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About the Book

Reunited for the extravagant wedding of a college friend: Kezia, the second-in-command to an insane jewellery designer; Nathaniel, the former literary cool kid now selling his wares in Hollywood; and Victor, who has just been fired from a middling search engine. They soon slip back into their old roles: Victor loves Kezia. Kezia loves Nathaniel. Nathaniel loves Nathaniel.

In the midst of all this semi-merriment, Victor has a bizarre encounter with the mother of the groom that triggers an obsession over a legendary necklace. Lacking employment or any other kind of tie, Victor leaves New York in search of the jewellery, supposedly stashed away in an obscure small town chateau. And, in a bid to save him from ruining whatever is left of his young ambitions, Kezia and Nathaniel set out to find him.

Heartfelt, suspenseful and told with Sloane Crosley’s inimitable spark and wit, THE CLASP is a story of friends struggling to fit together when their lives haven’t gone as planned, and of learning how to tell the difference between what’s real and what’s fake.
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For L—I found it.


Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,

Enwrought with golden and silver light,

The blue and the dim and the dark cloths

Of night and light and the half light,

I would spread the cloths under your feet:

But I, being poor, have only my dreams;

I have spread my dreams under your feet;

Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.

—W. B. YEATS, “Aedh Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven”

“What is wrong with you?”

—GUY DE MAUPASSANT, “The Necklace”


Prelude

AT FIRST THEY watched the rain from inside the tent and then they watched it come inside the tent. A stone path extended from the house to the shore. When the shuttle buses arrived, the stones were opaque. Now they were translucent, the kind of wet that made it difficult to imagine them ever being dry again. Lightning struck the surface of the ocean and a curtain of hot wind swayed inward at their feet, pushing detached bouquet petals in a row. Victor took a step back. These were his only nice shoes.

Victor had never been on a private island before, which was not shocking. But he had also never been to Florida before, which was a little shocking. True, he was a poorly traveled person. Still: Disney World, Spring Break, Other People’s Grandparents. Florida had simply slipped through the cracks of his adulthood like an idiom heard too late. He was under the impression that the rain here was supposed to be extreme but brief, the opposite of, say, Seattle (a place he hadn’t been to either). But this? This was a monsoon. The groomsmen’s jackets had come off. The women had grown shorter over the course of the evening. Everyone was buzzed. What time was it, 10 p.m.? Too early to be drunk in real life but right on schedule for Caroline Markson’s wedding. He heard her cackle in the distance and turned back to face the ocean, letting his mind drift.

He was dubious of his environs. Florida—rather, the stretch of it he had witnessed from the airport: causeways and condominiums, Sunrise Liquor and Sunset Dental, bank branches surrounded by menacing palmetto plants—was trying to trick him into thinking it was a real place. A place where real people rode school buses and purchased paper towel in bulk. His tablemates took one look at Victor’s chowder-fed skin and launched into stories of art and literary fairs, of this country club or that being very “Old Florida.” But Victor knew from old. He grew up in Massachusetts: home to America’s oldest ballpark, strictest landmark laws, and most famous horseback ride. Florida was pretty colonized-come-lately by comparison. Even the old people here felt new. Victor’s parents were in their sixties, but their actual sixties. Not their fake forties. His mother, a substitute teacher, would no longer “do stairs” and was increasingly vigilant about her Raynaud’s. His father, a land surveyor, had given him a hundred-dollar bill and a bottle of U-bet chocolate syrup when he moved to Park Slope with Nathaniel after graduation.

This was before Nathaniel fled to Los Angeles, swapping his literary aspirations for centered dialogue. Now Victor lived alone in an alcove studio in Sunset Park.

“I think you stole my balls.”

Victor had returned to his seat to assess the damage to his shoes and found a thick-necked man gripping a dinner roll as if he had freshly yanked it from the chest cavity of a buffalo. The man pointed at a dish of butter balls.

“Oh, I did. Sorry. I went left. You can have mine.”

“I think this one has rosemary and this one is Himalayan sea salt.”

“Sounds good.”

“I really despise rosemary.”

Caroline had arranged the rest of their collegiate circle around a table clear across the dance floor. Victor was momentarily buoyed by the idea that this was an act of faith, suggesting that he was harmless—nay, charming—when foisted upon strangers. Unfortunately, these thoughts were immediately anchored by knowing it was an act of acquiescence: Caroline felt obliged to invite him. He couldn’t be the only one she left out. Out of some kind of misplaced retaliation, he hadn’t touched his main course. This put him in a standoff with the catering staff, who, out of their own misplaced retaliation, had yet to remove his plate.

From this vantage point, he could see Nathaniel whispering in Kezia’s ear. Nathaniel’s jawline had become strangely defined these past few years. It made Victor touch his own jaw, to see if jaws were that much of a separate entity on everyone. These days Nathaniel was also dressing better. Foppish. That was the word, wasn’t it? Fucktard. That was the other one. His friend had become both of these things. They barely spoke anymore, forcing Victor to make a choice: be a needy girl about it or ignore it. He chose the latter, but right this second, there was something blocking his path of disregard.

Kezia’s mouth was so close to Nathaniel’s that if she turned, their lips would touch. Her head was bent, chin tucked, listening raptly. She flipped a fork against the tablecloth, as if concentrating on the fork was the only thing keeping her from falling off her chair.

“No tux for you?”

The thick-necked man chewed with his mouth open.

“Couldn’t afford it.”

“Every self-respecting young man should have a tux.”

“Well,” Victor lifted his glass, “that explains why I don’t have one.”

“Where did you say you lived in New York?”

“Brooklyn.”

“Brooklyn Heights is nice.”

“That it is.”

“And how did you make the acquaintance of the bride?”

“We went to college together. The group of us.” Victor gestured around the tent, even though he wasn’t sure where anyone was.

Kezia and Nathaniel had gotten up. The fork stayed behind.

“Ah, so you’ve known each other since you were babies.”

A sharp memory: The night, freshman year, when he managed to bring Caroline Markson back to his dorm. When Victor reached between her legs, she hopped off the bed, bent down like a baboon, and showed him her tampon string. Proof for prudeness. Still, he wished his roommates had been conscious. Victor didn’t bring many girls home. He was not an attractive guy. He got that. He was wiry and he hunched. His face was horsey but not equine, olive but not Mediterranean. Though, on two separate occasions, he’d been told that he bore a resemblance to the sharp-faced actor Adrien Brody.

“And you and Caroline went to a coed school?”

“I—yes, we did.”

“Ginny, my wife, went to one of those glorified lesbian communes. Some all-girls place that should have gone coed but didn’t. Practically bankrupt now. Always some third-rate yoga instructor on the cover of the alumnae magazine.”

Victor listened as best he could. He was usually okay with being a receptacle for such gripes. It was all feeding a beast that never went hungry anyway, a beast of casual distain for the wealthy, a socialist tapeworm in his gut that snacked on morsels of “humidor” and “meditation retreat.” But enough was enough.

“Excuse me.” He put his napkin on his chair. “I’m gonna watch the storm.”

“You can’t see it from here?”

“I need new ones of these.” Victor pushed his glasses up the Sisyphean slope of his nose.

The man tightened a cuff link, putting a spritely spotlight on the wineglasses. Ginny materialized behind them, all smiles and cleavage and lighthearted scolding for “holding this young man captive.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said, even though they hadn’t.

As Victor squished his way toward the edge of the tent, he spotted Olivia Arellano, standing beneath a flickering lantern. God, Olivia Arellano. He thought he had glimpsed the back of her head during the ceremony. Pickled in rum and venom, Olivia looked the same every time he had seen her over the past decade, always wearing the same Olivia uniform. As Kezia once astutely pointed out, “You know Olivia owns twenty black sweaters as opposed to one frequently recycled black sweater.” The last time Victor had even seen her name was a year ago, when Paul Stephenson and Grey Kelly (keepers of the collegiate ideal, newlyweds, chief bangers of the networking drum) organized a gathering because it had “been too long.”

“Gang,” began the e-mail from Paul, “it’s been waaaaay toooo long.”

Who’s to say? Who decides? What heterosexual man uses so many vowels?

The e-mail was also signed from Grey, as if she had typed her own name. They were like children taking turns on an outgoing voice mail, the chumminess of the invite only slightly undermined by a block of text deeming the contents “confidential bank correspondence subject to disclaimers and conditions including on offers for the purchase or sale of securities, accuracy of information, viruses, and legal privilege.”

Victor skipped drinks.

How a girl like Olivia Arellano had heard of a tiny liberal arts school in New England, never mind applied to it, never mind heard of New England, confounded him to this day. He and Olivia had never been close and never would be. Yet even she was tied to him. Olivia Arellano was the first person he met. She struck up a conversation with him while they waited at campus security for their respective room keys. Fresh off the plane from Caracas, she carried a peeling leather trunk that looked as if it contained human bones and asked him questions like “Do you think the next four years will be estimulante or do you think we will liken them to jail?”

He had no idea what she was talking about but her boobs were up to her neck.

Olivia was a false advertisement for what college women would be like, a false advertisement for herself even. She was studying him, peppering him with questions, not to befriend him but to determine if he was like her, sofisticado. He was not. He had just come from a house with aluminum siding in Sudbury. He didn’t have a passport. His jackets were North Face, his storage bins Bed Bath & Beyond, his mother a Law & Order: SVU fan.

They accepted their respective keys and headed for separate ends of campus. He watched her glide up the gentle slope of a path, one of the many that would become as familiar as the veins on the back of his hand.

Even now, a decade later, he could remember that freshman-specific sensation. Like he’d know this girl for the rest of his life and like he’d never see her again. Turns out both hunches were right. That conversation was the longest he would have with Olivia for a solid year. He saw her, sure. Everyone saw everyone. But Olivia did her dating off campus, shunning any man who could be accessed via a four-digit extension. She elected alterative housing, slept with professors, refused to eat in the dining hall—all before losing the revolt and settling down junior year. Half of their class went abroad but Olivia stayed because she was abroad already. She melded herself into Victor’s circle of friends like a blob of mercury, absorbed by the girls—lady advocates who saw some invisible wound in need of tending when they looked at her. Or maybe they just saw another pretty face to squeeze into their photos.

He didn’t care about their motivations, not really. Olivia Arellano was never the primary object of his affections. That title belonged to someone else. And by their final semester, none of it mattered. By then, Victor was allowing himself to fantasize about Kezia’s face only in profile, never indulging in the dead-on view. By then, he was supposed to have forgiven her for cruelly rejecting his love. Not just forgiven—erased. To forgive was to be in conversation with the past. And they couldn’t have that, now could they? Caps and gowns had been ordered, résumés sent out, mailbox keys returned. It was in poor taste to acknowledge that college had been anything other than a coming-of-age paradise. By then, they all had one foot out the door and Victor had gotten himself a passport with a lone Canadian stamp in the middle. Dead grandfather in Toronto.



PART ONE

_________________________



One

_________________________

Victor

“OH GOD,” NANCY the Temp blubbered as soon as she heard the bad news, “I’m so sorry this is happening, Victor. What is wrong with people?”

She hugged him tightly. Victor remained still. Nancy was as round as Victor was tall. It was like a koala climbing a bamboo tree. Her hair was short and gray like a koala’s, too, and Victor had a full view of the swirl of her head. The two of them could tie for Most Out of Place at the offices of mostofit.com, though Nancy would win on a technicality: She would still be coming into the office after today and Victor would not.

“Seriously.” She pressed her face against his chest. “What is wrong with our society? These young people!”

Nancy held the paper announcing Victor’s departure in her hand, crushing it so that his last name, Wexler, melded with his first into VictorWe. Alas, he did not feel particularly victorweous today. He also did not feel like being ousted from the “young people” category by a woman in her late forties. Victor was in the odd position of working in an industry that made him feel older than he was, while living in a city that made him feel younger than he was. Used to work, rather.

Mostofit, the Internet’s seventh-largest search engine, had made a cultural impact when it was founded. The senior investors had insisted on a bloated marketing budget that, for reasons Victor didn’t understand, could not be reallocated toward the operations of the site itself. In addition, the funds had a use-it-or-lose-it condition, which meant the company was in a hurry to spend money on the wrong things. There were major ad buys, Taxi TV, sponsored content, billboards, bumper stickers, bellybands, sidebars. Everyone knew the site … no one used it.

Even Victor knew this wasn’t his fault. Long before the consensus had been reached that he was the company’s most expendable employee (he started out as a low-level data scientist and ended up as a mid-level data scientist), there were rumblings about disappointing “impressions” and “uniques” that sounded a lot like how Victor described first dates. Except they were pertaining to the .07 percent of all U.S. searches that the company could claim as their own. This meant that if all the mostofit users in America descended upon the office, it would be crowded—but no one would suffocate. The company’s biggest coup was a sketch on Saturday Night Live in which the mostofit staff were portrayed as a bunch of grandmas, thumbing through encyclopedias each time a tech-savvy teenager (played by Justin Timberlake) searched for porn.

Victor had already begun stockpiling free candy and bottled water. What he could not have predicted was an internal press release, an actual piece of paper, announcing his departure as if it were good news.

Even for a bunch of socially autistic geniuses, this was a feat of offensiveness.

“I don’t think this is a society thing or a people thing,” Victor explained to Nancy. “I think it’s a company thing.”

She stopped nuzzling long enough to look up. “Well, what do you think a company is made up of?”

“This company?” Victor looked at the charts tacked to his wall, graphics and maps he never quite knew how to read. “I’m not sure.”

Victor’s sole gift had been cataloging mundane digital data, wrangling raw information and putting it into algorithm-friendly piles. He was really good at it. He was good at creating lists of every country with a history of malaria outbreaks, at tracking how often people searched for fetish porn, at restricting the range of a data set so that the mostofit search field appeared psychic. He was a finder of information that was never structured to be found. Even growing up in a pre-Internet world, he excelled at this kind of thing. His bibliographies were more extensive than his actual papers. Some people skipped to the end of a book; Victor skipped to the index. After college, he briefly enrolled in the masters program in library science at Pratt before deciding that his bank account would be better served by a move to the technology sphere. Alas, data collection was where his skill set ended and the rest of the Internet began.

“It’s a conspiracy. This place is going to hell in a handbasket.”

His desk phone rang. It sounded like a doctor’s office phone—that erroneously chipper briiiing, that red light bright enough to imply urgency, small enough to be ignored. It rang about once a year, usually a wrong number. It was probably human resources, gunning for an exit interview. Something in the somberness of Nancy’s gaze told him she would slash his tires if he moved. Victor didn’t have a car. She would slash his MetroCard.

“Well, I’ll miss you.” She unlocked her vise grip.

He didn’t like the implication of “at least” in there.

“See you in there,” Nancy said, hitting her emotional wall and thumping away. “IN. A. HANDBASKET.”

“There” was the mostofit conference room.

Because a press release wasn’t quite bad enough, in the wake of his dismissal, there was an unprecedented conference room toast. This was one ceremonious firing. The conference room table was piled high with pity fruit and pity champagne and pity Perrier. Victor chomped on a dry brownie and washed it down with champagne. Then he put some melon in a napkin, went back to his desk, and forced himself to read the entire release.

It used the same font and generic template as good news, complete with the “for immediate release,” a phrase that applied to both the information in general and to Victor in specific. It spoke about “isolated restructuring of the brand moving forward” and lamented the redundancy of “a steadfast data scientist who ultimately did not improve the disambiguity and relevance of results” and, finally, hoped everyone would “wish Victor Wexler the best as he applies his skills in future endeavors, be they in the start-up realm or another platform elsewhere.”

Elsewhere? Where elsewhere? This was the only place he had ever worked. He had no other skills. He barely had these skills.

What happened was this: Victor had been skating along for a few years, nodding at meetings and avoiding his managers. And he would have kept skating if he hadn’t drawn attention to himself as a total fucking imbecile. But he knew that if he was ever going to get ahead, he was going to have to do more than compile data. So he crafted a brand-new idea: A feature that would aggregate a maximum of ten results for any search. If none of the links met the right criteria, a user scrolled down, where he or she was met with options:


	Try a Different Search (which linked back to the search field)

	Go to a Library (which found the closest public library)

	Stop Stalking Him/Her (which led to a sponsored dating site)



Victor pitched it as a search engine within a search engine, a small-batched algorithm with attitude. His pitch was good, full of acronyms of which he had only the loosest grasp but which he managed to imbue with authority for an uninterrupted five minutes.

“So it would replace what we have now?” said one of his managers, elbows leaning on the same conference table that would soon be covered in pity fruit.

“What?” Victor was caught off guard. “I didn’t say that.”

“Then what would be the point?”

Victor continued to talk, the wind knocked out of his sails but still bobbing along. Then everyone started asking him questions, probing about link metrics and sponsorship conflicts. Bright lines floated in Victor’s vision, smaller versions of the fluorescent bulbs above. Someone said something about the idea not being “sticky.”

“Victor? Did you hear what I said?” asked a loathsome kiss-ass named Chad Chapman, who knew grave concern for the weak would make him appear compassionate. “I asked how a platform such as the one you’re proposing would mesh with the company’s plans for an overhauled interface.”

Victor had his finger in the dam of ignorance for so long, his muscles gave out and he forgot to remember not to ask things like:

“We’re relaunching?”

Now Chad didn’t even have to pretend to look concerned. The question revealed a year’s worth of professional coma. Victor had not been reading the e-mails. He didn’t know how to read most of the e-mails. There were internal databases he hadn’t logged in to in so long, he’d forgotten the password. But there was no way to get the password. It would be like casually asking how to flush the toilet after six years.

“You mean the redesign?”

“Yes,” one of the voices said.

“And what did I say?”

“You said relaunch.”

Had someone cut the central air?

“Victor, how would your plans work within the site going forward?”

This voice was identifiable by rank. It belonged to Mark Epstein, the Clark Kent–ish chief operating officer and annoyingly good guy. Mark spent the equivalent of a first-year tech’s salary remodeling the kitchen in his country house, but still—good. Which is why it stung to have him put the cap on his pen and say: “It’s an idea.”

Was there a worse compliment than the one with no adjective? You have a face. It’s a sweater. He does a job.

Chad smirked. Victor nervous-burped and threw up in his mouth a little. Actually, more than a little. He could smell it. He could see everyone else smell it as he exhaled the fumes. Even Mark Epstein, frequent business school guest speaker and acceptor of minor humanitarian awards, looked grossed out.

“Excuse me,” Victor whispered, carefully parting his lips.

Mark coughed. “Maybe we should have a breakout about this postconference.”

“Great idea, Mark,” said Chad.

Victor swallowed as quietly as he could.

And that was that.

He snuck out the afternoon of his toast and never went back. Technically, he was supposed to turn in his ID card. There was a twenty-dollar replacement fee for lost cards. He’d like to see them come after him for it. He went home and stuck the press release on his refrigerator, right next to the invitation to Caroline Markson’s wedding, a month away. It took three magnets to make the invite stay up. The press release took one.

He knew that this was the start of a new life. As homely as the old one was, this was going to be straight-up ugly. The whole company was in trouble (when your aim as a corporation is to unseat the sixth-largest version of your corporation, you’re legally working on the set of a Christopher Guest film). But being the first to be let go was humiliating. Without the alignment of lunch and commuting schedules, Victor quickly lost touch with the handful of coworkers he liked. He would do nothing all day but plan on doing other things. He trolled employment websites, took naps, and drank early. Some days he knew it was raining only because his mail was wet. He ate foods that could survive nuclear attacks. Hello, frozen burrito, old friend. How I’ve missed ignoring your suggestion that I cook you on high for three minutes, flip you over, and cook you on high for three minutes again.

When the occasional probing ex-coworker e-mail floated into his in-box, like a dandelion seed, he would answer it with an upbeat “All good in my world. Hope the office is treating you well!” and ignore whatever response he got. He had so little to discuss with these people when not trying to shove algorithms down their throats.

After the alienation of his coworkers came the alienation of his friends. He hadn’t told anyone that he’d been fired. It was the one piece of control he had, the one weight-bearing pole in his life. He was easily dissuaded from plans. He would force himself to write a few “you out tonight?” texts and if he didn’t hear back before 10 p.m., that was that. He was in for the night. And yet, as much as he hated leaving the house, he also refused to have people over. Here was Victor’s suddenly sacred space where so many hours were spent alone, plowing through toilet paper because his prime toilet hours were on his own dime now.

After his friends came his family. He e-mailed them just often enough to present a heartbeat. His parents asked him insidious questions like “How’s work, kiddo?” or “When are we seeing you next?” The sound of his mother dismissing her complaints about substitute teaching because her days “couldn’t possibly be as stressful as yours, honey,” killed him. The sound of his father saying he put a new mostofit.com bumper sticker on the car? That dug up his fresh grave and killed him again.

Finally came all of humanity. He was becoming an old man—oversensitive to street traffic, muttering snide comments to people who were not self-aware enough for his liking. Office workers were champion public walkers, but the middle of the day was for brand consultants, tourists, and nannies. Though … the Hassidim he liked. Be it out of religion or common sense, they moved quickly, never touched anyone, and made sure that no one ever touched them. When Victor did leave the house, he would watch Hassidic couples in their wigs and their hats and their sensible footwear and he would be jealous. Not only were they conscientious walkers, he bet they were never bored with their lives. There was always something they could glean from the Old Testament, some kind of meaning. They could be repressed homosexuals or misogynist assholes or run-of-the-mill nose-pickers, but at least they had a reason to wake up in the morning.


Two

_________________________

Kezia

PARANOID ABOUT TRAFFIC as usual, she found herself at the airport gate at 7 a.m. with an hour to kill. She took little adventures away from the waiting area: bathroom run, magazine purchase, futile inquiries about a business-class upgrade she couldn’t afford. Victor was on a later flight but she wondered if she might run into Olivia Arellano or Sam Stein. She wasn’t close enough with either of them anymore to know. When she texted Olivia, a stranger replied with a “wrong # sorry.” Kezia wasn’t much tighter with the bride. She and Caroline hovered in distant-friend brackets, conscious of their past (they were freshman-year roommates) but strangers in the present. And whose fault was that? Kezia’s, probably. She had shed college like a snake.

Once in Miami, she followed her driver as he pushed an empty cart toward the parking garage, using a folded paper sign like an oven mitt. The sign was impressively misspelled. MOYTRIN instead of MORTON. He pushed the hooded crosswalk button. It was hard to believe these buttons were affiliated with actual change.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to get that?” Her driver gestured at her bag.

The bag dug into her shoulder but she knew she would expend more energy removing it than holding on to it for another minute. She also clutched a garment bag with multiple dress options hooked to the plastic hanger inside.

“I’m fine, thank you.”

Her company’s car service was so abused by her boss, every Rachel Simone employee fudged this little luxury. The same obliviousness that caused Rachel to look quizzically at completed tasks, as if she herself had not assigned them, caused her to gloss over charges from cities she hadn’t been to.

“What brings you to Miami?” The driver tossed her luggage into the trunk.

“Just fun.”

She hated being asked about her plans by strangers. The worst were hairstylists who yammered as they yanked at her curls, asking her about her “big plans” for the evening. Who had taught them to do this? Usually she was getting her hair done for a first date and the question embarrassed her. Sometimes she tried to teach them a lesson by replying with: “Funeral.”

“What’s Kezia?”

“Huh?”

“What’s your name, Key-zee-ah?”

“It’s Kezia, with a soft ‘e’ like a fez, not a key.”

“Yeah, but what is it?”

“Oh,” she sighed. “It’s from the Bible. After God takes everything away from Job, he gets his family back and one of the new daughters is called Kezia.”

The driver nodded solemnly. She knew what he was thinking. But she didn’t hail from religious stock. Her parents just liked the name. The closest she had come to hearing the Bible mentioned in their house was when another object was like a Bible. A phone book or a diner menu.

“You eat pork?” he asked, once they were ensconced in air-conditioning.

“Umm, yeah.”

She may have been the least Jewish-looking person streaming out of the terminal. As a human demographic, she looked like she had just come from a Celtic sprite convention. But there was something about her appearance—wan, maybe, a curly blond Wednesday Addams—people were always offering her gluten-free vegetarian options when she didn’t ask for them.

“I know a place that has the best Cuban sandwiches in Miami. The best. And reasonable prices, too. If you like good food, you can go.”

No, I hate good food.

Her driver presented a ticket to a woman at the garage gate. They shared a joke and she waved them through.

“You wanna write this down?”

“I would,” said Kezia, “but my phone’s broken.”

She pushed the pimple on her chin, the one with its own area code, causing a painful throbbing. She could see it in the reflection of the window. It changed her profile, that’s how big it was.

“You like live music?”

Also something I hate.

“I’m here for a wedding.”

“Oh, no.” He shook his head. “You have to stay longer than that.”

It amazed her how the people most likely to understand the concept of business travel—bellhops, drivers, waiters—seemed the most in the dark about the degree of control she had over her time in their city.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. Her driver stiffened and Kezia feigned shock at the device’s miraculous recovery.

“Hi, Rachel.”

A voice came through the speaker hole. It was pert and flowing as if it had been going for hours and Kezia was only now tuning in.

“Where are you again? You’re in Orlando, yeah?”

“It’s my wedding weekend, remember?”

“Where are the Barney’s purchase orders? I come in here on the weekends and I can’t find anything.”

“You come in on the weekends?”

“You’re getting married?” The driver spoke into the rearview mirror. “I know the best—”

“No.” Kezia gestured at her phone, the international symbol for What is this attached to my ear?

“No, you don’t know where the spring ’14 POs are?”

Rachel’s English bulldog, Saul, barked in the background. Kezia hated the dog with that quiet seething shame-hate normally set aside for hysterical newborns.

“If they’re not in the folder, they’re in the metal drawers under Marcus’s desk.”

“Marcus the bookkeeper?”

“The very same.”

“You have a boyfriend?” asked the driver, brazenly.

“I’m sorry, what?” Kezia snapped.

“Oh, am I bothering you?” asked Rachel.

“I have a very chatty escort at the moment.”

“Tell him to fuck off. You have to ride these people like a horse if you want to get anywhere.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Oh my God, I think someone put the Barney’s ones in the Colette folder. How hard is the alphabet? And who files Bon Marché under M like it’s a person? Oh wait, I’m looking at this upside-down. This all makes sense now. Never mind.”

“You should go out in Miami,” the driver tried again, “find a boyfriend, right?”

A miniature Chinese lantern swung fitfully from the rearview mirror.

“Have you told him to fuck off yet?”

“Not in the five seconds since you asked me,” Kezia hissed.

“Sounds like you should,” said Rachel.

“Sounds like you should,” said the driver.

“Saul, no paint chips, no!” Rachel screamed and hung up the phone.

Kezia sighed and cracked open a half-pint bottle of water. She lowered the car window. The warm air collapsed on her lap.

“Miami-Dade,” the driver reported back to his dispatcher. “Code Four. Over.”

Code Four? A bitch who hates live music?

“Fifteen more minutes to your hotel.”

“Thank you,” she said, more sincerely than she had said anything else.

It was a little late to make it up to him, tonally. He was just trying to be friendly, to do his job, and she could feel herself being cold. But she couldn’t make it stop. Rachel was rubbing off on her. Too much time working for this ludicrous woman and her eponymous company had tightened the springs of Kezia’s impatience triggers. She found herself increasingly unable to downshift to the basic niceties of human contact for the same reason she didn’t want to let go of her heavy bag. She was just going to have to pick it up again.

This wedding marked the first time she had boarded a plane for personal reasons in years. As the people who worked for Rachel Simone Jewelry hit their respective Rachel thresholds and quit, Kezia found herself the most senior employee. She did it all. She was the one who went to the earring-back wholesalers in New Jersey, the gem shows in Tucson, the JCK trade show in Las Vegas where the air smelled of disinfectant and the steady light made it impossible to tell what time it was.

It wasn’t always this way. After college, she had taken a few classes at the Gemological Institute of America and scored a job working in the quality management department of a major fine jeweler. But at a company like that, where half one’s salary goes to an unspoken prestige tax, upward mobility was political and impossible. After three years, she left to be a bigger fish in Rachel’s independent pond. And in the muck of that pond she had stayed. It wasn’t only that Kezia missed the perks of her old company (they, too, participated in JCK, though they were part of the couture show at the Wynn, where their booth was filled with orchids), she missed working with jewelry that had actual gemstones in it.

Rachel was a resourceful designer. Allegedly inspired by the seventies and eighties, her cuffs were made from smashed milk glass and reclaimed cement pipes, her cocktail rings were lace-covered resin and petrified rat teeth. Questionably a midget, Rachel wore pants that brushed the floor and vests and the occasional skinny tie. It was a commitment to this general Annie Hall aesthetic that helped make her jewelry lines a success. Because, actually, a lot of people wanted to live in Annie Hall. They simply lacked the mental fortitude to maintain the fantasy when not within ten yards of the movie. Unfortunately, Rachel was also Rachel.

The day before Kezia left for Florida, Rachel came into the elevator after her. She had removed a dogwood branch from an urn in the lobby and began smacking Kezia on the head with it.

“See? This doesn’t hurt, right?”

Kezia blinked when the petals came near her eye. “No, it doesn’t.”

The week before that, they were waiting at the crosswalk outside a church on Seventh Avenue, where a homeless man lay slumped on the steps, holding a cardboard sign.

“I feel like Sharpie should sponsor the homeless.”

“Ha,” Kezia said.

“Really. If I ever need a Sharpie to jot something down, I’m just going to ask a homeless person. Or do you think it’s one long-lasting marker they use and they just take turns passing it around?”

The week before that Rachel had asked Kezia not to wear perfume to the office, beginning her request with the formality of “I know this sounds insane but …”

Kezia braced herself, considering the number of unheralded insane things that passed Rachel’s lips each day. I know this sounds insane but I’ve just killed a man in the stairwell and stuffed him with cotton candy and could use your assistance threading it through his ocular cavity.

The “no perfume” rule was upsetting because Kezia didn’t wear perfume. She sniffed her armpits—just soap and deodorant and a hint of body odor.

“Is there a scent you’d prefer?” Kezia asked, lamentably.

“Christ.” Rachel scrunched her nose. “Smell like nothing. Smell invisible.”


Three

_________________________

Nathaniel

THE MORNING HAZE had yet to burn off. It was the hour at which Los Angeles feels most like San Francisco. Nathaniel went for a run around the reservoir, kicking up sand, watching women in the dog park. He ran back up the hill, too, the whole way.

A month ago, after years of extolling the health benefits of a life in L.A., something inside his body had turned on him. He felt fatigued no matter how much he slept or how much hot yoga he did. Sometimes he experienced shortness of breath just walking across a studio lot. He was about to turn thirty, not fifty. So he went to a nutritionist in Inglewood, who told him to incorporate more zinc in his diet and drink more water. Then he went to an energy healer, who told him more or less the same thing, but tacked on some meditative breathing exercises. Then he went to a kinesiologist, who suggested he keep both his legs elevated above his heart whenever possible. Especially when in the shower.

“Even when in the shower?”

“No,” said the kinesiologist, “especially.”

It all worked for a while, but then one day he was sitting at home, legs up, trying to work, and his vision blurred. The page of dialogue he had just written transformed into impenetrable chunks of black squiggle. His heart started racing like a hummingbird’s. That’s what he told the cardiologist, who told him that if that were true, he’d be dead.

“Super dead,” he clarified, “twelve hundred beats per minute.”

Then the cardiologist told him that a whale beat would also be cause for concern (six beats per minute) and that giraffes have a second heart in their necks. Apparently, he was leaning toward veterinary medicine before switching to humans.

The cardiologist conducted the usual tests for abnormalities. It wasn’t a palpitation. It wasn’t an arrhythmia. It wasn’t a panic attack, either. Well, Nathaniel could have told him that. He didn’t have an office job or a mortgage or kids to panic about, just the steady pressure of being one of Los Angeles’s two million aspiring TV writers. As many as a whole day’s worth of hummingbird heartbeats.

No, Nathaniel’s heart appeared to be a dutiful muscle, opening and shutting its valves firmly. So what was it, then? At long last, his second electrocardiogram came back, bearing the gift of a diagnosis: Nathaniel had an abnormally small heart.

“For a guy in the prime of his life, you have an abnormally small heart. It’s not serious, you’re not going to keel over. But it could explain the sudden, uneven heart rate and the lightheadedness. Do you smoke?”

Nathaniel shook his head.

“Do you exercise?”

He thought it was clear that he did. He was a naturally slim person but a belly would appear on his abdomen if he did nothing to deter it. He had been very successful in keeping it at bay. Still, the doctor told him that he needed to get his heart rate up more often.

“That’s why athletes have huge hearts,” he said, removing his stethoscope.

Nathaniel considered the drug and sex scandals that plagued professional athletes. He started to say it, sitting there in his underwear, “they’re not known for their huge hearts.” Then he thought better of it. This doctor had chosen the most symbolic specialty in all the medical profession. He’d probably had it with otherwise intelligent people conflating medicine and symbolism. Nathaniel was no different. He knew that if he had received the opposite diagnosis—that of a swelled heart, bursting out of his chest—he would have told anyone who would listen. He would have used it to gain access to the sympathies and beds of women especially. Not that he needed the assistance, but man: what a deal-sealer.

He would have used it to win back the attention, if not the affection, of Bean, a painfully attractive but mediocre actress who had blown him off months ago. Bean was so hot, in one night he went down on her four times and cooed at photos of her new pet rabbit in between.

He ran faster up the hill. No matter how fast he ran, his diagnosis felt more like a verdict. He couldn’t escape the symbolism. He had not loved a member of the opposite sex in approximately ever. Maybe he never would. And it wasn’t just humans for which he lacked passion. His love for a life of writing and literature, once fueled by an intense, gut-level admiration of stories and novels, was now fueled by the external forces of fame and wealth. He confused competition with love and because everyone in Los Angeles was equally as confused, he felt totally sane.

Now he was going to doctors because his heart knew what his mind didn’t.

He stood next to the refrigerator, refilling his water from the door and panting while his housemate, Percy, went back and forth from the kitchen with a plate of eggs. Nathaniel stood there, sweating, watching Percy add more hot sauce with each trip.

“Or you could take the bottle with you.”

“When do you leave again?”

“Tomorrow.” Nathaniel put his glass down.

“And whose wedding is this?”

“You don’t know her. Girl from college.”

“Kezia?”

“No, random chick. You don’t know her.”

“Nonsense. I know everyone, old man.”

Percy went back to watching a movie in the living room. Some screener that displayed its screener status every five minutes. Old man? Nathaniel realized that, in addition to the heavy panting, he had been touching his lower back. So he stopped.


Four

_________________________

Victor

THE ISLAND WAS a splotch on the map, as if the globe had started to get a tattoo but changed its mind. A neighboring mansion jutted out at the end of the bay, lights on, a gold tooth on a dark grin. There was a clap of thunder and children scrambled under tablecloths, trying on the thrill of fear. Phone in hand, Caroline’s father tapped his thumb on the screen to confirm the storm. A National Weather Service chart enumerated the knot-by-knot differences between a tropical depression and a hurricane. According to the chart, they were in a depression.

“That sounds about right,” Victor mumbled.

Kezia smacked him on the arm with the back of her hand. How long had she been standing there? Normally he could smell her presence like sulfur from the ground.

“Play nice.” She threw a glance at his third Maker’s-on-the-rocks.

“It’s an open bar.” He flicked the stem of her wineglass. “Play at all.”

“I’m not the one who’s miserable.” Her face hardened. “Granted, the line between giddy and suicidal is hard to peg with you, but something is up. Shall we go by category? Job?”

Victor cleared his throat. First shot out of the gate.

“Love life? Apartment? Family? VD?”

“Are you drunk?”

“Maybe. But you’ve been avoiding everyone this entire wedding.”

“Where’s your friend?”

“Who, Nathaniel? He’s your friend, too. Even Olivia asked where you went. I’ve never heard Olivia ask why someone else isn’t at a party in my life.”

“That’s sweet, but I’m nowhere near you guys’ table. I’m not Gumby.”

She swished her wine around her glass, creating a tiny whirlpool.

“Are you mad at me? Did I do something?”

“Not everything is about you.”

“So there is something. Is it a girl? I knew it. What’s her name?”

“Shut the fuck up. Her name is Shut-the-Fuck-Up Johnson.”

“Oh, so she’s black?”

He couldn’t blame her for thinking the problem was a girl.

Imagine this scene, roughly a decade ago: Victor standing, intoxicated, outside her dorm window, after one of several holiday formals. (Back in high school, he had assumed that college would mark the end of dances and the cruelty that came with them. Maybe at a state school.) It was just before Christmas break and he could see his breath. He kicked plastic cups and glitter—the fun-torn earth—and threw handfuls of gravel at Kezia’s window.

“What are you doing?” she asked from where she stood.

Which was next to him, side-by-side on the concrete path, arms crossed.

“Trying to get you to come to the window so you can tell me you love me.”

“I’m right here.”

“Yeah, I’m aware of that. But I don’t particularly like the you that’s right here. Because she just told me she doesn’t love me back. Which is bullshit.”

“You’re being dramatic.”

“I’m being real.”

“You’re like a girl.”

“You’re like a girl.”

“I am a girl!”

“Ah,” he waved his finger, “but not yet a woman.”

He was bloodshot, sweaty, and so very drunk.

“Victor”—she removed a bobby pin from her hair—“it’s been four years.”

“Three and a half.”

“If we wanted to hook up with each other, we would have by now.”

“Who is this ‘we’?”

“You know …”

“What? Tell me.” He spun his hand in a circle. “We’re in a sharing space.”

“Fine. What happens, in your mind, after tonight?”

Victor looked down. He didn’t have to cross his eyes to see the tip of his nose. That always bothered him.

“Here, I’ll start you off: You’re drunk and you want to kiss me.”

“Not right this second, no.”

“And then what happens to our friendship after tonight? You think this is the cute story of how we got together? That we were best friends and then, senior year, you got lonely and thought, hey, here’s a vagina with a decent-looking head on top? That you badgered me into dating you? That’s how you always imagined this would go with the girl of your dreams?”

“Of course not.”

“See?”

“I never wanted the girl of my dreams. I wanted you.”

“I can’t believe this is happening.”

“And you are not just a vagina head girl.”

At this, the tension was temporarily cut. But he knew tension to be a supernatural creature that would heal back into fighting condition within seconds. He put his hand on her shoulder, both to steady himself and to level with her.

“You’re pretending to be offended so that it’s easier for you to dismiss this as one mistaken night.”

“Why would I do something like that?”

He wasn’t going to plunge the knife in for her. Because you don’t feel the same way about me.

“Victor, I know.” She put one of her hands over one of his. “I’m sorry.”

“Who’s closer than we are? Who?”

“Victor …”

“Also, last semester you told Nat that The Sweet Smell of Success is your favorite movie and I introduced you to that movie.”

“It’s Nathaniel. He’s started going by the whole thing.”

“Since when?”

“I think he thinks people associate it with Hawthorne.”

“That’s not even a good association. And he’s not even a Jew, on a side note. But okay. You told Nathaniel that the only movie you’ve ever seen from the fifties happens to be your favorite when all your other DVDs have Laura Linney on the cover. But you know what? I don’t even mind not being credited. That’s how close we are.”

“Victor.”

“I don’t have the option to shorten my name, you know. I’d sound like an extra in The Godfather. Which you probably haven’t seen either.”

“Victor!”

“What?”

“It’s one degree outside and you’re not
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