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The Double Lease

IMOGEN

I had a plan for my first day as my own boss, and it was laminated.

Step one: arrive at the Marlowe Building at 8:00 a.m. Step two: carry six boxes, one desk lamp and one fern up to Suite 3C. Step three: be open for business by noon, because a solo practice that isn’t open for business is just an unemployed woman with a very nice stapler.

The plan did not account for the elevator.

“Out of order since Tuesday,” said the man in the bakery on the ground floor when I put my head in to ask. He had flour to the elbows and the calm of someone who had watched a great many tenants discover the stairs. “Which Tuesday, I couldn’t tell you.”

“There are three floors.”

“There are,” he agreed, and handed me a croissant I hadn’t paid for. “Teo. Welcome to the Marlowe. You’ll need that.”

I needed it by the second landing. By the third, I had eaten it, sweated through my blouse, and named the fern Exhibit A, because if I was going to talk to a plant in a stairwell, it should at least have standing.

Suite 3C had a frosted glass door, a brass number plate and a faint smell of turpentine, which I put down to the building’s age. I’d seen it once, on a viewing so brief that Mrs. Okoye, the landlady, had shown me the radiator, the window, a box fan older than me and the lease, in that order, and called it a tour. It was one room. It was nine hundred dollars a month, which in this part of Philadelphia was either a miracle or a warning. I had decided to believe in miracles.

I backed through the door with box number one and stopped.

There was a man in my window.

Not outside it. In it. He stood on a stepladder in the deep arched frame, his back to me, painting on the inside of the glass with a brush so fine it looked like an eyelash. His overalls were so spattered they’d gone past dirty into abstract art, and there was a fleck of gold in his dark, overdue-for-a-cut hair. A radio on the sill played something with a banjo in it.

Under the ladder, in the one rectangle of sunlight, a large gray dog slept on a drop cloth. It had three legs and the expression of a creature who had never once been in a hurry.

I set the box down. I cleared my throat.

The man looked at me over his shoulder and smiled like I was the best thing that had happened to him all morning. “Hey.”

“Good morning.” I used the voice I saved for opposing counsel’s junior associates. “Mrs. Okoye sent you.”

It wasn’t a question. On the viewing, she’d promised me someone would see about the radiator, which made a noise like a man being slowly strangled, and the window, which didn’t open. She had also promised a working elevator. I was learning.

He considered this. “Bernadette did send me. In a way.”

“Great.” I dug in my tote for the folder. “I made a list.”

I had made the list the night before, in three colors: red for urgent, blue for this week, green for whenever. I’d color-coded my life since the seventh grade, and it had only failed me once. That was the time it got me six years at Whitcomb & Lowe and a partnership that went to Preston Whitcomb instead, whose grandfather’s name was on the door and whose own name was on most of my work.

But that was behind me. Ahead of me was one room, one fern and one handyman.

He climbed down to take the list, wiping his hands on a rag that made them no cleaner. Up close he was tall, with a long, easy face and paint on his forearms in four colors.

He read the list. His mouth twitched. “‘Radiator. Makes a noise like a man being strangled.’ Red.”

“It’s urgent.”

“It’s July.”

“It’s urgent in principle.” I pointed. “Window. Doesn’t open. Also red. And that.”

Gold letters curved across the top of the arch, each one edged in black so crisp it looked printed. From inside they ran backwards, like a word in a language I didn’t speak.

“Whatever that is,” I said. “Green. When you get a chance.”

“You want it off.”

“I’ll be putting up my own name. Pryce & Associates.”

“How many associates?”

“It’s aspirational.” I hesitated, because he was looking at the gold letters with an expression I couldn’t read, and because they did look expensive. “Unless it’s a historic feature?”

“It’s about forty minutes old.”

“Then green.”

He folded the list in half and tucked it into the bib of his overalls, carefully, like something precious. “Anything else?”

“No. Thank you.” I reached for my wallet, because it’s what you do. My father never tipped anyone in his life, and I had spent my twenties making up for it. I held out a twenty. “For coming on short notice.”

He looked at the twenty. He looked at me. Then he took it, very solemnly. “I’m going to frame this.”

Before I could ask what that meant, he dug into his front pocket and came out with a key on a red string and a folded sheet of paper, soft at the creases from being opened many times.

“Gus Halloran,” he said. “Halloran Signs. I think we’re roommates.”

It was the same lease.

Not a similar lease. The same lease, word for word, with the same coffee ring in the corner, as if Mrs. Okoye kept a drawer of them. Suite 3C. Commencing the first of July. Twelve months. Signed in a looping hand: Bernadette A. Okoye, Owner.

Mine was in my folder, in a plastic sleeve. I laid them side by side on the radiator, which groaned.

“You signed four weeks ago,” I said. “I signed three.”

“She told me it had great light.” He leaned over my shoulder to look, close enough that I could smell the turpentine, and under it, coffee.

“I took it because it had a door.” I flipped to clause fourteen. Early termination: the departing tenant forfeits the deposit and owes six months’ rent.

I did the math, because I always do the math. Six months’ rent was most of the cushion meant to keep Pryce & Associates alive until it could keep itself alive. I could leave. Then I could be a lawyer with no office, no clients and no money, which is to say a law student again, but older.

“There’s been a mistake,” I said.

“Definitely.”

“So one of us should...” I stopped, because I didn’t know how that sentence ended unless it ended with me.

“Yeah.” He scratched the back of his neck. “My last studio’s a candle shop now. Candles that smell like other candles. Rent tripled. This place is kind of it for me.”

Below us, the stairwell door banged. Then came a long, unhurried shuffle: step, pause, step, and someone humming. It took Mrs. Okoye nearly three minutes to reach the third floor. She arrived in a yellow headscarf, holding out a tin of shortbread like a peace offering.

“My tenants!” she said, beaming. “You’ve met.”

“Mrs. Okoye.” I held up both leases. “You’ve rented this office twice.”

She took the papers and held them at arm’s length, then closer, then farther. “I can’t read a thing. I’ve lost my glasses.”

They were on top of her head.

“They’re on your...” I began. Gus coughed loudly. Mrs. Okoye said, “What a pickle,” with the deep contentment of a woman discussing the weather, and set the shortbread on the radiator, which groaned again.

“Could you cancel one?” I asked. “Mine’s dated a week later. We could work something out.”

“Oh, I’d never cancel on either of you, dear. That would be a breach.” She patted my arm. “You’re the lawyer. You know all about breaches.”

I did. I knew that a landlord who leases the same office to two tenants has a problem. I also knew that a lawyer who sues her landlord in her first week of practice, without a desk, while the landlord holds a tin of shortbread, has a worse one.

I looked at Gus. Gus looked at me. The dog woke up, assessed the room and went back to sleep.

“I’ll let you two sort out the details,” Mrs. Okoye said, and she was gone, shuffling and humming, before I could tell her what I thought of the details.

The room was twenty-two feet long. I knew because I measured it with the tape measure from box number three, while Gus watched from the window, arms folded, like a man at a very good play.

“Eleven feet each,” I announced.

“You’re very precise.”

“I’m a litigator.” I looked for something to mark the line and found it on his paint cart: a fat roll of blue painter’s tape. “May I?”

“Be my guest, Sunshine.”

I stopped with the tape half peeled. “Don’t call me that.”

“What should I call you?”

“Ms. Pryce.”

“Okay,” he said agreeably. “Sunshine.”

I ran the tape across the room at the eleven-foot mark, wall to wall, in one long, straight line, kneeling every few feet to press it flat, and I did not look at him once. The door fell on my side. The window, the radiator and the fan fell on his. That’s the trouble with eleven feet each: somebody always gets the light.

When I stood up, he was sitting on an upturned paint bucket on his side of the line, writing on a bakery napkin with a carpenter’s pencil.

“What’s that?”

“Terms.” He folded it once and held it out. Not over the tape. Exactly at its edge, so that I would have to reach.

No music before 10. No clients past the line. The fan rotates hourly. Right of way to the door for one (1) sign painter and one (1) Biscuit. Breach of treaty punishable by croissants.

“What’s a Biscuit?”

The dog lifted its head.

At the bottom of the napkin he’d ruled a neat line with an X beside it, and
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