense.” Her voice was a roar. I moved safely behind her. She hit the end of the bat against the palm of her hand, the sound a loud smack. “You all behavin’ like animals. Get your butts up, now. Your funnin’ is over. Pay your bill and get outta here.”


              No longer laughing, the group rose as one, placed money on the table and moved toward the door, their eyes glued to the baseball bat. Helga moved forward, gripping the bat with both hands, sweat glistening on her forehead. “Don’t think I won’t use this.” One of the boys flung aside a chair, blocking her menacing approach.


              I grasped hold of her waist, afraid that she really would go after them. My heart thumped against my chest, and my body trembled. We stood clasped together as the drunken football players staggered out of the restaurant.


              “Oh, my God. Thank you. Thank you so much. I couldn’t—”


              “Fools,” she grunted, walking back to the kitchen. “You close up now.”


              I raced through the kitchen to my locker, grabbed my winter coat, seized my purse, and slung the strap over my shoulder. Only the dim night light shone in the kitchen as I made my way to the front door and peered out into the dark night, fearful of what awaited me. The street was empty. I locked the doors and left the restaurant.


              Outside, I leaned against the side of the building. My mind was swimming, questioning the events of the evening. Had I in some way enticed those boys? Had I in some way been asking for trouble?


              “No,” I said, not realizing I had spoken aloud, “Dirt bags!” I stamped my foot. I squeezed my eyes shut and wrapped my arms tight in an effort to get a grip on myself. I heard footsteps clicking on the sidewalk.


              When I raised my head and opened my eyes, I saw a man from my neighborhood coming toward me. Right away I recognized him. I knew he lived in a luxury apartment building on the next block. Often, when I was on my way to the restaurant, I’d seen him dressed in a pin stripped suit, shirt and tie, holding a leather brief case. But on this particular night he wore a ski jacket, narrow jeans, and cowboy boots.


              Staring at me through his oversized glasses, he asked, “You alright?”


              “No! Do I look alright?” I stared straight back at him, his face barely visible in the shadows cast by the street light.


              “I just thought maybe you needed help, or something.”


              “I’m fine.” I started off past him, “Just fine.”


              “You headed home for the night?”


              “So?”


              “I was only offering to walk you home.”


              “Don’t bother.”


              “You always this grumpy?”


              At this I stopped. “I had a really bad night, and no, I’m not the grumpy sort.”


              “Come on. I’ll walk you home.”


              “How do you know where I live?”


              He held my elbow as we crossed the streets, our steps matching. Said his name was Edward and that he’d seen me leaving my building when he was about to enter his. Before I knew it, over the next few blocks, I told him what had happened.


              “That your excuse for being so ill-tempered?”


              “Sorry?”


              “I’m kidding with you. Those guys… all muscle and no brains. Liquor turns them into jerks.”


              “Don’t make it sound so trivial. I was scared.”


              We’d reached the entrance to my building. I turned to say goodnight when Edward said “I’d like to at least know your name.”


              He’d been so gracious and I’d been such a hard-nose. “I’m so sorry. Name’s Marla. My parents thought they were naming me after the actress, Marlo Thomas. Couldn’t even get that right. Ever hear of her?”


              “Sure. I wasn’t born yesterday.” He smiled down at me, his angular face tilted toward me. In the shadows, I could see a smile curling the edges of his lips. “See you soon, Marla.”


              I walked up the three flights to the apartment. Preferring not to use the elevator, I like to take the stairs and feel the muscles in my calves work a little extra. I didn’t really want to talk to anyone. I sat down on the landing, my feet planted on the stairs, and cradled my torso in my own arms.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  


  

Chapter 4


  

  



              Three uneventful years slipped by. I went from working at that greasy joint to waiting tables at The Avalon, an upscale restaurant where Amy was the maître d’. It was quite a relief to have patrons request a wine list rather than demand pitchers of beer. Whenever I had spare moments, off I’d go to the library in an effort to better educate myself. My parents became a part of my past, and Jesse was no longer of interest.


              In order to keep my body well tuned, I began every day with a series of stretching exercises to warm my muscles. Then I’d touch my left hand lightly to the window sill and begin the series of barre work: twelve demi plies followed by twelve grand plies. I’d do all five positions, then turn, and lightly touch my right hand to the sill and begin on the other side.


              I enrolled in a series of modern dance classes taught by a disciple of Martha Graham. This technique rejected the classical ballet and worked primarily from an emotional center. Though this style was foreign to my body, I found enjoyment in the differences. But when I entered my ballet classes on Saturdays, I felt as though I was returning to a safe place.


              It’s expensive living in Manhattan, and I found it more and more difficult to get through the week paycheck to paycheck, counting on tips to pay for my classes. I owed money to Amy, and was behind in my share of rent to Diana. I was in a very pitiable position and thought that if I wasn’t careful, I might be forced to give up my dance classes. That would break my heart.


              One evening, on my way to work, I stopped in front of a boutique. Loving beautiful clothes, and especially the feeling of silk gliding over my body and the supple texture of velvet, I started forward to go into the shop, put my hand on the door, then stopped myself and stepped back. I can’t do this anymore. Window shopping, that’s all! And no more credit card charges. No more frills. No more Victoria’s Secret. No more lace underwear. This time I was determined to get through the month without buying another silken garment, or luxury item I could not afford.


              I backed away and went to my job at the restaurant. It was busy that night with people waiting to be seated. Fortunately, the kitchen didn’t run short of the rack of lamb or the mint sauce which was the evening special. I opened the bottles of wine as requested, served the first taste to no objections. All in all, the night had been successful, and the tips rewarded my service.


              At the close of the evening, a discarded newspaper, The Village Voice, caught my attention. It was folded open to an advertisement, modeling for a life drawing class. At fifty dollars an hour, that was all the inducement I needed to augment the minimum wage and tips I was earning. This, I thought, might be my answer. Ripping off the phone number, I immediately took out my cell phone, made the call and was hired, sight unseen, by Kyler McGee. He asked that I start the following week.


  * * *


              Finding the studio had been no easy feat. Housed in an old factory on Bender Street, the studio was on the third floor. Up the first flight of stairs I’d climbed, my steps slowing till finally I’d stopped, turned around to leave, and bumped smack into the instructor.


              “Excuse me,” I moved to one side to give him room to pass.


              “Are you Marla?”


              I nodded.


              “Good. You’re right on time.” We stood on the stairs, facing each other, my hands shoved deep into the pockets of my overcoat. “Nervous?” he asked.


              Again I nodded; afraid my voice would crack if I opened my mouth to speak. His eyes seemed to penetrate right into the pit of my stomach. His voice was deep, soft and alluring in a masculine sort of way. Oh my god, he is so handsome. Take my clothes off in front of this man?


              “Don’t be tense.”


              “I’ve never done this before.”


              “Nothing difficult or terrible about this, simply artists needing a model for a life-drawing class. And today, you’re it.” He placed his hands upon my shoulders, turned me around and walked me up the last flight of stairs, into the warm studio, a vast space. Students were clustered in groups, speaking softly. Some were already seated, preparing their materials.


              Cans were filled with brushes, the smell of turpentine clung to a pile of rags and tickled my nose, empty soda cans filled a waste basket, and on the walls were drawings and sketches, black and whites, pastels. Empty canvases awaited the stroke of color. Condensation formed on oversized windows that seemed in need of repair.


              Kyler ushered me past drafting tables and easels to a corner which had been curtained off from the rest of the studio. Taking the pipe from his mouth, he held the bowl in his right hand. “We’ll start as soon as you’re ready. There’s a robe or a sheet in there.”


              Once hidden behind the curtain, I had begun to undress and then stopped. Was I really doing this? Getting naked in front of all those people? I must be out of my mind. What have I gotten myself into?


              I stood, half dressed, unable to move. But where else can I earn a quick buck? This is worth a hundred dollars, and if they like me, maybe next week another hundred. No one will know. There’s no one to even care. Finally, I’d unzipped my jeans, climbed out of my red lace underwear, and wrapped a flowered sheet around myself. I can do this.


              I stepped from behind the curtain and walked barefoot on the paint-splattered wooden floor. A cold draft moved in circles around me, goosebumps already raised on my arms and legs. The instructor indicated a raised platform in the center of the room and I inched toward it, holding the sheet wrapped tight around my bare body. Eyes lowered, I climbed onto the model stand and awaited instruction.


              “Marla. Three-minute poses. You do four in a row, then a three minute rest in between.” He spoke with a pipe clenched between his teeth. Nodding, I let the sheet drop to the floor and heard the rustle of fabric and the scratching of chairs as the students bent in readiness.


              A fringed shawl was thrown upon the settee and I draped it over my right shoulder, rested my left hip on the tufted cushion, and began the two-hour session, letting the tassel splay over my breasts. Would the artists discover the concealed portions buried deep inside of me? The hidden pieces of me?


              I wondered just how I looked to these art students: arms and legs overly long; breasts small; hips slim; toenails painted Jolly Apple Red. Would they note the scar across my shoulder, or the beauty mark on my right leg? I had a dancer’s body, and a thin face with a smattering of freckles across my nose. And what about my shoulder length hair, or the dark rings under ordinary brown eyes, or the dimpled chin? These men and women might reveal my physical attributes, but their sketches wouldn’t show the empty places pressed into a tiny crevice. I knew their drawings would be incomplete. These art students would never discover the concealed portions, the hurt, the pain that was buried deep inside of me.


              So, there I stood, stark naked, exposed, on a stage in front of all those peering eyes. I commanded my body to remain still and hushed and allowed my thoughts to wander back to how I came to be standing here, nude, before twenty pair of staring eyes. My mind wandered to a place I thought I had smothered, how I’d held still in front of my father, squeezing my eyes closed, trying not to wince under the tirade of his temper.


              I heard Kyler move from one student to the next, issuing reassurances and critiquing their work. For a large man, he was light on his feet. But I could make out his footsteps. More than once, I heard the striking of a match, and imagined him lighting the pipe. The sound was not unlike a belt snapping in readiness. I held the pose and waited for the break.


              “Eyes on the model, not your paper. Let your eyes guide your hand.”


              Throughout the two hours, I’d tried to make the various poses interesting, and not too revealing. The whisper of charcoal across paper, the sound of pages torn from a pad, the squeals of a pencil sharpener were sounds I heard. Again I changed my pose. This time I crouched low to the floor and swept my long hair over my face, my right leg extended straight back along the floor, both arms reaching forward.


              “Hold that!” I heard Kyler catch his breath. “Look at the curve of her spine.” His hand brushed the air over my back. “All of you, come on this side. See?” I heard him move away. “Like this. Let it flow.”


              At the end of the session, Kyler handed me the flowered sheet so that I could again cover myself. He helped me down from the platform. “You did well, Marla. It wasn’t so bad, now, was it?”


              “Not at all.” I smiled up into his green eyes while clutching the sheet to cover what little modesty I had left. Tall, his face clean shaven, he wore pleated trousers fastened low on his narrow hips. Bits of paint were splattered here and there on the front of his flannel shirt. He looked every bit an artist, probably in his mid-thirties. There was a charcoal smudge on his forehead. I wanted to wipe it away, but didn’t dare.


              Back behind the curtain, I struggled into my clothes, dressed hurriedly, pulled my hair back with an elastic, and walked back into the studio. Kyler was kneeling on the floor, a large sketch pad open before him. His arm and hand swept over the page, creating the charcoal lines of my last pose.


              “Is that me?”


              “From memory.” He stood, dug his hand into the pocket of his trousers, and withdrew his wallet. Counting out five twenties, and handing them to me, he said, “You’re a natural. Graceful and solid. Next week? Wednesday?”


              “Sure.”


              “Have a good one,” he called after me, and I waved goodbye, shoving the money into the pocket of my jeans.


  * * *


              Outside, it was already dark. I pulled my coat closed and walked the three blocks to the restaurant in time for my shift waiting tables. More tired than usual, I barely made it through the evening carrying the heavy trays. I hadn’t realized the modeling would be so tiring.


              As I was leaving the restaurant, Edward stepped in front of me. “Hi, there.”


              He was wearing green-tooled cowboy boots. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”


              “Yes, it’s been a while.”


              “You’re out late, aren’t you?” He took my arm and began to guide me towards my building.


              “I like to walk at night. That’s when the streets are dark and mostly empty of people.”


              “Don’t like people?”


              He laughed. “No. I do like some people, but I’m choosey.” He squeezed my arm and said, “But I like you. You’re okay.”


              “You don’t know the first thing about me. You know nothing about me.”


              “Maybe that’s a good thing.”


              “Probably.” I thought he was right.


              “I can get to know you now. No past, only present.”


              “Well, I’ll tell you one thing. I’m tired, working all day. And my future is a good nights’ sleep.”


              “Do you work at the restaurant every night?”


              “I feel as though I live there.”


              “I’ve never eaten at The Avalon. Maybe I’ll come for dinner some time.” He paused as though waiting for me to say something, but as I remained quiet, he continued, “I’ll have you wait on me. How’s the food?”


              I knew he was just making conversation. I wasn’t in the mood to chit chat about the restaurant. I just wanted to get home and soak the blisters on my feet. I’d put off buying the necessary new toe shoes for too long, and my loafers were rubbing against raw skin. “Food’s alright.” I looked down and saw the shiny tips of his cowboy boots. I couldn’t help but ask, “What’s with the cowboy boots?”


              “Why? Don’t you like them?” He made a sound like he was smirking. “Do you really want to know?”


              “I’m just wondering.”


              We stopped in front of my building. He pulled a monogrammed handkerchief from his pocket, took off his glasses, and cleaned them, running the cloth around and around as though totally involved in the simple procedure. He shifted and held the frame with two fingers. “When I was a little kid, I saw a cowboy movie. It was about a rodeo and naturally the star of the film wore cowboy boots. I wanted to be just like him and wear those boots. I asked my father, I knew even then that he was an easy touch, and he went out and got them for me. But my mother wouldn’t let me have them. She took them from me and I hated her for that.” He looked sideways at me. “So, now I wear them all the time.”


              “And is this your way of defying her? What does she have to say about that?”


              He put his glasses on and adjusted them carefully before answering. “She has her ways of getting even.”


              “And now you’ve given away something about your past.”


              “Not much.” He shrugged, and did not seem amused. “Listen. Want to have coffee?”


              “When? Now?” I shook my head in answer.


              He raised his forefinger and nodded. “How’s tomorrow afternoon. I’ll meet you here at four o’clock. That’s before you go to work, right?”


              “Tomorrow’s out.” I paused as a look of disappointment crossed his face. He should get rid of the glasses. He’s almost good looking, in a geeky kind of way. Wonder what work he does, briefcase and all. Must be a professional of some kind. “Look, it’s just that I’m busy on Wednesday… every Wednesday.”


              Edward turned as though to leave, and I put my hand on his arm. “I’d love to meet you for coffee. How’s Thursday, or even Friday.”


              “Great. Thursday it is.”


              I watched Edward walk down the block listening to his cowboy boots tapping on the pavement. He was a bit strange, but in his own way, kind of cute.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  


  

Chapter 5


  

              Returning for the second life drawing class, I found the room colder than previously. The coat rack near the door was overflowing with winter jackets and scarves. The students were already gathering their materials and choosing where to work. With not enough tables or easels to accommodate everyone, apparently some would be working on the floor.


              Kyler placed a small table and folding chair on the raised platform. I waved to him and felt his eyes follow me as I went behind the curtain. I undressed and ran my hands over my hips. I can do this. Taking a deep breath, I wrapped the same flowered sheet around myself, and this time tied it like a sarong before stepping out from behind the curtain. I held my head high and moved slowly toward the center of the crowded space, looking straight ahead. Kyler stood next to the raised platform, took the pipe from between his clenched teeth, and gave me a hand of support as I stepped up. The sweet aroma of his pipe swirled around my head.


              “Strike any pose you like. Five-minute poses today, three in a row, then take a two-minute break.” He handed me a fringed shawl and raised his voice to be heard by the class. “Make the most of your time.”


              Once up on the stand, I dropped my covering, and slowly turned a full circle, trailing the shawl behind myself. Enjoying the attention lavished on me, I sank down onto the chair, leaned back, put my feet up on the table and draped the silk shawl over my lap. My eyes focused on the vaulted ceiling.


              It’s not an easy feat to stay immobile for any length of time, much less five minutes. No fidgeting under muscle strain did I allow myself. At each break, I covered my body with the scarf, letting the silk graze my skin. I’d yet to allow my entire body to be seen without some part of my torso covered. I let my imagination take over, thinking that I could be really good at this.


              An easel crashed onto the floor of the studio and the sudden jarring noise sent vibrations through my body. My heart froze, the crash was so like that of my father’s rage smashing a kitchen chair so violently that the back of it splintered into pieces. I bit my lip and squeezed my eyes closed to keep from jumping from the platform. I took a deep breath and tried to relax into the pose, tried to stop my body from shaking.


              At the end of the session, I covered myself with the shawl. Kyler approached, placed one foot on the riser and spoke softly. “You did well, Marla.” He put his hand out and helped me step down onto the cold floor, my legs quivering.


              Around the room there was a buzz of conversation, chairs being scraped on the floor boards, the rustle of papers, the sound of footsteps, all blended as the students made their way from the studio.


              I was no longer the model. I was only myself, exposed, an ordinary twenty-one year old, standing naked amidst a fully clothed group. What was I doing? I began to shiver. A flush started at the base of my neck and quickly rose to inflame my cheeks. Kyler placed the protection of the flowered sheet around my shoulders, and I grasped it in my fists.


              “You’re trembling.”


              I shook my head and dashed to the corner, tripping over the sheet. I couldn’t get out of the room fast enough. Shame engulfed me. Into my underwear I fumbled, on with my jeans and cashmere sweater, but I couldn’t stop the tremors. I stumbled toward the door, grabbed my money from Kyler’s hand, and raced down the staircase to the front door of the building.


              Artists from the class stood huddled together, portfolios tucked under their arms.


              “Bye, Marla. See you next week.”


              I squeezed past them, turning my head away.


              “See ya!” someone shouted.


              Outside, the November wind whipped debris up off the pavement. The cold air blew across my face. Newspaper pages were stuck to a lamp post, people scurried by, bent against the strong wind. Traffic on the one-way street was at a standstill. Impatient drivers blasted their horns. A mangy dog sniffed at the side of the building, raised his leg, and peed.


              I raced toward my apartment. A shower! A long hot shower!


              Over the sound of the city street, I thought I heard my name being called. I stopped mid-step and heard again, “Marla! Wait a minute.”


              I turned and saw Kyler, jogging toward me, my camel hair coat draped over his arm.


              “You must be freezing out here without your coat.”


              I took it from his outstretched hand and shoved my arms into the sleeves, drawing the front closed.


              He reached out and pulled up the collar. “Too cold to be running around the city without a coat. We have to keep you healthy.”


              “I’m okay.”


              He raised his eyebrows. “Really?”


              I mumbled, “Yes. Really.”


              “I don’t know you very well… well, not at all. But a perfect stranger can see you’re upset. Come on. I’ll buy you a drink.” He stopped and looked down with his piercing green eyes. “You are old enough to drink, aren’t you?”


              “I’m really, really okay. Thanks for bringing my coat.”


              “You raced out of the studio so fast, it’s a wonder you bothered getting into your clothes.” His face crinkled into a smile. “Come on. I won’t bite. It’s just a drink. I could use some company.”


              I barely nodded my head, and tightened the belt of my coat.


              He took my arm and led me a short distance. “It’s a café I occasion.”


              “Frequently?”


              “It has a certain draw. You’ll see.”


              We entered a small bistro and moved to a tiny table set with one chair. He grabbed a chair for me. Kyler helped me off with my coat, unwound the plaid scarf he’d wrapped around his neck and hung them both together on a hook. We settled across from one another at the petite marble top table.


              Wood paneling and the stone floor gave a pub-like atmosphere to the space. The odor of stale beer hovered in the air of the dimly lit room. A series of paintings hung on the back wall. All are of women. Scantily dressed, they look like pinup girls. Indeed it’s no wonder that most of the seats at the bar are occupied by men.


              “Now, what would you like, something to warm your body or your heart. Which will it be?”


              I’d placed both hands to the edge of the round table and ran my fingertips along the beveled edge. “Think I’ll have a Grasshopper.”


              “A what?”


              “It’s mint and… I don’t know… I’ll have a Bud.”


              “Tell me what you really want.” He signaled to the bartender. “Can you make a grasshopper for the lady?”


              I looked past Kyler’s shoulder to the nearest painting. The girl’s eyes were looking right at me, pleasure written across her face. Somehow the artist had made her appear old-fashioned, and modest at the same time, almost as though she’d just left posing for the Follies.


              “Do you like it?”


              I nodded, turning my attention back to Kyler.


              “Each
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