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For Sharon Ingram,
who told me to come outside.
And for Mayra Castillo,
who was smart enough to realize it all really was “the best.”




Once there was another city here, and now it is gone. There are almost no traces of it anymore, but millions of us know it existed, because we lived in it: the Lost City of New York.

—PETE HAMILL

The hand you are dealt is determinism; the way you play it is free will.

—JAWAHARLAL NEHRU







ONE


The messages began arriving early—as the regulars went streaming out into the breaking dawn—announcing that this day would mark a last in Brooklyn. The version we knew, anyway. “Come,” they all said, “to Freddy’s. Tonight. Come to say goodbye.” There was, they reasoned, nothing left for them to do. These homies had tried it all. Fought the good fight. Employed means ranging from sane and democratic to borderline domestic terrorism. They’d petitioned. They’d rallied. They’d deployed celebrities. Enlisted politicians. They’d chained themselves to brass bar rails for days at a time; strapped themselves to bulldozers. A few tried to gunk up the gears in a cement mixer; others had sent the developers threats. Some, it was said—the spiritual among them—had gone days without food or drink.

People, on the outside, thought it was a little daft. So much hubbub over a bar. But we, on the inside, knew it was so much more than that. Even those of us who barely went to Freddy’s in the first place. It was about who gets to decide something is valuable and something else worthless. It was as much about how the shots get called as it was about the shots themselves. (Everybody in Brooklyn—our kind of Brooklyn—believed in a fair fucking fight. But this, we all knew, had been dirty pool.) It was because one day it’s Freddy’s—some other guy’s watering hole—and the next day it could be yours. Or your house. Or your block. Or the neighborhood you’d always called home. Taken. Without one word of your say in the matter. Because suddenly, what you had—what you cherished and loved that had been shat on and forgotten by everybody? Well, suddenly, it has value. It is deemed nice. And apparently, it was decreed—by those unknown kings appointed to discern such things—that we didn’t deserve nice things.

So the crazies at Freddy’s had done everything they could. Everything we’d all been told we should do in the face of injustice. In the face of bullying and bullshit corruption. And when all that crap failed? When every idealistic, transparent channel failed? When everyone involved finally had to admit defeat? Well, they decided to say fuck you in the best way they knew how: by having one last all-night rager. And, man, did I respect that.

So, even though I didn’t party like I used to and the crew I once rolled with had moved on or been driven out of the neighborhood by the recession, I wanted to go. I hadn’t been inside that bar in three years. Not since the spring of ’07, when I wandered in tipsy with La Garza and stumbled out, hours later, even tipsier. But I felt the need to be there. Maybe, if I’m being honest—crazy as it sounds—I half expected to see her. Because I couldn’t imagine them knocking down a place like Freddy’s—an institution, really—and her not coming out to pay her respects.



When I was still tender aged enough to be malleable, my grandmother would pepper me with wisdoms from her island. “El mono sabe en qué palo trepa,” she would say. The monkey knows the tree it climbs. Now, I don’t know what happens in Puerto Rico, but in our corner of Brooklyn, trees mainly grew in novels, and the only monkey I ever saw was on a class trip to the zoo. But gossip—stories?—well, those were plentiful. And most often, my grandmother would mutter this idiom with a shrug and a sigh upon hearing a tale of a neighbor or a relative or even her own daughter suffering the consequence of some questionable decision or another. “El mono sabe en qué palo trepa,” she’d say, and go back to hanging clothes on the line or chopping an onion or any of the other seemingly endless grandmotherly tasks that occupied her time when she returned from her shift at work. So, it became obvious that this nugget had nothing to do with trees or monos, and everything to do with my grandmother’s passive assertion that if one found themselves ensnared in trouble, they probably knew what they were in for, one way or another.

I think we get shaped as much by the shit we hear that we agree with as we do by that which we don’t. And the truth is, once I left my grandma’s house for a real length of time, I started to find this worldview a little cruel. Or, more kindly, narrow. Monkeys might know trees, but what happens when you take them out of the forest completely? “Are you telling me King Kong should have known he’d get shot at by planes and guns he didn’t know existed when he climbed the Empire State Building?” I asked her once. It was during college and I was home for Christmas break. The movie was passively playing on our perpetually running TV. “Psst, King Kong!” she replied, sucking her teeth. “¿Cuándo mencioné yo el maldito King Kong?” Whatever. She missed my point—God rest her soul. My point was this: The monkeys’ instinct is to climb, right? Up and up and up. That’s their nature. But what happens when it isn’t a tree? What happens when they leave their environment and start ascending shit they’d never even known existed? How can you possibly hold them to blame for what happens when they reach the top?

Anyway, this morning, as the texts came in and I strolled the neighborhood with my bodega coffee, I looked up at the Clock Tower building, gleaming. White granite and limestone against clear blue sky. For now, still the tallest tower in Brooklyn. And I couldn’t help thinking of that saying. Couldn’t stop myself from picturing her up there: La Garza. Beating her chest and batting away almost anything that came at her. And remembering how at the time it all went down, everybody—including myself—thought she should have known better. As worldly and sophisticated as she presented herself? How could she not? Some, I think, maybe even felt she had it coming. But to me, it’s clear she’d gotten lost that summer in unfamiliar terrain. Climbing and climbing the way she always did, until suddenly, the air around her grew too thin to even breathe.



In some small way, La Garza was why I moved to Fort Greene. It was the fall of 2005 and I had just, the Christmas before, gotten engaged. James, my fiancé, was exactly who my mother and I had set out to find: a nice guy from a good family, albeit a little full of themselves. We’d been dating since college, and I’d lobbied hard for that ring in ways great and small before he proposed. Wedding magazines strategically peeking out of my overnight bags. Color printouts of ring photos that mysteriously made their way into James’s MCAT study guides.

James was a guy full of determination once someone he trusted told him what to be determined about. So naturally, after he finally popped the question, he wanted to do it as soon as possible. Certainly before he headed up to Syracuse to begin the MD/PHD program that would make him the second generation in what his father hoped would be a long line of doctors. Initially, I did all the things everyone expected me to do. I tried on wedding dresses, tasted cakes, hosted a big awkward dinner for our families to meet. (Well, his family and my mother: My father was “traveling,” or uninterested. I’ll probably never know.) Then, when we were touring our fourth or maybe fifth all-inclusive, five-dollars-extra-per-person-Viennese-hour catering hall on Long Island, I felt myself compress as if in too-tight Spanx. Unable to breathe, let alone imagine myself tossing a bouquet. This thing I’d wanted so badly was now happening too fast. I had just gotten the lowliest of jobs at an advertising agency—but it came with a chance to write copy. And if we got married? I’d basically have to move to Syracuse. And do what, exactly? Take some shitty university job? Hang out in the snow with the other partners of future internists and gynecologists? Fuck that. I told James it felt rushed, and James—never one for walking and chewing gum at the same time, bless his heart—said that was fine, but he couldn’t worry about a wedding and medical school. So we decided to stay together, long-distance. The whole thing postponed until after he matched. Sure, it was a long program. But we’d already been together for six years, what were another three or four in the scheme of the rest of our lives? And so we became one of those couples that everybody mocks for being infinitely engaged.

I didn’t care. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to get married. I just didn’t want to get married right then. When we met, James was a rebellious premed student whose real dream was to be a music producer. The next D-Dot or Swizz Beatz. I thought I was going to be the female Aaron Sorkin, writing movies and shows. Fast-forward a few years, and he was selling radio ads for Hot 97 while I was excited—genuinely thrilled—to get a freelance gig writing commercials for a used car lot in Bay Ridge. Then, I got this job—a real job! And he, after a yearslong campaign from his family to do “something real with his life” (i.e., be a doctor), suddenly was applying to medical school. Clearly, we were both still sorting out this adulting thing. James understood this. My mother, on the other hand, did not.

See, the thing about it all was this: I was from the gnarliest, shortest branch on an otherwise very fine and upstanding American family tree. My mother was longing for an occasion to prune this branch so that it might grow higher and sturdier than any of the better-tended boughs. She felt quite strongly that getting married (to the right kind of man) and giving my father his first grandchildren (boys) would help me to do this.

This wasn’t fully unfounded. My mother didn’t even know my father’s middle name—that’s how brief their love affair was—but somehow, she understood completely what made him tick. Lineage. Tradition. Bloodline. This shit meant something to him. He was from one of those Black Oak Bluffs families that headed up to Martha’s Vineyard every summer. August after August, piling into a house full of photos of his mother with her sorors and his father with his friends from the Boulé; my cousins and half siblings at their Jack and Jill presentation balls. There were, it’s probably good to be up front about this now, no photos of me in this house. My father had met my mother while he was an associate at a white-shoe law firm and my mother—fresh out of John Jay with her associate’s degree and a dime by yesterday and today’s standards—was a newly hired paralegal. They shared, from her endless accounts of this time to me over the years, a few magical months during which my mother glimpsed life on the other side of the Brooklyn Bridge. Then, one day, she told him she was pregnant (surprise!), and suddenly, my father, known in my home as el Fantasma, was transferred to the firm’s London office. A few months later, my mother, out on maternity leave, was fired. (What could you do? It was the ’70s.) And so, for the first ten years of my life, I lived as Alicia Canales until my father, now engaged to a woman of good breeding and conscience, came and sought me out at my grandmother’s place in Gravesend, where my mom and I lived.

Nothing says love like a willingness to file paperwork. At least to my mother, anyway. My father didn’t so much welcome me into his life as he did into his name—Forten. Amended the birth certificate and everything. Mainly, though, I stayed living my life like a Canales, except for two weeks out of the year when he would send me up to his parents’ house on the Vineyard. Two weeks where my hair would be straightened, my softball mitt traded in for a tennis racket, and my r’s would become hard and nicely pronounced. Each August, allowing me a small glimpse of what full Forten-tude might have been like.

I detested his scraps and resented those two weeks, despite how beautiful those beaches are. But my mother licked that shit up as though our family name had been Culo and finally someone had saved me from the tragic destiny of being Alicia Ass. She relished my new name for the way it mortared into present her past with a man of the stature she perceived my father as having. But what she really obsessed about were the potential possibilities that Alicia Forten’s life might hold that, in her perception, Alicia Canales’s did not. Specifically, my prospects for becoming a future Mrs. Somebody Else. To some extent, who could blame her? Babies abounded in the Canales family. Husbands, on the other hand, were white whales. So, when I met James at the Inkwell during one of these stints in Oak Bluffs, the location of our meet-cute was enough to affirm for my mother that he was “the one.” And why lie? I was nineteen, and I guess I thought so too. Never mind that he was just the guest of some dude whose parents rented a house for a summer vacation—a status of outsider even lower than my caste. To my mother, it didn’t matter, and to me—especially in the beginning—well, I just liked James. Steady, grounded James.

Our plan—because with James, there was always a plan—was that I’d live at my grandmother’s while he was away at school so we could save money for a down payment on a house of our own. But then one night, just a couple of months into this arrangement, my homegirl Lorraine from work invited me to kick it with her friends over in Fort Greene. Lorraine had started as a temp, but with her charm and aptitude for quelling white anxiety, was quickly elevated to project manager. Outside of the cleaning staff and our UPS guy, she was one of the few nonwhite faces I saw at that advertising agency. But beyond that thin bond, she was the kind of cool girl that made you feel cooler because she wanted to hang out with you. She’d gone to Howard and been an R & B singer before her label dropped her after 9/11 and since then had been trying to make a go of it as an actress. She was pretty and fashionable without trying too hard. And never, ever did the “dumb damsel in distress act”—which at that time a lot of girls used to do. Lorraine’s roommate was another actress who’d booked a Disney cruise, and she wanted me to sublet while the girl was off at sea. The invitation was part of her seduction act.

Now, the idea of blowing money on rent was wildly impractical. But, in just the few weeks James had been gone, my life had rapidly devolved into various forms of killing time. Long commutes to and from Manhattan broken up by drinks with my coupled acquaintances from college that only made me feel more alone. The occasional nights out with my high school friends made time appear to move backward instead of forward. Lorraine was glamorous. At least to me. She had headshots and an agent and stories of nights out and VIP sections and guest lists and other things that my life as an engaged lady-in-waiting lacked. So, this one Friday night, after going home for a disco nap, I hopped on the N to Atlantic Avenue and walked down St. Felix to this little bar called Lucien Blue. “On Fridays,” Lorraine had told me, “we keep it local.”

I could hear “Gold Digger” blasting from the sleek sliver of a bar before I even got through the door, the place a tangle of beautiful bodies in various states of dress and movement. Women’s bare shoulders being gently grazed by the shirt-cuffed arms of men who’d never made it home from work to change. Waists clasped by hands as couples rocked to the beat. The moody bar lights reflecting the shimmers of glossed lips and watch dials and gilded hoops. It was hard to tell if it was a happy hour gone into overdrive or the beginning of a wildly promising night: everyone moving and singing along in one exuberant, huddled mass. I hadn’t had a drink yet, but I was intoxicated from the rapture pulsing inside this hole-in-the-wall. Because it was Friday and everyone was young and beautiful. And everything was potential.

It was in one of these dancing clusters that I found Lorraine, who introduced me to the people who would become the locus of my world, but whose names in that moment I could barely hear above the music. Marcus—smooth-faced and handsome—hiding the inner curmudgeon I’d come to love and know. Leti, who was riding high off her promotion to photo editor at The Source. And Aaron Francis, straight from his grind at a big law firm, looking fine in his first-class suit. Someone—probably Aaron; he was generous that way—put a drink in my hand. I had just polished it off and someone else was handing me another when we sensed a commotion of sorts toward the back of the bar. Not a fight—not that fights didn’t happen from time to time—but that night, it was merely the clamoring of ridiculousness. Mischief. A striking man—Omar, dressed to the nines as he always was, his shaved head looking like he’d polished it—stood up on one of the banquettes in the back and gestured for the DJ to cut the music.

“For all those who care, and that’s a lot of you,” he’d said, “this Young Tender here has challenged Madame La Garza’s title as Shopping Cart Queen. The match will take place in five minutes outside.”

I don’t remember who the lela was that challenged her—history is for the victors. But everyone who knew what was up began cackling and making bets and closing out tabs before streaming out to Lafayette Avenue, which, by that time of night, was not for anyone but dumb fools like us to take over, anyway. A small crowd formed along the curb, and Omar stepped out to the middle of the avenue. Two massive dudes with the look of gone-soft former college athletes were each wheeling a shopping cart, presumably stolen and abandoned from the nearby Pathmark, out of the little park across the street. The challenged and her challenger emerged from the small crowd—each clad in heels so high they made my own feet hurt just looking at them—and proceeded to stand precariously inside the woven-spindled shopping carts. Young Tender was cute and forgettable, but the other woman was something else altogether. Where Young Tender wobbled, this girl stood assuredly as far in front of the cart as she could, raising her face to be illuminated by the streetlights so we could all get a good look at her. And it was then that I recognized her: from Paper magazine and New York magazine and Nylon magazine. All the places where she had been named a “rising designer” to watch.

“I know who that is,” I muttered to no one in particular.

It was not so much that I recognized her face as much as I did her clothes. La Garza was, of course, wearing La Garza: a two-piece hot-pink outfit with the biggest unironic calypso sleeve anyone had ever seen. Tier upon tier of oversize ruffles, each layer seeming to eat the next. Anyone else—except for one of her models or celebrity clients—would have looked like a Muppet, but on her it was second skin.

“She lives across the street from me,” Lorraine said. “Batshit, but throws the best parties.”

I’d heard about the parties too: in Page Six and The Village Voice. The hot Puerto Rican guy from The Wire had made mention of it in a Vanity Fair interview. The reporter lumped it into all the new and edgy stuff happening in the mysterious land of Brooklyn, but I’d suspected this was not that. Not white indie rock Williamsburg or my classmates from Yale being “edgy” by paying above-market rent to their Polish landlords in Greenpoint. La Garza wore too much gold jewelry in her photo shoots. Her nails were too long and too done. She had a perpetual glint in her eye that said, “Oh yeah? Try me.” The kind of attitude you couldn’t “adopt” just because you signed a lease. The kind that I recognized came with being from here.

I was too embarrassed to ask Lorraine what was about to happen—too afraid to call attention to the fact that this was their place, their crowd, their world and not mine … not yet. I figured I’d find out soon enough. The two large cats wheeled the women in the carts to the far corner opposite us, behind the traffic light, which was yellow. When it switched red, the crowd started to lose it—lamentations of Dios! and These fools and sucked breath and women looking away and some of the dudes too. The big fellas revved the carts up like engines: back and forth, forth and back.

“Whoever goes the farthest when they let go of the carts wins,” Marcus bent down and whispered to me. “And whoever bites it…”

Omar put both his hands up like Cha-Cha DiGregorio in Grease, and when the light turned green, sliced them through the air. The big dudes shot them across South Elliott Place, downhill on Lafayette Ave. As soon as her cart was let loose, you could see the fear grip Young Tender’s face, her knees buckling immediately. But La Garza barely wobbled as she thrust her arms out to the sides, expanding as wide as she could. Her rumba sleeves fluttering in the breeze of her own momentum. “Are you not entertained?!” she bellowed before letting loose a cackle. Gaining more and more speed as she wheeled past. The other woman barely made it across the street before she toppled—fell into the cart, which flipped and pinned her down to the asphalt. Her friends ran to her aid, but the rest of our eyes were on La Garza, still rumbling for another full block until her cart finally slammed into a Jeep parked in front of the Crunch gym. She tumbled out onto the hood, and we held our collective breath for a second until she jumped up, hopped back down to the ground, and raised her arms in victory, inspiring hoots and hollers.

“Who wants to wheel a bitch home?” she yelled as she ran back toward the crowd, pushing her cart and basking in her glory. Omar hopped inside, and La Garza and the people I’d come to think of as her little crew headed off toward her house, shout-rapping the lyrics to “Victory” as their voices drew farther and farther away. I don’t know where everyone else who was outside went, but I suspect it wasn’t home. Lorraine led Leti and Marcus and Aaron Francis and me across the street to Frank’s. An old-man band was playing Spinners covers on the tiny stage, everybody seniors except the bass player, who was hot and young and winked at me when we walked in, causing my new friends to giggle.

“You’re fresh blood,” Aaron Francis joked.

“He needs a warning label,” Leti added, by way of explanation.

“A walking STD,” Lorraine added.

They greeted the bartender by name as we ordered more drinks, and just as we were sorting out the tab, Chuck—Lorraine’s fine-ass entertainment attorney—walked up to the bar and threw down some cash. He was there—scandalously, I’d come to find out—with a woman who was not his girlfriend and invited us to join them at their table. Chuck, whom I’d met once or twice, was introducing everyone to this woman we’d never see again.

“This is Alicia, Lorraine’s friend from work,” he said.

“Alicia is a great copywriter and is gonna be a director one day,” Lorraine corrected.

I smiled, slightly embarrassed that she seemed more confident about this than I felt myself. But soon, everyone was asking me what kind of stuff I wanted to work on and mentioning people they knew in the business that they should (and would) connect me to. And for a while, we just shot the shit about our grinds and ambitions. I remember distinctly that it didn’t feel the way it did with my friends from growing up: full of love but self-conscious that I sounded full of myself for wanting a bigger life. But it was also different from being around my acquaintances from Yale, where their lofty opportunities—like publishing books or making films—seemed to materialize effortlessly through connections that made my own aspirations feel further out of reach. Around that table at Frank’s, visions abounded, but nobody deluded themselves about the work ahead. And everybody seemed to realize that the connections we had in this world were going to be through one another. Who could help Leti launch her own magazine one day? Or how should Marcus play it to land an on-set role at MTV’s new show? And when and if Chuck might be able to bring Aaron Francis over to his own law firm. We were toasting Lorraine having booked a commercial when suddenly, something seemed to dawn on her. She, certainly a little drunk, put her wineglass down and pointed to Chuck’s lady friend.

“Wait a minute,” she said, “you know all our business. What on earth do you do? How do you make a living?”

The woman—who was, admittedly, quite pretty—had been largely an animated mannequin for most of our time at the table. Smiling, nodding, but making little noise.

“Calm down, shorty,” Chuck said, as if having anticipated where this conversation could go if given the opportunity. “_______ [because, like I said, we never saw her again] works in the neighborhood. We met at Brooklyn Moon.”

His evasiveness only made us more determined.

“She didn’t ask where you all met; she just asked what you do for a living,” Aaron Francis said, turning to her. “Seems like a simple question.”

The woman slurped up her drink. All of it. Like a kid with a Coke.

“I work for the stadium,” she said quietly. “Community relations.”

Lorraine and Leti just started to laugh. Chuck pulled out his BlackBerry and pretended to check his messages. A scowl grew over Marcus’s face that was hard to miss. But Aaron Francis—really, a guy born to be a lawyer—pulled up his shirtsleeves and licked his lips. Excited.

“There’s a lot of stadiums,” he said. “Yankee Stadium? Shea?”

The woman looked confused. Chuck set his BlackBerry down, rolled his eyes, and loosened his necktie.

“No,” the girl answered. “The new one. For the Nets? Down the street. I’m a liaison to help integrate the stadium into the community.”

“Welp,” Leti said mischievously, “nobody knows the community like Chuck. But I wonder if you’ve gotten a chance to speak with our friend Marcus here?”

The waitress brought over a fresh round of drinks. Thinking the worst was over, the woman took hers gleefully. Nearly giggled as she offered her hand out to Marcus.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Marcus. I’m happy to answer any and all questions about how this stadium is going to benefit Fort Greene, Prospect Heights, and the Park Slope areas. Lay it on me!”

“Where are you from?” Marcus asked pointedly.

Chuck pulled out his wallet now and started throwing more money on the table.

“Let’s keep it moving, what do y’all say?”

I, stupidly, stood up. Lorraine grabbed my hand and pulled me back down. The table was riveted.

“I’m from Montclair,” the woman said.

“So,” Marcus said, “what you are saying is, you actually know nothing about our lives in Fort Greene, Prospect Heights, or Park Slope.”

“Well, I live in Clinton Hill now.”

“Since you got this job,” Lorraine offered. And the girl nodded.

“Because it’s convenient for work?” Leti added.

“But also,” she added brightly, “it’s a vibrant, thriving community. I studied it at NYU when I was doing my master’s in urban planning.”

“So, maybe then,” Marcus said, voice full of grit, “you can tell me what they taught you at NYU about eminent domain? Because what do I know? I majored in modern culture and media, and work in TV, but the last I heard, we live in a damn democracy where backroom deals shouldn’t lead to people—people like me!—getting kicked out of our rent-stabilized apartments because my building happens to be where the concessions stand is going in your imaginary arena.”

“Marcus’s landlord just sold their building,” Chuck offered to the girl, by way of explanation.

“He has three months to find something new,” Lorraine added.

“Including a new roommate,” Marcus added, his head thrown back in exasperation. “I detest moving. I’m starting everything over.”

“Well, we’re sorry for the inconvenience,” the girl replied, almost lobotomized to his passion. “But it isn’t imaginary. The stadium is a reality that will create generations of opportunity and world-class entertainment for Brooklynites.”

“Which Brooklynites?” I asked, surprising myself. I didn’t, to be honest, have a very firm opinion about the thing they were putting up. But I also never liked smoke up my ass.

“All of Brooklyn,” the girl replied.

“I’m from Gravesend. What opportunity is it creating there?”

Marcus, sensing an ally, sat up straighter.

“Exactly,” he said. “What?”

“We are going to create jobs that are open to all—”

“I get that you moved here—to my home—and love it here,” I said. “I mean, what’s not to love? But with all due respect, I don’t know that you—or anyone involved in this whole thing—really understands this place enough to know what it will or won’t do. So, maybe just don’t sound so sure?”

There was a moment of silence while Chuck’s nameless friend pondered this. She put her purse on the table and fluttered her lips.

“Listen. Do you all wanna get hooked up with discounted season tickets when this shit opens or not?” she finally said. “Because I’m authorized to give out these presale vouchers, OK?”

“I mean,” Marcus said, “it’s the least you all could do for leaving me homeless.”

We all laughed at our own hypocrisy while we grabbed on to those vouchers, all the while doubting this thing would really come to be. Because it had already been two years with barely shit happening—except the people in Marcus’s building losing their place—and there was little reason to think something would happen now. Then we bullshat while we finished our drinks and headed over to Old Man Cellar’s bar on DeKalb, where we met White Julian and Sandra the Realtor. Eventually, we all wandered over to Alibi and, sometime before dawn, finally called it a night. Lorraine and I stumbled over to her apartment, where I crashed on the sofa.

And in the morning, when the smell of coffee and the sound of her soon-to-be-gone roommate doing vocal warm-ups woke me, I took one look around the place and realized that I was home. I moved in the following week. I told my mother and James that the commute from South Brooklyn was killing me—and it sucked. But the real thing killing me was this feeling that everything had already been decided. That all that my mother wanted for my life might actually make me feel buried alive.






TWO


The next two years became a delicious blur of work and parties and deep investment in highly unimportant local gossip marked by my trips upstate to visit James. Other than the precarious fiscal calculus I seemed to play with my paychecks, for the first time in memory, mine was an unbothered existence. Then one evening in the spring of ’07 I wanted a bottle of wine and didn’t have any cash. And this banal desire set into motion a string of wildly consequential events. Or perhaps it was all inevitable. You don’t have to be good at math to know that two trains hurtling toward each other on the same track are eventually gonna crash. Exactly when and where seems beside the friggin’ point. But perhaps less fated was my part in the whole mess of it all, which one could say was determined by nothing more than my inability to live within my means.

It wasn’t all that long ago that there was only one real wine store in the area. By that, I mean the bougie kind, where people talked to you about tannins and shit. In a neighborhood full of young professionals like ours, they should’ve popped up all over the place, except that Toño, who ran the liquor store on Fulton, had the place on lock. See, they hadn’t even broken ground on that damn arena, but the rezoning was a done deal, and the real estate developers came swooping in, looking for cheap buildings they could knock down and replace with tall luxe towers. One of them offered Toño a lot of cash for his single-story alcohol emporium that had been getting locals liquored up for years, and he took it. A lesser man might’ve packed up and retired on a beach in the DR somewhere, but he just reopened in a building across the street. Still, Toño sensed which way the wind was blowing in the hood. Gone was the bulletproof glass that protected the register, and in was aisle upon aisle of wine organized by region, all chilled to recommended temperature. There were gift boxes of every kind of champagne that had ever been popped in a music video and a six-foot-tall, LED-illuminated, octagon-shaped aquarium. It was utterly luxurious, at least as far as luxury could be defined by a man who’d never been anywhere but Fort Greene, Washington Heights, and Santo Domingo. Toño really gave the bougie wineshop a run for its money. So much so that they were forced to start a loyalty program to try to lure his customers away—three-dollar credits for every ten dollars you spent. This, on my measly creative-class pay and expensive going-out habits, was not nothing. In fact, as much as it saddened me to be disloyal to Toño, I had come to count on those accrued loyalty points.

I’d picked out a couple of bottles with the intention of redeeming my credit, only to find that someone—Leti, that friggin’ thief! She was always pulling this kind of scrubby stuff—had snuck in and used my points! I was pulling out my credit card (after my bank card had been tragically declined) when a monogrammed shirt cuff whizzed past me, extending—of all the pretentious things to flash in a Brooklyn wine store—a Black Amex.

“Use this,” the husky voice behind me directed to the clerk. “Apparently, she spent all her money on that Vuitton bag.”

I turned without missing a beat.

“This was a gift,” I said quickly. “My card got declined because it’s a man’s world and I’m paid accordingly.”

We stared at each other. The white woman behind the counter inhaled loudly, anxious at this brewing standoff. Then Devon broke and started laughing, which set me laughing, before he pulled me up in a bear hug.

“There’s that Brooklyn attitude,” he replied with a laugh. “Talking shit when thank you would be enough.”

“Please! You love any excuse to pull out that fucking credit card,” I said before turning to the relieved saleswoman. “This is my cousin, and he’s absolutely paying for this.”

“With pleasure,” he said, a warm smile on his handsome face.

“What are you doing over here?”

“Your dad didn’t tell you I bought a house?” he replied. I couldn’t help noticing the Rolex peeking out from his shirtsleeve as he placed his card back in his wallet.

“He hasn’t mentioned it,” I replied tightly. Devon was my father’s nephew, older than I was by five years. Our bond forged over a lifetime of weeks in the Vineyard, and easy for him to forget that I wasn’t a permanent fixture in my father’s life. But we both knew the deal.

“We just moved a few weeks ago,” he seemed to almost catch himself. “I told Marla to text you.”

I rolled my eyes. BNP had brought Devon down to New York after he finished business school, and I was, myself, just graduated from college and back in Brooklyn. In those days, he’d relied on me to show him the town—or more accurately, to invite single girlfriends out for him to meet. One of them had been Marla. Who’d not been directly invited, even. She was just a friend of a friend and happened to have lived in my same residential college. But Devon’s male mind had conjured up a close friendship where one didn’t exist. Such that somehow, when they ended up engaged, I wound up several thousand dollars poorer: a Vera Wang bridesmaid’s dress, a trip to Jamaica at the Half Moon for the bachelorette, a bridal shower at Privé, and all the other pretentiously expensive things Marla’s actual girlfriends had conceived of to celebrate their first friend to get married. It was all very extra. And ironic, because Marla seemed as indifferent to me as I felt toward her. But worst of all was that I’d found myself passed off like a relay baton. The business of maintaining our relationship deemed, in their marital parsing of labor, a female chore. Was it because I was family? Because I was a female friend? Who knows. All I knew is that I resented that I’d known Devon since I was ten years old and Marla—who’d just gotten here—was now the gatekeeper to our relationship.

“You also have my number,” I reminded him.

“Wifey handles the social stuff; my mind’s on my money and my money’s on my mind.”

“OK, Rick Ross.” I laughed. “I love you soft MBA dudes who talk like you’re slinging in the streets and not the stock market.”

“Cousin, some of these Wall Street cats make Rick Ross seem gentle,” he said before a thought hit him. “Actually, what are you doing tonight? My homeboy is coming over for dinner to see the new place. He’s from Brooklyn too.”

Despite having plans to catch a show at SOB’s with Marcus and Leti, I agreed immediately. Blood, I could hear my mother saying, was thicker than water. By which she meant that my father’s blood should take priority over all else. Her issues were not my issues, of course. I actually just missed my cousin. And I was nosy. The address he mentioned was right off Fort Greene Park—he’d bought the whole building.

“That’s a lot of space for just two people,” I noted as I grabbed my bag of wine.

“We aren’t gonna be just two for long,” he said matter-of-factly before adding, “and just bring yourself; no point in bringing me back the wine I just bought you.”

I laughed as I headed out the door toward my house to change. He didn’t need to tell me. The Fortens were a formal bunch; dinner home as much a fuss as dinner out. I put on one of my nicer dresses. Less for Devon or this mysterious Brooklyn-born friend than for Marla. We hadn’t seen one another in two years; not since they’d been living in Europe. Women, if they’re being honest about it, mainly dress for other women, anyway.



Pero, who brings nothing? Who raised you?

I made the mistake of calling my mother to tell her about dinner at Devon’s, and she made me concurrently paranoid about showing up empty-handed and disappointed with myself for even entertaining the possibility. There was no use explaining to her that he had wine much better than I could afford—or, technically, better than what he’d just paid for. Nor would she understand that I couldn’t exactly hand Marla—who’d had a finely molded spoon in her mouth since before she married my cousin—bodega roses. Nevertheless, after digging through some winter coat pockets for forgotten bills, that’s exactly what I did. Their Day-Glo orangey hue and garnish of baby’s breath the embodiment of my last-minute desperation.

The evening was electric blue: daylight refusing to concede its fight to the arbitrary hands of some clock. It was early April, still cool enough to gooseflesh your skin, but the breeze coming across Fort Greene Park was pure spring. Mulch and hyacinths and magnolia leaves crushed by commuters’ feet and all those other smells that get into people’s heads and make them feel invincible after a long winter. The streetlamps clicked on just as I turned the corner to Devon’s tree-lined block. Humming like bees as the light warmed from pale yellow to orange. I stood for a second to admire the stately brownstones, with their grand front stoops and voluminous banisters carved from sandstone leading up to parlors teeming with Victorian propriety. When I was little, we’d sometimes drive through Park Slope or Brooklyn Heights, to go see a doctor or dentist or something. And I’d make up elaborate stories about the sorts of people who could afford to live in such splendor. Who knew I was related to that kind of person that whole time?

I heard Devon’s house before I saw it. Or more accurately, I heard Marla, perched atop the wide banister, talking into her phone, urgently puffing on a clove cigarette. From the sound of it, she was attempting to soothe someone unsoothable, though I couldn’t fathom who that could be. Marla, you see, did not work. She had, once. For the first few years after we graduated, she managed the marketing for her father’s business; she’d gotten her MBA and everything. But once they got engaged, her professional ambitions seemed to taper. (Or maybe marrying someone like Devon had been the true goal the whole time.) After the wedding, Devon was transferred to Paris, and being by his side became Marla’s full-time job.

“I have to go,” she stated firmly, straightening her spine and sitting more erect. “Our dinner guest is here.”

She closed her phone, a broad smile on her face as she pressed the clove out, discreetly hiding the butt in a stone planter.

“I thought you’d never get here!” she called out to me. “They were seconds away from comparing annual bonuses, and I refused to go back inside until another woman arrived to balance out the conversation.”

Marla was wearing a snakeskin DVF wrap dress, her long Dominican blowout swept into an elegant ponytail. Her makeup—there was always makeup—impeccable. Covering, more or less, her only physical flaw—a scar that ran at an angle from the septum of her nose to her lip. Marla had, she confessed during a game of truth or dare at her bachelorette, been born with a cleft palate. They corrected it early, but she was far more self-conscious about it than she needed to have been. It had offered an explanation to me at least, about her demeanor—cool, on the border of cold. Prissy. Despite joining a sorority in college, Marla had always seemed far more occupied with her various boyfriends than with any friend or group. One relationship blending nearly immediately into the next. They were always older guys: established men, really, living in Stamford or New York, who would scoop her up and drive her off to galas and dinner parties. Not thrown by fraternities or campus organizations but by real adults. She’d sweep through our dorm in cocktail dresses or sometimes evening gowns and updos and get into a BMW or an Infiniti SUV. But by day, in her sweaters and jeans and Timberland boots, she had always struck me as unnoticeable. Quietly studying in the common room or the POC section of the library. When we’d be up late in the dorm hallways, cutting up, Marla would hang, sure. But always on the fringe of things. Even then, I remembered, she’d always cover her mouth when she did so. Now, she stood up to greet me—three years married and two since I’d seen her last—with a new air of confidence about her. Purpose. Like she’d shed that other version of herself and was moving in a new skin. One that fit her better.

“Well, I’m glad to oblige,” I said as I bounded up the steps.

I gave her a hug and apologized for the roses concurrently.

“I’d say you shouldn’t have, but what were you going to do? Show up with nothing?” she said, pulling from our embrace. She stopped for a moment and let out a sigh as we faced each other.

“Can you believe this?” she pondered. “Us all so grown?”

I didn’t feel that grown, but why contradict her?

“You guys own a house,” I said with genuine wonder in my voice. My whole life, I’d known only a handful of people who’d owned a home in Brooklyn, let alone a brownstone. Let alone one of my peers. And they just came in and snagged one up as if it happened every day! Devon lured back to America with a big new role at his bank; I could barely wrap my head around the kind of money he must’ve been making.

“On your home turf!” Marla said with deference. “Honestly, you don’t grow up in Jersey aspiring to live in Brooklyn—no offense. But in Paris, it was all anyone could talk about. “If you’re going back to New York, Brooklyn is the only place the fabulous can be. As close as you can get to Paris!”

“So I’ve heard,” I said with a smile.

“Well, we don’t know shit about this place,” Marla added quickly, “so you’re gonna have to teach me how to not seem like a ’bama, OK?”

“Family won’t let family act like ’bamas,” I said with a smile. Marla opened the oversize glass double doors and led me into a large, vaulted foyer illuminated by a low-hanging sculptural chandelier. She kicked her shoes off, and I followed suit, but just as her delicate hand was about to turn the knob to the interior door, she dropped it and faced me again.

“Alicia, please don’t tell Devon you saw me smoking,” she said imploringly. “Your cousin thinks talking about getting pregnant and being pregnant are the same thing, and I can’t deal with it tonight.”

I expected her to turn back to the door, but she didn’t. It became clear that she was waiting for confirmation of my collusion, which I offered in the form of a nod.

“Devon,” Marla called out as she thrust the second door open and led me into a pristinely restored, albeit austere, parlor room—fourteen-foot-high ceilings, elaborate millwork on oak window frames, intricate plaster-cast moldings, and a large marble fireplace. There was a large beige Restoration Hardware sectional opposite that. Though Devon mentioned they’d moved only a few weeks ago, I was surprised by all the still-packed boxes. (While this was completely normal for average people, my cousin had been groomed to project an air of above-average-ness.) Marla called out to Devon again, shouting over the sounds of Talib Kweli rapping and male laughter. The house felt vacant but smelled remarkably homey—curry and starchy rice and warm meats. She led us to the source: a large, glistening kitchen where the music was playing off a Bose dock. They had blown the back of the place open, leaving nothing but floor-to-ceiling sliding glass doors, which led out to a patio where Devon and his friend—still in their work suits—were seated, passing a blunt between them.

“You still drink vodka tonics, Alicia?” Marla asked me as she lowered the volume of the speaker. “Devon! Get in here and make me and your cousin a drink.”

“Cuz!” Devon exclaimed as he entered the kitchen, throwing his arms open to me like we hadn’t just seen each other two hours ago at the wine store. “Welcome to our home! What are you drinking?”

“Vodka and tonic,” Marla said impatiently. “She always has vodka and tonics.”

“People change,” Devon said. “People evolve.”

“Ehhh, people might,” Devon’s friend added as he too now entered the kitchen, “but their drinks usually don’t.”

My shoulders rolled back unconsciously, and I found myself reaching up to smooth my hair. He was a striking dude, even in a time and place full of them. Tall, with the kind of racially ambiguous complexion that could’ve made him Black or Dominican—or Middle Eastern, for that matter. Lively light brown eyes that seemed as much a beacon as a warning sign: the tree the monkey should know better than to climb. His deep blue suit fit him like a glove, and I could tell the shirt, which he wore unbuttoned with no tie, was custom-made.

“And that’s why I’ll have my usual: vodka soda,” Marla said, gazing at me as she added, “Less calories than tonic.”

Devon gave her a look as he made his way to the bar cart and proceeded to fix both of our cocktails. The friend, however, just stood near the back door, sizing me up in a way that made me want to run out of the room.

“What’s up, Forten?” The question was directed at my cousin, but his eyes lasered on me. “All that bougie upbringing and you don’t introduce anybody?”

“Fuck you, Jones,” Devon said with a laugh. “This is my cousin Alicia that I told you about.”

“The Brooklynite,” Jones stated as he crossed toward me and extended his hand. I giggled and broke his gaze, losing at our unspoken game of chicken. I wasn’t sure if Jones was his first name or his last name, but somehow that seemed beside the point.

“Guilty as charged,” I offered with a smile.

“Me too,” he said, grabbing my and Marla’s drinks for us, “though I’m an admitted defector. You live here in Buppy Bohemia too?”

“We can’t all ball like my cousin,” I said. “I’m just north of true utopia; by the Navy Yard on Clermont.”

“Near La Garza’s spot?”

“La Garza?” my cousin grunted, handing Jones a whiskey.

“Right across from her, as a matter of fact,” I said. “She’s a local—”

“Jones and I used to slum it together in Tribeca,” Devon interjected.

“Slumming it?” Jones asked. “Is that what we’re calling twelve hundred square feet of water views?”

“That place was trendy,” I offered, “but this place is timeless.”

“I’ll be honest with you, when Marla mentioned Brooklyn—”

“It’s the talk of Paris,” I chimed in. My cousin ignored me.

“I said the only way you’ll get me over that bridge is if I get into that new Richard Meier building—”

“The glass carcass across from the park?” Jones asked with a smirk. “Soulless. This is so much better, dude. This is real Brooklyn.”

“Well, lucky for us, real Brooklyn was also in foreclosure,” Devon said with some triumph. “Your Realtor friend tipped me off to it. And while I miss having a doorman, this place makes me feel like I’m a part of something.…”

“A Spike Lee film?” I quipped, but only Jones seemed to have gotten the joke.

“Wait till you see the paintings we’re getting made for the parlor,” Marla offered to me, a light turning on in her face. “Felix, the artist, is a complete genius—”

“Helping to restore the glorious Black history of this block and these homes,” Devon said, clearly wanting to keep the conversation on the social depth of his real estate transaction.

“Sooo…” Jones said, not a little provocatively, “which Black history is it exactly that you’re trying to restore, man?”

Devon tossed him a look of smug pity, sorry he’d have to now school him. Marla, clearly having heard this all many times before, began to pull serving dishes out of the cabinet.

“Can you set your soapbox up in the dining room, please, so I can serve this food?” she commanded. Her comments were directed at the men. I knew I was meant to hang back and help her—this was part of the expected duty of being a female guest. But instead, I followed Devon and Jones into the dining room and helped myself to a glass of the wine my cousin uncorked for us. I wanted to hear this.

“Marla and I didn’t just buy a house, man. We bought a legacy,” Devon stated as he poured our glasses. “When this neighborhood was first getting developed, wealthy Black families from all over New York were buying plots of land and—”

“Nooo, man!” Jones said with a laugh as he put his hand over his chest in his best Redd Foxx impression. “Please don’t start talking about Hiram Thomas.… My heart can’t take it.”

“Why would I not talk about Hiram Thomas?” Devon asked. “The first Black man to own—”

“Is that what Sandra told you? Man, I’m sorry I introduced you to her.”

“I know Sandra,” I added. “She found my boy his new place.”

“Well then, you know that Sandra is a grade A liar,” Jones said to me. And I couldn’t dispute this. She had sworn up and down to Marcus that the vacant lot next to his building was going to become a community garden, but instead, he’d been living next to construction for more than a year. “Or, maybe better put, a grade A exaggerator.”

“Hiram Thomas existed,” Marla called from the kitchen. “I googled him.”

“He was a successful Black businessman from upstate New York,” Devon said.

“I know that,” Jones said. “Who do you think told Sandra about him? I also told Sandra about Dr. Emma Andiron. Did she tell you about her?”

He didn’t wait for my cousin to answer before he continued, “She was the uppity white lady that petitioned the neighborhood to stop Thomas from moving into his own house. His own damn house. Lest he ruin the property values in the neighborhood.”

“Fuck outta here,” Devon said, a little stunned. “Why’d Sandra tell us that bullshit, then?”

“Because, baby,” Marla said as she carried in two platters of heaping oxtail and rice, “you seem like a man who craves a mythology.”

“I don’t crave anything,” Devon replied defensively. He walked to the bar and poured himself another drink.

“Don’t get salty,” Jones offered. “It’s still a good story.”

“I’m not salty, motherfucker,” he said, a bit of a roar in his voice. “I’m rich. And maybe that wasn’t enough to stop some white chick from cockblocking Hiram Thomas from his dream house then, but a hundred years later? The only color that matters in this country now is green. And I have no reason to be salty about that.”

He raised his glass to the triumphs of capitalism, and the rest of us made a half-hearted attempt to join him; but it was hard to get past the sense that Devon felt a little had.

“Marla,” Jones said as he made himself a plate, “I had no idea you could throw down like this.”

I stifled a chortle. This guy was on a roll.

“I’m about as good a cook as you are a DJ, Matteo,” Marla said, before turning her attention to her vibrating phone and her husband. “I have to take this.”

She rose and headed into the kitchen and out the back door.

“Real nice,” Devon said. “What’s with you tonight?”

“What did I say?” he asked, innocently enough.

Though I’d never heard him spin before, the man who I now realized was Matteo Jones actually had a better reputation as a DJ than Marla did as a cook. He’d been featured about a year before in The Fader. It was a piece on slash/DJs—kind of a tongue-in-cheek response to the proliferation of part-time DJs overrunning the city. There’d been an electrical engineer / DJ, the sanitation worker / DJ, the barber/DJ, and Matteo Jones—the financier/DJ who spun under the name DJ Tayo. Marcus and Aaron Francis and the dudes in our circle—especially the ones who considered themselves slash/DJs—found him infinitely mockable. White Julian, an artist/DJ, had been particularly indignant. But Lorraine and the ladies among us? Well, we just had thought he was hot, with seemingly good taste in music.

“It’s Miss Paulette,” I said to him, bemused. “You had to have realized that.”

“The beef patty company?”

“They do more than beef patties, man,” Devon offered, annoyed. He stood up and stared at Marla pacing on the phone before his voice trailed off and he headed out to the back deck too.

“Marla’s dad founded Miss Paulette,” I explained. Marla was a Jamaican beef patty heiress. “They’ve expanded into prepared meals.”

Just over the music, I could hear the muffled tones of Devon and Marla arguing.

“I don’t like to gossip,” Matteo said, his eyes going wide, “but this is the third phone call she’s taken tonight.”

“Damn, bochinchero,” I said, though my mind flashed to the call she was on when I’d arrived.

“Do you think there’s another man?” he asked.

What was this guy playing at?

“I don’t know shit,” I said, “except that you’re a troublemaker.”

But despite my admonishment, I too found myself suddenly quiet, straining to hear what they were going on about.

“He just said, ‘You make me sound just like my father when you talk like that.’”

“Oh, come on,” I said with an eye roll. “What do you have, bionic hearing?”

“It’s one of my many skills,” he said with a smirk.

I should have said something clever, but instead sat silent as my skin goosefleshed under his gaze. The possibility of his other skills, and his confidence in them, hovering in the air between us.

“Sorry about that, you two. Rude of us,” Devon called out as he reentered, Marla trailing behind him. He refreshed his scotch. “But not for naught.”

“I got us the primo rental in Bridgehampton this summer,” Marla said with a smile of deep satisfaction. “I’ve been haggling like a madwoman, but the Realtor just told me the news.”

“You’re not going to the Vineyard?” I asked, incredulous.

“Marla feels if we’re gonna be New Yorkers, we need to do the Hamptons,” Devon said, clearly unconvinced. But when she glared at him, he added, “And maybe there’s something to starting our own traditions.”

“I love the Hamptons,” Matteo added. “I’ve got a little place in Sag.”

“This is no little place!” Marla said, high off just the chance to talk about real estate. “Four bedrooms—so you’ll have to come out, Alicia—and water views. I was thinking we could hold a fundraiser for Senator Obama there.”

“Hell no,” Devon bellowed. “That is a bridge too far.”

“Wait till after the debate,” Marla said, “when he gives you a chance to change your mind.”

“It turns out that after five years of eye-rolling and complaining of boredom at every political fundraiser my family’s ever had, my wife has developed a passion for—”

“Devon, enough.” She sighed, finally over it. “I’m entitled to support my own candidate even if you hate him.”

“Hate is a strong word,” Devon said, a little sheepish about it. “I’m just skeptical, is all.”

“The educated Black man is skeptical of an educated Black man?” Matteo said. “That’s not what I was expecting to hear.”

“Our dads are both Friends of Bill,” I offered. “He doesn’t want to go against the family current.”

Personally, I would have voted for Obama twice if I could—once because he was exciting and the second time to spite my father.

“I’m not afraid to be my own man, Alicia,” Devon said, defensive. At eighteen, my cousin turned down Morehouse, our family alma mater, for Harvard and has viewed himself as a regular James Dean ever since. “In fact, I’ll tell you what? Fiscally speaking, McCain doesn’t look all that bad—”

Matteo threw his napkin down on the table, but before he could say anything, Devon continued.

“But we have a history with the Clintons. And what I’m not going to do is blindly choose some hotshot who just got here over experienced hands like the Clintons, just because he’s—”

“You’re not electing them both,” Marla interjected, a surprising passion in her voice. “You’re electing her. And she is unfit for office.”

A collective groan erupted around the table, myself included.

“What do you mean ‘unfit’?”

“I mean, where do I start? She bungled health care—and now, all these years later, people like Alicia here still don’t have insurance—”

“I have insurance from my job now,” I said, but realized no one cared.

“She’s a horrible role model for women—getting walked all over by her husband like that. She is shrill. Can you imagine her on a foreign stage? Don’t get me started on David Foster—”

“Come on, Marla,” Devon said, exasperated.

“The friggin’ Hilleration coming from your wife, man,” Matteo scoffed. “Marla, don’t you want to see the first woman president elected?”

“Don’t you want to see us elect our first Black president?” I asked. Marla was off the chain about Hillary Clinton; but if you were going to frame this election as firsts, I didn’t see why being a woman outweighed everything else. At least not then.

“Except that America won’t do it!” Devon said, getting up to refresh our drinks. “You all give white people too much credit. They will never let someone who looks like me—like this guy,” he said, gesturing to Jones, “be the commander in chief of the United States of America. So, Marla, it’s not that I don’t respect your enthusiasm. Have your fundraiser. And I’ll be, dutifully, right by your side. That night and on the night my girl, badass Hillary, whoops his ass on Super Tuesday. You’ll have my shoulder to cry on!”

He pulled Marla onto his lap as he pretended to weep, and soon enough, we were all cracking up. Devon had a way of supersaturating obnoxiousness to the point that it became charming.

More drinks were had, more shit was talked—about what, I don’t recall. At some point, Marla took us on a drunken tour of the rest of the house, going on and on about restorations and her new career as an interior designer. She led us into the already renovated master suite, through their walk-in closet packed with Marla’s dresses and gowns and racks of Devon’s impeccable suits into the bathroom, nearly as large as my bedroom. Marla recounted origin stories of the tiles and fixtures, as I, inebriated, climbed into the giant claw-foot tub (my place only had a shower). But I’d barely gotten in before Marla was eagerly leading us upstairs to see what was in store for the house’s third floor. Devon followed his wife, crowing, loudly, about her good taste. But Matteo hung back, offered me his hand, and pulled me out of the deep bath.

I thanked him as I stepped onto Marla’s travertine floor, rushing to catch up with our guides. Only, Matteo didn’t let go of my hand, nor did he move. Instead, he pulled me back into him, placed his other palm on the nape of my neck, leaned down, and kissed me.

“Hey, guys?” Marla called out. “Where’d you go?”

Matteo pulled away from me. Gave me a wink.

“Coming,” he called back as he exited the bathroom. “Alicia just got stuck in the tub.”

And I stood there, for just a second, stunned.

Afterward, we all were back downstairs having a nightcap, and Marla suggested we play some cards when Matteo Jones abruptly announced he had to go. Something about needing to take his mother to a doctor in the morning. His exit felt like the end of the party, so, after helping Marla clear the dishes, I too got ready to leave.

Uncharacteristically, my cousin walked me to the door.

“What’d you think of Jones?” he asked as we stepped onto the stoop.

“He seems cool,” I replied, looking down as I put on my jacket, lest he notice me blush.

“He’s a weird dude, but nice,” Devon offered. I must have looked at him quizzically, because then he added, “We were sorry to hear you called off the wedding.”

I laughed as the whole night suddenly became clear to me.

“Cousin, you heard wrong,” I said, holding up my left hand so he could see my (modest) ring. “We just postponed it is all.”

“Oh yeah? Till when?”

I shrugged, trying to figure out a short way to give a long answer when Devon got distracted by something. He leaned toward the stone urn on the banister, removing gingerly with his two fingers Marla’s crushed cigarette. He shook his head and dropped it back into the urn with a sigh.

“Do you think this was a mistake?”

“This house? Nah, Marla’s gonna make it beautiful.”

“Oh yeah, she’ll turn this place out. Might bankrupt me in the process, but she’ll get this shit in a magazine,” he said, and we both laughed because we knew it was true. “I meant more, this whole thing. We sort of blindly do things, right? Settle down, have kids. Repeat, repeat, repeat? But, like, what’s wrong with freedom?”

I didn’t fully know where he was coming from. From what I’d seen, men aspired to (eventually) have wives, and women were told to (perpetually) aspire to become them. The power to be free or not had always been in his hands. So, I just told him what I figured was the best explanation as to why no one questioned this.

“Freedom is fun, except when it’s lonely.”

Devon shrugged this off. “Sure. I just wonder, is the story supposed to be this … neat? I’m only thirty-three, and it’s all buttoned up. Nothing’s really gonna change.”

We stood there a second, leaning against his banister. Me unsure how to soothe him.

“You’ll get richer,” I eventually said. “That will change.”

He laughed. A full-throated chuckle.

“Cuz, you’ve always known how to cheer me up,” he said, and gave me a hug.

As I started to walk home, I found myself sorry for them. As much as you can feel sorry for people living off at least a million a year in a brownstone off a park on one of the most beautiful blocks in your own hometown where you were struggling to make the rent. But I’d learned when I was young, watching my lovelorn mother moping around our shitty apartment in Brooklyn and my sourpuss father skulking in his big Massachusetts home—money didn’t fix feelings. You could be miserable in any fiscal circumstance. Their house, their life, seemed perfect. And yet … she seemed so eager to please him. And he seemed so restless. But honestly, he’d always been that way. Nothing for Devon had ever been enough. It occurred to me very clearly then that maybe what was true about money was true about marriage. Maybe that didn’t fix anything either.

I dialed James, leaving a long, rambling voicemail about how much I missed him. There was nothing, I told myself, to feel guilty about. Matteo kissed me. I barely kissed him back. Besides, it had been a misunderstanding. In fact, it struck me as sweet that Devon should try to set me up with someone. Presuming me—mistakenly—alone. But after a couple of blocks, it occurred to me that, in actuality, Devon was simply trying to trap me in the same circumstance he himself had doubts about. And that made me not want to go home after all.

It was Thursday. I remembered that White Julian was spinning at South Paw and decided to walk to Park Slope. I’d slept with one of the owners in high school, and that rendered my money no good there. A fortunate circumstance considering I didn’t have any. Kanye West had just begun to keep me company on my walk when I saw the figure of a man glide out of Moe’s bar, lighting a cigarette as he did so. It took me a second to register it was Matteo. So much for an early night. It didn’t make any sense—why I felt embarrassed when he’d made up the excuse to leave. Still, I stepped out from under the streetlight so he wouldn’t see me, and I watched him smoke the entire cigarette. Wondering as I did so if he’d scrambled to leave because I’d been some kind of wet fish in his arms. If all those years of only kissing James had made me lose my touch. It was only after he’d thrown the butt to the ground and headed in my opposite direction that I finally managed to move.






THREE


New York at that time felt like a game. The objective: have as much fun as possible on your pitiful salary while concurrently advancing at work. Each week offering a fresh opportunity to win. Sleep was irrelevant. The whole thing required strategy and collective teamwork. Sundays might start with brunch at Chez Oskar or Madiba, or any spot where friendly bartenders did buybacks. Sometimes one of the guys would have an afternoon DJ gig that would motivate us over the bridge to Beauty & Essex or 60 Thompson, where they’d comp us a bottle or two. We’d dance the day into night; the only thing calling us home would be a new episode of The Sopranos. And if that was on hiatus, we might be really dumb and keep it moving over to Lotus. On Mondays, we’d drag ourselves into the office and share party invites for the week. Between Lorraine’s music connections, Leti’s magazine gig, and my burgeoning advertising career, there were at least two or three days a week that, after work, we could hit up a product launch or an agency party or something with free drinks and enough appetizers to cobble together the semblance of dinner. On nights Lorraine finagled us onto the list for an album release or a club opening, we’d work late into the evening, sending time-stamped emails so our bosses could see how industrious we were. On weeknights when there was nothing happening—a rarity—we’d head to Tillman’s or Aubette for happy hour. The city, in that moment, felt the size of a twin bed—you were always running into somebody. From college or high school or the neighborhood. And if we saw Marcus or Aaron Francis or any other male friend who made more money than we did, we could usually count on them to pick up the tab. We’d return the favor by helping cut the line at Cielo or Pacha or APT if it was a Monday. On Tuesdays, it was 2i’s or Lot 61 until that became lame, and Wednesdays, it’d be the Beatrice Inn or Bed or the Box. By Thursdays, we were tired of trying and we’d end up back in Brooklyn. Blowing off some steam at whatever sweatbox White Julian was spinning at or drinking two-dollar beers at the dance hall party in the basement of the Paul Robeson. And more often than not, we’d close out with a nightcap at Olivino or shooting the shit at Carmen’s bar on Grand, where she’d let you run a tab if need be (bless her).

It was in these spaces that we’d run into Chuck and his boys or Sandra or Omar—who was Carmen’s cousin—and their whole crew. The beautiful people in the neighborhood who were a little older than we were and were doing what we were doing, but at better clubs and better parties because they had more money and more clout. They were glittery and glamorous and gave us fodder for gossip and older versions of ourselves that we could aspire to be. And in that context, I’d see La Garza holding court like the local celebrity she was. She was always on in those moments. Drunk but rarely wasted. Frighteningly keen about what was going on around her. Witty and sharp—practically cutting—in her assessments of who was in and who was out in the landscape of New York culture. It wasn’t the way I’d come to know her later, when I’d get to see beyond the persona into the real person. When I’d come to understand that the front was an invention of necessity; a scaffolding erected to ensure that her true edifice felt secure.

You might be wondering about the weekends. What did a young, fun-loving group like ours do on Friday and Saturday nights? Mainly, stay their asses in Brooklyn. That version of the city was for amateurs; bridge and tunnel weekend warriors. Besides, even we needed to rest. Manhattan was dynamic, thrilling, and … exhausting. How you looked, what you wore, the bag you carried, the way you spoke—every little thing could be the difference between a promotion or a layoff. Between getting a table at the restaurant or being turned away. Waiting in line or getting pulled into VIP. Who could do that seven days a week? In Brooklyn, we exhaled. In Brooklyn, it was all love. And on the weekends, we retreated there, to build up our strength for another week of devouring as much of New York as we could.

Or maybe that’s just some bullshit I told myself so I didn’t feel I was missing out. Because, truth be told, most weekends, I wasn’t there. I was, you have to remember, engaged. On Friday afternoons, I’d fake a doctor’s appointment and slip uptown to catch the Wifey Express to Syracuse. That’s what James nicknamed the university’s bus the first time he picked me up on the Syracuse side; dozens of passengers filing out. All but a smattering of us women. Visiting. I wondered, often, if Syracuse exported as many men to the city as it imported women, but I never made it to the bus stop with enough time to see the previous passengers get out. The shuttle picked up and dropped off by the Met; the very first week, I made it uptown a full half hour early for the 2:00 PM bus. I decided to pop inside to visit a painting I’d long admired (Salome), and the next thing I knew, I was the last passenger to board the 4:00. Week after week, I’d head uptown, intending to get on the two o’clock and suddenly find myself wandering the Middle Eastern wing or the Flemish portraits or the sad little area between the bathroom and the cafeteria where they put the pre-Columbian art. Always scrambling into the last seat—usually right behind the driver—right before he closed the doors. I don’t know why; it almost became a compulsion. Stranger still, I couldn’t bring myself to confess my cultural pit stop to James—who liked museums well enough and I’m certain wouldn’t have objected—instead telling him that I couldn’t leave work any sooner. Which of course he understood.

I think a lot about causality versus coincidence. Coincidence seems faultless, while causality clearly points a friggin’ finger, and maybe that’s why people often—conveniently—mistake one for the other. Certainly, that’s how my younger self explained the events of that weekend that led me to know La Garza. Coincidence. But really, I now see clearly that our destinies entwining was the indirect effect of my choice, one Friday afternoon late in April, to not get on the Wifey Express at all.



I wish I were joking with you, but that day, I lost track of time while going through an exhibition of clocks. The Art of Time: European Clocks from the Collection. In my defense, the clocks were all set to different times, I’ve never worn a watch, and we just didn’t look at our phones then the way we do now. But when I realized that if I stayed another minute I was gonna miss my bus, I went rushing down the marble staircase to the great hall. I missed a step, and my bag went flying, with me right after it. Magazines and makeup and tampons and loose change just all strewn out in front of the information booth. I mean, it was embarrassing and all. I remember an old man handing me an o.b., obviously not even realizing what it was. People are very nice, you know? New Yorkers. Or tourists. Whoever they were. Everyone around me asked how I was or helped gather my shit. But as I put the last hair clip back in my bag and was about to rise, I stopped and looked up. They have classical musicians on Fridays, and the strings reverberated throughout the resplendent space. The immense floral arrangement anchoring the information desk looked like a tree blooming in a marble oasis. And up on the mezzanine, the cases of Asian ceramics glowed with this warm light, illuminating the pairs and quartets of patrons gathered around tables, having cocktails in the museum bar. I caught one woman looking at me before she glanced away, her eyes finding some other human fascination crisscrossing the floor. She must have been in her thirties or maybe early forties. Alone. Not reading or anything, just observing. Having a martini by herself at the Met and watching New York go by. And I felt desperate to know her. Or maybe I wanted to be her. So instead of getting my overnight bag from coat check and racing to play at a version of life my mother told me I should want to have, I went up and asked the hostess for a table for one.

Sometimes the space between decision and action has quite a bit of distance. Did I think I was ending my relationship when I did that? Did I know I was calling off an already postponed wedding? No. Not in the least. I had my cocktail and let myself enjoy the luxury of anonymity that only New York can truly provide before hailing a cab I couldn’t really afford but decided to splurge on anyway. I called James to say I wasn’t feeling well and would come out the following weekend instead. And because we’d been together for years—since we were kids, really—both of us believed me.



Every place has its distinct landmarks, and I’ve always felt partial to a particular one of ours. Just beyond the steel wire web and stone grandeur of our eponymous bridge, a single word has hovered over Brooklyn for decades. Forty feet wide and fourteen feet tall, illuminated red like a warning for all who approach our land to see: WATCHTOWER. Its electric glow cutting through cloud cover and blizzards and thunderstorms rolling across the East River. Strange and menacing until you get used to it. And then it transforms into something else altogether: a beacon to weary wanderers headed home—spit out of Manhattan in crowded subway cars or drunk and hazy headed in the rear of taxicabs, as I was that day. WATCHTOWER. Word as threshold. Fuck your welcome mat. In Brooklyn, we say, “Watch out.” And we watch out. For each other. It’s always made me feel safe, somehow. From the consumptive hunger of a city that incessantly demanded more. And it seemed—for the longest time, at least—that beyond that sign, we were impossible to gnaw.

That this greeting is so archetypal of place is, in this case, truly just a coincidence. For over a century, Brooklyn has been the home base for the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ global operations. The word was erected as a form of marketing for their religious magazine of the same name. In biblical times, watchtowers were built both as protection from and signifiers to those who might consider invading. Pillagers and plunderers, you’d better think twice. In the book of Micah, specifically, the watchtower is a metaphor, the place from which a forgiving God minds over his flock like the shepherd. But that felt fitting too. (I didn’t grow up knowing this shit; I looked it up. You pass something a million times and a person gets curious. Right?) Whatever you think of Brooklyn now, historically, this has been home for the ones who make what the city takes. The people who drive buses and empty bedpans and waste pails or eke out a living teaching our children. A place where our famous generosity is a trick the mind learns to play to distract from your own lack. If we don’t need God’s eyes, I don’t know who the hell in New York does.

Well, actually, the Bronx. All of the Bronx. But they have Yankee Stadium, and you can’t have everything.

Sitting on the gridlocked bridge, staring at the WATCHTOWER, I was thinking about God and home and safety and anything and everything besides what I would do with myself for the rest of the weekend. Lorraine was in Philly visiting her parents, Leti was in DC for a wedding, the guys on some trip to Vegas or Miami or wherever single guys with money to burn went back then. I hadn’t paid too much attention to exactly what everyone was doing because I thought my time would be accounted for. In my impulsive grab for a moment of solitude, I’d condemned myself to a weekend of loneliness. And there is nothing worse, when you cannot stand yourself or the life you seem to have stumbled into, than the torment of your own company.

This is certainly why when my phone rang at that precise moment of self-loathing and I saw that it was Marla, I gladly picked up.

“What are the chances you’re free tonight?” she asked, cutting straight to the chase.

“Actually, I was supposed to visit James, but didn’t end up going,” I said. “So, I’m free.”

“You’re still with James.… Wow,” she said, and I wanted to get defensive but wasn’t sure what I was defending exactly.

“Yeah. Anyway, what’s up?”

“Well, you know Felix—the artist I was telling you about at dinner? He just moved back to Brooklyn from Paris, and he’s having a little hangout at his place in Dumbo. I thought you’d get along with him. You have a lot in common; you’re both in art!”

“I write copy for advertising,” I clarified.

“It’s creative,” Marla said before she let out a sigh. “Look, he’s basically the Will to my Grace. He’s great. It will be fun.”

While I wanted something to do, Marla’s sudden desire for my company felt suspicious.

“If you’re so tight, Marla, why do you need me to go?”

“You’re a real hard-ass sometimes, Alicia, you know that? The truth is Devon is in London for work, and I’m nervous to meet Felix’s friends by myself. They’re these Brooklyn boho arty people, and I know they’ll just roll their eyes at this rich housewife hanging around. You can help me fit in.”

“I thought you were a rich interior decorator now?” I teased, knowing full well it was beside the point. But before the joke could land the wrong way, I quickly added, “I’m kidding. Of course I’ll go. That’s what family’s for, right?”

“Thank God,” Marla said, and she rattled off an address for me to meet her. Immediately. Because she was already outside, just sitting in her parked car.

Marla, a twenty-eight-year-old grown woman, had believed she could go to the gathering alone. But when she arrived at the address Felix had given her, she felt herself immediately out of place. The building dilapidated, the surroundings where she parked her car desolate. She sat and watched tenants and visitors file in and out, noting how alike they were to each other but remarkably variant they were from her. This was not a sensation Marla was accustomed to. Since our days at Yale, if there was a right or a wrong way to look or be or act in any given situation, Marla was going to be right. The appropriate outfit, the correct makeup. The perfect gift for the hostess when she arrived. She had been, in many respects, bred for showmanship. Her mother—the Paulette for whom Miss Paulette was named—passed away when Marla was a girl. At the engagement party her father hosted at his palatial—but dated—New Jersey home, James and I wandered left instead of right and found ourselves in his study. The walls were lined with photographs marking the growth of the Miss Paulette empire: ribbon cuttings at storefronts, awards from chambers of commerce and civic organizations, photographs with mayors and governors and even past presidents (who doesn’t love a Jamaican beef patty?). And where once Marla’s mother had stood with her father, after her death, Marla assumed her place. Mary Janes and velvet dresses eventually replaced with gowns and stilettos as she went from girl to woman, photograph by photograph. James had found this odd—the substitution of wife with child; but to me, it made absolute sense. Raising a girl alone, better to keep her close at a Kiwanis Club rubber chicken dinner than left with a stranger. The same choice my mother would have made had she ever been invited anywhere worth going.

Meanwhile, Dumbo was a rumor people’d heard but where few New Yorkers had actually been. The recasting of abandoned box and Brillo factories into luxury condos had only just begun. The high-rises that would raze the lofts and dwarf the apex of the Manhattan Bridge? Not even twinkles in a greedy developer’s eye; too busy were they transforming Williamsburg. No, back then, the streets under the WATCHTOWER’s immediate auspices were lined with decrepit artists’ lofts and neglected housing projects. Clinton Hill was home to a creative class; Fort Greene now beckoned those who sought the cascade effect of their proximity. But make no mistake: The true artists—the ones who sometimes starved and were unsure of if not the next paycheck then definitely the one after that—lived in Dumbo. (No suburban parental subsidies here!) There was, as there always is with places like this, a romance around the whole thing. A lawless land of cobblestoned streets, overlooking a waterfront with full Manhattan views. Unzoned apartments with sky-high ceilings and exposed wood beams for pennies on the dollar. Streetlights and mailboxes covered in stickers and flyers for open studios and burlesque shows and album release events held in venues without fire permits or liquor licenses. The whole place fueled by the collective audacity of centering pure creativity right in the capital of capitalism. But Dumbo living was not for the faint of heart. Those cobblestoned streets flooded in the summer and never got plowed in the winter; the wind off the waterfront beat through uninsulated brick walls. Dive bars were legion, but you’d be hard-pressed to find a grocery, laundromat, or even a coffee shop remotely in walking distance. Hot water was scarce; the rats were plenty. The neighborhood’s roughness underscored by the fact that, just a water’s width away, was the perpetual polish of Bloomberg’s metropolis. The whole neighborhood existing like a big middle finger to it all.

Marla was not prepared for any of this. Her understanding of the art world was rooted in the presentation of commerce—sleek opening receptions at tony galleries and benefits for museums. She had not been exposed to the less comfortable business of being a working artist. Her choice of attire for a housewarming in a destined-for-demolition former warehouse was a cream Donna Karan knit dress with matching Manolo Blahnik stiletto boots and a snakeskin Balenciaga bag that cost more than all the buildings’ occupants likely made in a month. Combined. But it was more than sartorial dissonance that made this particular night unusual for Marla. As I pulled up in my cab and saw her sitting inside Devon’s cherished ’90 Range Rover Classic smoking a Nat Sherman, it occurred to me that I couldn’t recall ever seeing Marla alone. In fact, I suspect Marla rarely was. I don’t mean in their big house while Devon was at work or when she shopped or got her impeccably pressed hair done or nails painted. I mean that she seemed to exist only as part of a unit; half of a set whose moves were driven by the demands of his career. Their dinners out were with his colleagues, the holiday parties for his clients. Being by his side was not just an identity for her, I recognized now; it was also a form of protection. Together, she was a wife. A valuable accessory that enhanced him in society’s esteem. Just as her pricey bag was seen by other women as an enhancement of her. Alone, she was a silly, overdressed woman with no occupation. And that, in a roomful of strangers in this part of New York City, was a valid reason to feel intimidated.

“Hey, girl,” I said casually as I approached the truck. “I can’t believe Devon let you drive D-3PO; that’s true love!”

“What?” she asked, lost in her own thought. “Oh, yeah, my car’s getting serviced, and what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him, right?”

“Right,” I said, though, my buzz from the museum martini wearing off, it immediately made me anxious. My cousin worshiped that truck. It had been a gift from Grandpa Forten during one of my summer visits to the Vineyard when Devon first got his license. It was sent over on the ferry with a bow and everything. Even got him a vanity plate, which Devon had kept: D-3PO, his childhood nickname and the only public nod to his formerly dorkier, Star Wars–loving self. His pure love of this truck the last remnant of the charming boy who, year upon year, had become obfuscated by the growing layers of Devon’s pretensions. The vehicle was a reminder that at my cousin’s core was a person who valued a good gift from someone he loved. One who was willing to wait out the awkward phase of it being an “old car,” confident it would eventually become a classic.

“I almost went home to change,” Marla offered, hopping out of the truck with a giant magnum of chilled Veuve, sweating, as if it too, were nervous. “And then I thought, ‘What are you, twelve, Marla? No one cares what you’re wearing.’”

If she wanted me to affirm her, I couldn’t even pretend. Her impeccably manicured appearance was alien not just to this street and this occasion but to Brooklyn itself. She seemed to be in a drag of sorts—a young woman playing the part of sophisticated, Upper East Side, light-skinned Mrs. Robinson.

“So, Felix also moved from Paris?” I asked, making small talk as we crossed the street and headed into the building.

“Felix is why we moved to Brooklyn!” Marla exclaimed like it was the most natural thing in the world. “He was set to come back here and told us there was no other place to be now.”

As Marla struggled to navigate the uneven steps in her delicate heels, she prattled on about Felix’s other pronouncements: that she should pursue interior design, that she should get involved with a public arts program called Creative Time instead of a museum because their finger was so much more on the pulse of the art world. By the time we reached the fourth-floor landing, where we could hear “Le Freak” and laughter coming through the door, I was positively salivating to meet Felix the Sage, wondering what advice he might offer for my life.

“Marla, darling,” he said as he opened the door, a teacup Yorkie in his arms, “we are so happy to see you! Venus missed her mami!”

“And Mami missed her Venus!” Marla squealed as she grabbed the dog from his hands and planted two of the most genuine double kisses on his cheeks. “And her Felix!”

I had no clue whose dog this was and couldn’t tell what, exactly, the relationship was between them, but what was radiantly clear was that Marla’s anxiety was vanquished by Felix’s reception. A cosmic handoff transpired in the threshold of this loft, from my sufferably adequate hands as wingwoman to Felix’s far more desirable arms. Indeed, as Felix wrapped his thin, tatted limb around Marla’s waist, you could almost see her visibly exhale. Once again, shielded from judgment by the armor of a man.

“And you must be Alicia,” Felix pronounced, not unwarmly, “The other Boricua in her life. I don’t know if I want to hug you or stab you in a jealous rage for making me share the spotlight.”

I giggled, as much as for forging this ethnic bond as at the notion of me being a part of Marla’s “life,” which, I suddenly understood, was a mystery to me.

“I hope we can avoid stabbing each other,” I said. “At least today.”

“I love you already,” Felix stated, now offering me two air-kisses. “Come and meet my family.”

The loft was long and narrow: the front clearly his work area, the rear for living, all of it loosely divided by hanging curtains and shoji screens. We passed two large canvases surrounded by reference photos—Polaroids of Felix’s presumed subjects and color copies of landscapes and abstract paintings were pinned all around. The pieces were incomplete, but admittedly fascinating. Mixed-media portraits, set against anachronistic backgrounds. It was hard not to notice the two massive canvases, surrounded by photos of both Marla and Devon. Marla’s had her wearing a fitted wrap dress not unlike the one she’d worn when I’d gone for dinner. The portrait was fleshed out and real. Her face was unfinished, but she felt vibrantly alive. Devon, on the other hand, was a mere outline. Hollow inside. For some reason, Felix had worked up the background—a collage of stock ticker tapes and Wall Street Journal pages—but had only really painted Devon’s shoes. They were a rich cognac color, wing-tipped and shiny, rendered in an oil paint that felt luxurious. But the rest of him was just the faint and uneven strokes of a paintbrush rendering an absent body seated in a wing chair. A sketch.

“Don’t you love them?” Marla, who noticed me staring, whispered.

“We just need to get that husband of yours in for a session,” Felix offered, before turning to me and adding, “It’s important to me to work from life.”

“Of course,” I replied as if I knew anything about portrait painting.

Around the loft, knickknacks lined the window ledges; books abounded everywhere. We walked past a makeshift wall into an assemblage of cabinets and appliances that created the illusion of a kitchen. A handsome guy with horn-rimmed glasses and a FAMU shirt was breaking ice from a tray into a bowl.

“Tony,” Felix said with a smile as he led Marla toward him as if presenting a gift. “This is Marla, mi patrona. And this is my sweet Tony.”

Tony leaned in to offer her an air-kiss, but Marla was too distracted to even notice, her eyes taking in the space around her. A look passed between him and Felix.

“I can’t believe how much unpacking you’ve gotten done!” Marla exclaimed. “It’s so lived-in.”

“It’s my old place, nena,” Felix offered with a bit of strained nonchalance. “Tony here has been keeping it warm for me. Let’s get into this champagne!”

Felix ushered us all into the main “living space” of the loft. In the far end was what looked like multiple mattresses tucked in a corner, a mosquito net draped over it all. In the center, a small handful of people was gathered on an old Victorian sofa and some cushions on the floor, a coffee table was crowded with Jack Daniel’s, wine- and shot glasses, and a Tony Montana–worthy pile of cocaine.

“Alicia!” a woman on the sofa called out, and I looked up to see Raquel.

“Oh, shit!” I said, moving to hug her; delighted to find a friendly face in this increasingly gonzo setting. Raquel used to go out with White Julian and had been roommates with Marcus. They’d all gone to Brown together. But after the stadium displaced them, she moved to the city with her sister, broke White Julian’s heart, and stopped coming around the neighborhood so much. But Raquel, like me, was from Brooklyn. Real nobody-is-moving-to-New-York-and-trying-to-live-where-we-grew-up Brooklyn. And maybe that’s why, even though I didn’t know her too well, I liked her.

“You know each other!” Felix exclaimed as he popped Marla’s magnum of champagne. “Amazing!”

“Alicia is friends with Marcus,” Raquel explained. “She’s the one that lives with Lorraine. Across from La Garza.”

“I’ve been in your apartment,” he sang out. “Used your bathroom during one of Garza’s parties. Now that bitch is a legend! Did you know she’s Rita Moreno’s long-lost bastard granddaughter?”

Before anyone could react to this, Marla, who was staring into space and fiddling with her necklace, cleared her throat. Felix turned his body away from us, giving her his full focus.

“Marla, this is my cousin Raquel. She is an editor at The Fader.”

“I do work at The Fader, but I’m not his cousin,” Raquel said with a laugh. “He feels compelled to make every Puerto Rican his relative.”

“Your mother is basically married to my sister. If that doesn’t make us cousins, I don’t know what does,” Felix replied.

“I think that would make her your niece,” I said.

Felix sucked his teeth and gave me a look of disgust.

“Niece? We’re practically twins!” he lamented before continuing. “And this is Siobhan. She works at Pace Wildenstein. Her boyfriend has a studio downstairs.”

Siobhan had little interest in talking, because all her interest was in the coke, but she managed to raise her head from the table long enough to say hello, her pink little button nose covered in white powder.

“Sorry, what’s The Fader?” Marla asked, clutching her champagne, perched now on the edge of a filthy-looking leather armchair.

“The Fader is The Fader,” Tony said, unhelpfully but not unkindly, as he too turned his interest toward the mound of coke.

“Marla, here!” Felix offered, swooping in to save her with a bump of coke spooned onto his fist, which he offered up to her. “It goes so well with the champagne.”

Marla demurred for a nanosecond before she raised her glass and toasted, “To Paris!” She inhaled the bump before grabbing Felix’s hand and insisting he show her around and explain how it was possible this fabulous place was already so well decorated when he’d just moved in. Felix, in that moment, hoovered two large lines of coke himself before declaring that what he really wanted to show her was the view from the roof.

I poured myself a shot, feeling like I’d walked into the Mad Hatter’s Tea Party.

“Does anyone know what’s happening here?” I asked no one in particular.

“He’s just tending to his mistress,” Tony said cheekily as he diced out three neat lines of blow.

“Mistress?” I asked, confused. Tony offered me a line, which I debated, but passed on in lieu of another shot of Jack.

“I mean, not his actual mistress,” Tony offered. “He fucks me. Mainly.”

Raquel too waved Tony’s drugs away.

“I’m high on life,” she said flatly before returning to me. “Pour me one of those?”

I poured her a shot and had another myself while she gave me her side of the breakup and why she’d left the neighborhood.

“Marcus was bitter about losing the apartment like that,” she told me. “But to me? I don’t know, it felt like a sign. Don’t-stay-too-long-at-the-fair type of thing, you know? Besides, it was time to end things with Julian, and who wants to run into their ex every time you leave the house?”

I was conceding that this was a fair point when Siobhan’s cell phone began to ring. It was only the second time she had looked up from her industrious work vacuuming up blow.

“Excuse me!” she shouted, getting up and walking toward the door before adding, “I have to take this,” in a tone that implied one of us suggested otherwise. We watched her walk out the door before I saw Raquel throw a look to Tony.

“So,” Raquel asked, cautiously, “is Marla your play cousin or your actual cousin?”

“The wife of my actual cousin,” I said, before feeling the need to add, “I’ve never hung out with her alone until now.”

“Well then, I feel like I can level with you,” Raquel said. “She’s the most recent participant in one of Felix’s mutually beneficial relationships with the wealthy.”

“They are patrons of his art!” Tony pronounced, seeming to like the way this sounded, because he repeated it. Gave it a hand gesture. “Patrons of his art!”

“Felix had a show in Paris and met your cousin and Marla; they bought one of his pieces and found him charming—”

“Everyone does!” Tony offered as he poured himself some more champagne.

“They invited him to lunch. Lunch became dinner, dinner became a weekend in Nice.”

“Marla took a shine to him, and your cousin started paying him to keep her entertained while he traveled,” Tony offered. “They’re the reason he’s back. Sent him some money to relocate and everything.”

I slammed another shot as I pondered this depressing news. My cousin was the kind of man to put someone on the payroll just to babysit his wife. And, as if she could read my mind, Raquel put a hand on my shoulder and offered me this:

“Look, it’s not like Felix doesn’t like her. He thinks she’s adorable. He just can’t help but grift a little bit. It’s his nature.”

“Is it a grift?” Tony asked, a look of honest pontification on his face. “Or a mutual exchange of something the other values?”

“Fine,” Raquel said, “it’s not a grift then. But what’s for certain is that Tony’s been covering this place since he left for Paris. So that ‘relocation money’ is just going up everybody’s nose tonight, if you know what I mean.”

Raquel didn’t do drugs, but she did drink like a sailor. By the time Marla and Felix reemerged with the neighbor from across the hall—a guy named Nino, who was dressed like Jim Morrison in leather pants and a vest (no shirt), and a beautiful, dark-skinned woman named Raven, who’d been modeling for him—we were pretty drunk. Raquel suggested to Tony that he pull out the karaoke machine, which he then did, as Nino and Marla and Raven and a returned Siobhan—“I have very important business to attend to!”—all proceeded to partake in both more champagne and more coke.

“Nino makes figurative ice sculptures!” Marla marveled. “He uses chain saws to cut through the ice.”

“Among other things,” Nino said. He might have been channeling Morrison, but his accent was pure Jersey Shore. “I use ice picks and sanpapah too.”

“It’s very erotic,” Raven opined.

“But how do you show them?” asked Siobhan. “Before they melt.”

“That’s part of it,” Marla said. “He photographs them. Melting.”

Some happy dust and a shared smoke on the roof had rendered Marla an art expert, it seemed.

“And videos, ya know?” Nino said, inhaling a line. “Like, of me going at the ice with the chain saws and the model just sitting there. It’s like frickin’ Leatherface meets Edward Scissorhands and shit.”

Reflexively, Raquel grabbed my hand and squeezed it.

“That sounds fucking hot,” I blurted out.

I’d never thought I wanted to have anyone doing anything near me with a chain saw, but hearing about it made my body tense.

“It is,” Raven confirmed.

While Marla serenaded Felix with a competent rendition of “We Belong Together,” Nino explained to us how he discovered his talents with ice one summer while working at his uncle’s catering hall. Raquel and I were so enraptured, we didn’t notice that Tony’s mood—previously jovial and loquacious—had turned suddenly sullen and combative. Just as Marla’s song was ending, he got up, shoved her, and demanded, “Give me back my mic!” before delivering an excellent, if aggressive, version of “Another Man.” Marla meekly made her way toward Felix, holding her arm as though injured, prompting Felix to take it and “kiss it where it hurt.”

“I don’t know why you’re so thirsty, honey, but you do realize he’s a homosexual, right?” Tony yelled, the synthesizers and drums of the Barbara Mason tune still going in the background.

“He’s my gay husband!” Marla said matter-of-factly, her tone revealing that she wasn’t friendly with enough gay men to know the tone of a queen done playing around.

“He’s my gay husband,” Tony mimicked while pursing his lips and mounting his tippy toes to mock her. “Your gay husband’s gonna have to pull my shoe out of your ass in a minute if you don’t give it a rest over here. Felix, you need to call her straight, legally recognized, boring, missionary-sex-having husband and get him to pick up his mess.”

“No!” Marla yelled. Up on her feet now. She turned to Felix. “You wouldn’t! You know he doesn’t want me partying.”

“I would never, nena! Never,” he said, taking her face in his hands before turning to Tony. “And you, mi amor, need to stop with all this ansias.”

“Más vale que te paguen bien porque esta tipa me saca de quicio,” Tony hissed in perfect Spanish.

“What’d he say?” Raquel whispered to me.

“That they’d better be paying him good money ’cuz Marla’s on his last nerves,” I translated. “I didn’t realize Tony was Latino.”

“No, he’s just a regular Black dude from Chicago who studied abroad. But you should see his bachata.”

Felix attempted to forge a tacit peace between his lover and his fiscal mistress, mainly by plying the former with alcohol and the latter with more coke.

“She hates him,” Raven turned and said to me.

“Hates who?” I asked.

“She hates her husband. She was telling us on the roof. He wants her to have a baby, and she wants to live a little.”

“You just met her,” I said. “I think it’s more complicated than that.”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I often find it easier to be my real self with total strangers; they can’t be disappointed in me, because they have no expectations.”

The karaoke machine was going again, and now Raquel and Felix were doing a duet: “Dream Boy / Dream Girl.” I cheered them on for a moment; you don’t hear freestyle much anymore. Then I grabbed the bottle of Jack Daniel’s and whispered in Nino’s ear that I would very much like to see his ice sculptures.



Raven had undersold the experience. The chain saw was impossibly loud, drowning out any doubts or judgments that might have been spinning in your head about what you were doing. He moved with complete confidence, commanding his chain saw through the large blocks of ice. The frozen particles flying over and onto you. Melting, almost immediately, against your flesh, which was hotter than fire because of the imminent danger you were on the precipice of. A man you barely knew wielding a chain saw so close to you, controlling a seemingly uncontrollable situation of water made solid through cold. All for the purposes of re-creating your very body. Simply so it can melt. And all the while you sat perfectly, absolutely still. Imitating something inanimate, while inside you were pulsating with more life than you knew your veins could hold.



I woke up to the pink of morning and the rumbling of the subway on the Manhattan Bridge. New Yorkers shuttling to the kinds of early-morning jobs that would render them invisible to people like Marla and Devon and maybe even Tony and Raven or Lorraine or Chuck or any of the others who’d moved here to make a playground out of our backyard. I dressed quickly and, in the hallway between the two lofts, glanced out the window to the street. Devon’s car was still parked outside.

Inside Felix’s loft, Siobhan and Raven had vanished, having made their way home or still out there somewhere, keeping the party going. But Raquel was passed out on the sofa, little Venus cuddled in her arms; her curly mop blocking her face from the daylight. Under the mosquito netting, Marla lay on the big bed on the floor, Felix between her and Tony. I woke her and drove us back to my house in silence. Away from the potholes and the decaying streets, winding through the housing projects and the cavity of the Navy Yard, until once again we found ourselves in the bougie safety of tree-lined streets and brownstones. Marla seemed to collect herself more with every passing block. At one point, out of nowhere, she just began to laugh. Laugh like she had gotten away with something. And I realized that she had. She—with no vocation or concrete interests in anything but being perceived as “cool”—had made it past the gatekeepers in one piece. No one had called her out. Her money buying her, if not membership, certainly a guest pass. For as long as she wanted to stay. The city was, I knew, hers for the taking now. To paraphrase Sinatra: If she could fake it here, she could fake it anywhere!

On my block, she started to say something—seeking an assurance of secrecy I presumed—but I didn’t want to hear it. I put my finger to my lips and mimed turning a lock and throwing away the key. She climbed over to the driver’s seat, hit the gas, and D-3PO and the night vanished. And as I watched her drive away, though there was not a soul out on the street, I could feel someone’s eyes on me. There, on her fire escape, was La Garza, fresh and ready for her day, enjoying a cup of coffee. She raised her mug to me, the strangest look on her face. One that I could not place. So, I just waved, went inside, and slept for most of the day.






FOUR


A couple of days after my night at Felix’s, Lorraine and I returned from a grocery run to find a note bearing my name taped to the front door of our building. I recognized the handwriting immediately, not from knowing the scribe but from the memory box of my mind, where I saved ticket stubs from concerts and notes from puppy loves. The letters were a loose and bulbous cursive, the i’s in Alicia capped not with dots but rounded, drawn puffs that made me feel the writer fought the urge to make them hearts. I hadn’t seen my name written out that way since my days at IS 227, when Isabel Martinez asked if I’d be her best friend (mark yes or no). It was the penmanship equivalent of a Brooklyn accent. Something I quickly discerned, upon leaving the confines of my borough for more elite environments, needed to be shed quickly. Replaced with something neater, tighter. More refined. But what made this throwback stand out was that it was not my name on a crumpled sheet of loose-leaf paper but on the outside of a heavy-weight, woven cotton-paper envelope. The kind that feels more like the idea of having money than even holding money does. The envelope was lined with a blue-and-purple Italian marbled paper, the note card inside thick and lavish: a beveled edge you could see was hand-painted gold and engraved at the top, in the most tasteful sans serif font—a shade of purple pulled directly from the liner: La Garza.

“That’s weird,” Lorraine said when I told her who it was from. “What does she want?”

There were two camps of feeling about La Garza: those who adored her and those who found her—everything about her—too much. Lorraine was firmly in the latter, appreciating her famous hospitality but wary of what she perceived was a show. “People,” Lorraine had said, “should not be brands.” As for me? Well, I had a girl crush on her before I even knew what girl crushes were. Ironically, the way I can see now that I’d had for Lorraine, before I actually got to know her. La Garza was, to me then, less a person than the idea of a kind of woman I wished I could be. My chest was bursting that she even knew my name.

The bubbly written missive went:


Love, it occurred to me when I saw you shame-walking home that you live so close and have never been to one of my parties. Let’s fix that this weekend. Saturday! Any time after 9!



It was true. I’d lived a stone’s throw from her for nearly two years and had managed to miss every La Garza extravaganza. Each one relayed to me in the aftermath. Had I known they were happening, probably I’d have skipped my trip to Syracuse. But that was the thing about La Garza’s parties that only added to the epic nature of her fêtes: They seemingly manifested like mirages in the Brooklyn night. You might rise on a Saturday morning thinking your evening plans involved washing your bras and watching a Bravo marathon, and then you’d run into a friend at the gym or overhear people talking at the bagel store or get a text from someone who’d heard from so-and-so while running in the park that La Garza was having a party that night. It had the energy of combustible matter. The sparks ignited when La Garza woke up and supposedly decided that today seemed like a good day to throw open the doors to her home.

“It’s an invitation,” I said. “She’s having a party this weekend.”

Lorraine stopped moving shit around in our sad little fridge, walked over to me, and pulled the note out of my hands to see for herself.

“Girl, you’re great and all,” she said, “but this is sus. Nobody gets invited to these things. People just go.”

This, of course, I had also heard. How there was no formal guest list. Nobody was working the door. Everyone was welcome; anybody might show up. Which also added to the titillating prospect of drama! Who might you meet that you didn’t yet know? Who might you run into who you’d rather not see again? Who else, in this large city that was really just a small town like every other, might have happened to have heard about what was going down the same night that you did?

“Well, there’s nothin’ wrong with being the first,” I said, feeling myself just a little bit.

“I hate to gas you up even more,” Lorraine said, laughing as she walked back to the fridge, “but I sorta can’t wait till you tell Aaron Francis. It’s gonna burst his bubble.”

“I’m about to call him right now,” I said, giddy at bragging rights for both my invitation and having been proven right.

See, it had been the subject of much barstool debate between us if La Garza’s fêtes were as impromptu as everyone accepted them to be. The invites, maybe, but the party itself? It required a willful suspension of logic. How, for instance, does somebody just suddenly have DJ Herbert spin at their house on a Saturday night? Who randomly gets Cake Man Raven to deliver red velvet cake for one hundred people for midnight snacks without a little forethought? Or has Santigold ready and waiting to do an acoustic set? The invitation not only made me feel special, it was my proof that these soirees were premeditated. The perceived spontaneity playing into her mythology. A mythology people like Aaron Francis wanted to believe in. It was part of what made everyone have such a great time: You surrendered yourself to the magic of serendipity.



My fascination with La Garza stemmed in part from my proximity to her. The window of my bedroom in our third-floor apartment looked down onto our sleepy, mostly industrial street, and almost directly into La Garza’s world. She lived and worked in a converted auto garage. The downstairs was her showroom and photo studio and office space, the second floor the sprawling loft where she resided. Except for when she slumbered, which did not appear to be for long—the place had a buzz that the rest of the street lacked. On weekday mornings and evenings—staving off my own hangovers or getting ready to get back out onto the streets—I’d often spy her comings and goings. Hustling out of her apartment to the corner bodega for coffee and a buttered roll before opening up the studio. Racks of samples coming and going. Black town cars dropping editors off. Models off. Clients off. Sometimes picking La Garza up. Always dropping her off. Almost always alone.

In public—at the Dominican salon or presiding in front of Madiba with Omar and Carmen—she was an unofficial ambassador of the neighborhood. She was famously generous. That the staff came to her immediate attention at every local bar or restaurant she entered was in no small part due to the largesse of her tips. Ours was an insular community, full of familiar places and faces, and she had her finger on the pulse of it. There was no relationship—clandestine or public—that she did not seem to be aware of; no business owner with troubles that she did not counsel. She inquired after the life struggles of every hairdresser and bodeguero she encountered. But at home—in her inner sanctum—she kept her circle remarkably close. The light in her studio on sometimes until 9:30 or 10:00 PM, only shutting when I might spy Omar or Carmen arriving at her doorstep with takeout and a bottle of wine. On the weekends, you could catch her sunbathing on the roof in the summer or sitting on her fire escape with her sketch pad in the springtime. It was a different person completely from who she was in the magazine profiles or on the streets. This person, the La Garza at home? She seemed to possess something valuable that I deeply coveted: the ability to be content in her own company. And this quality, more than any other, made her captivating to me. The only time her public persona existed in her home space seemed to be during her infamous parties—spectacle-laden, elaborate affairs—particularly by Brooklyn house party standards.

For obvious reasons, I did not get on the bus to Syracuse that weekend. I didn’t even go through the motions of attempting to take the bus this time. Instead, on Thursday, I called James to say that we had a very important campaign we needed to present at work on Monday. (This was not a lie, I remember distinctly; it was for a long-wear cosmetics client, and the tagline was “Just as hot the morning after as the night before.”) And that I needed to work over the weekend (this part was mainly a fabrication). He was, of course, very understanding, dedicated as he was to his own career. And also, wasn’t the whole reason I stayed behind in the city to establish myself professionally? Of course it was.

You might not believe this, but I had been a Girl Scout. It was something Lorraine and I bonded over: troop names, badges earned. I tell you this because I value honesty. I really do. Still, I wouldn’t blame you for wondering why I wouldn’t just be up front about the party and ask James to come down to Brooklyn and spend the weekend with my friends and me. To come and enjoy the music and the dancing and the seemingly unlimited alcohol I’d heard La Garza provided. The answer is complicated. I loved everything about James except when he was around my friends. Alone, it was awesome. But when they were forced to coexist? Well, it was almost as if there were two versions of me—the one that had formed in the intimate space around James, safe in our cocoon of a life together, and then the me that was steadily emerging from living in the wilds of New York. Unsure of who or what I might brush up against, but secure enough in the safety net of my friends to keep going out there and feeling it all. But when we were all together, us and James—I was unsure which version to be, and in turn, I acted like a stranger to myself. Being quiet when normally I’d be loud, clingy where normally I’d be independent. Or, perhaps, in the beginning, I really was the version of me I presented when I was with James. On the weekends. But then, over time, the Alicia who existed during the rest of the week? Well, she began to take over. And I wasn’t sure that James would like her as much. So, for selfish reasons, I preferred to keep these two versions of me—of my life—separate. I loved James too much to tell him that. I knew he believed the whole point of a relationship—of a marriage—was that you should be everything to one another. Best friends, lovers, confidantes. This sounded so nice but honestly never felt very realistic. Even Marla, devoted as she was, hid a thing or two (or three) from Devon. Besides, if a husband was meant to be a best friend, why would they be called two different things?

Finding myself home in Brooklyn on a warm spring day, I could have gone to a yoga class or sunbathed in Fort Greene Park, but instead, Lorraine and I sat on my bedroom windowsill, pretending to read People but really monitoring the mysterious preparations for the evening over at La Garza’s and pondering the meaning behind her invitation. Actual party rentals arrived: with an illuminated bar and crate after crate of real glasses. At some point around noon, Toño himself pulled up in a minivan and had his son carry in cases of Cîroc and Bombay Sapphire and even Veuve. In the early afternoon, a florists’ truck pulled up, and men started wheeling out potted trees and branches. Later, as the sun was setting, someone set up a screen and a projector on the roof. Eventually, we had to get dressed and left the windowsill, figuring it was just a matter of time before La Garza’s enigmas revealed themselves to us.

It was a beautiful night, and La Garza had opened the garage door of her studio, such that the party could (and would) spill out onto the street. Long pinkish curtains had been hung that billowed with the night breeze (or was it a fan?), and the trees and branches we’d seen earlier had been assembled to flank the entryway such that the space was transformed from fashion showroom into an enchanted garden. There was a string quartet playing Amy Winehouse songs. The room had been cast with rose-colored light, and La Garza had dressed the bartenders and waitresses in pink vests and trousers. In a wink-wink to the “Olde Tyme” mode invading Brooklyn at that moment, she had them all wear shirt garters, bow ties, and handlebar mustaches—even on the ladies. They passed around pink signature drinks—greyhounds, more or less—and though some people lingered on this floor talking or kissing, it was clear that this space was merely an appetizer to a more savory feast. In the rear was a staircase that wound up to the second floor—La Garza’s loft. Here, it was as if you were inside a kaleidoscope—every surface reflecting a different shade, tone, and shape of light. The effect created by two projectors rotating slides of religious stained glass windows. On this floor, the waitstaff were all draped in nuns’ habits. The DJ was spinning ’70s soul, set up in a lofted area where, I presumed, La Garza normally slept. In opposite corners of the room were dancing couples on elevated platforms, so attractive and stylishly dressed that it was hard to tell if they were professional entertainment or just other guests having a really good time. Though we arrived early—just around 9:30—Lorraine and I were shocked by how packed it was already. With celebrities both local to us—Ralph from the bodega on Lafayette, Old Man Cellar himself—and the universally famous: a couple of guys from the Roots were there, and I saw Rosie Perez on the dance floor with Chris, the bartender from Olivino. We found Leti and Marcus, who’d come with Raquel and her little sister, and kicked it with them and danced for a bit. Then Raquel started asking for details about my art project with Nino, and I told Lorraine we should look for La Garza. Eventually, I lost Lorraine to a friend of hers from Howard we’d bumped into, and I—wanting to be sure that I thanked our host for the invitation—headed to investigate yet another floor of the party.

Atop yet another staircase was the roof—or, I should say, several roofs. While some of the most beautiful blocks in Brooklyn surrounded us, ours was not one of them. Squeezed between the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway and the Brooklyn Navy Yard, it was a mix of residential walk-ups and low-rise industrial garages. This could be very annoying on a weekday morning—with the noise of trucks backing up starting at dawn—but quite lovely on a Sunday. Or, in this case, a Saturday night, when no one really cared who did what on top of their empty warehouse. Upstairs, the DJ was spinning hip-hop and blue-eyed soul, and the aforementioned screen played a silent montage of movie musicals: Cabaret, Chicago, All That Jazz. I couldn’t spot La Garza, but there, illuminated by the projections of Liza Minnelli and Richard Gere, I saw someone else—Matteo Jones.

I instinctively waved at him and his eyes met mine, and suddenly, I remembered the kiss in the bathroom and his made-up excuse for leaving. I looked away, flushed hot with embarrassment, until I heard his voice in my ear and realized he’d walked over to me.

“Isn’t it funny how you can go all these years not meeting someone and then you suddenly start seeing them all the time?” Jones offered.

“Or maybe we saw each other all the time and just didn’t notice one another until we were forced to,” I answered with a laugh.

“I’d notice you,” he said, before adding, “probably.” He was good-looking and well dressed and made a lot of money, and he talked like he was very aware of it all.

“My cousin might have told you this, but I’m not easily impressed.”

“Actually, your cousin said that about you. Exactly that.”

“Have you seen La Garza?” I asked. “She sent me an invitation, and I wanted to be sure to thank her.”

“A proper invitation?” he replied, his eyes going wide in surprise.

“Handwritten and taped to my front door,” I added, aware of the flex.

“Gotta wonder what she wants…” he said, clearly unimpressed.

“Or maybe she’s just being neighborly?” I said, a little defensive. “I live across the street.”

“Listen,” he said as he guided us toward the bar, “I don’t know Garza well, but I know her long. She’s not a creature of wasted movements.”

Matteo ordered us drinks—remembering my vodka tonic—and I was so struck by how he’d described her, like a wild animal trying to survive, that I hadn’t noticed his hand make its way to the small of my back.

“What could I possibly have that she wants?” I asked, suddenly very aware of his firm touch but also not moving from it.

“DJ Tayo!” someone called out.

Two dudes stepped out in front of us, eager. One stout with a face set in a permanent scowl, the other lean and lanky. They reminded me of Pinky and the Brain.

“DJ Tayo!” the stout one repeated, putting his hand out for a dap. He wore an MF DOOM T-shirt; the lanky kid, a shirt from the Fat Beats store. I noticed an almost imperceptible eye roll from Matteo when he realized who it was. “It’s me, Roger. And this is my partner, Zap—”

“It’s Steve, actually,” Zap offered, “but you know, for marketing purposes—”

“Right. Zap and Roger,” Matteo said flatly.

“Computer love,” Zap sang.

“We host the All-Vinyl Hip-Hop Karaoke over at Pianos on Tuesdays,” Roger offered.

“Good to see you,” Matteo said. “This is Alicia.”

Before I even nodded, I knew they had no interest in me at all. Unless I was made of vinyl, their kind never did. They were Obsessives: Their only interest was obscure records. Not dancing to them, or enjoying them, or even knowing about the people who made them. Just cataloging and procuring them and talking about them. Before records, it was probably skateboards, and before skateboards, it was probably comic books. Soon it would become expensive denim or sneakers before it became comics. Again.

“Look,” Roger said, a little demandingly, “we were at her last party and saw you DJ. What was that fire you dropped during your reggae set.… How did it go? I’m tryin’ to remember how it went?”

“Pure fire,” Zap interjected. “It was like…” He tried to hum the song and do a little dance.

“It was more of a eehh, ehhh eh eh…” Roger chimed in.

“Oh God. Please stop,” Matteo offered. “I think you’re talking about ‘Play It Cool’ by Hortense Ellis, and, um, they should have it on vinyl at Charlie’s Calypso City on Fulton Street. But you must promise me that if you go, you’re not gonna say that I sent you.”

“Oh, absolutely,” Roger said, “I’ll make sure to drop your—”

“No, please, like, don’t—”

“We’re launching this website, dude,” Roger said, “for vinyl heads like us. You should write something for it! About, you know, how you come up with your sets and shit.”

“Yeah, thanks, man. I’m a little tight on time these days.”

“I gotta ask,” Zap said conspiratorially. “How come you’re not spinning tonight? Did you piss her off? I heard she’s real testy.”

“Who is her?” I asked.

“Are we even allowed to say her name out loud?” Roger whispered. “She’s supposedly mobbed up and all.”

“Garza?” Matteo asked. “Please.”

“Really? Then what about that Latvian cat following her around? Looks mobbed up to me.”

Roger pointed toward a corner of the roof, where we could glimpse the back of La Garza and, hovering behind her, a tall, somewhat goofy-looking white dude with a round baby face and bushy eyebrows. His dirty-blond hair was slicked back, and his overexposed chest sported an obnoxiously thick gold chain. And while I wasn’t sure why everyone seemed so convinced he was Latvian, he did look like a two-bit extra from a Scorsese film.

“He’s a stockbroker,” a tall, beautiful woman standing near us offered. “Which is a different sort of criminal.”

“Since when is capitalism a crime?” Matteo offered with what I could see was a flirtatious smirk.

The woman was a fit model for La Garza. (She was also an ardent socialist, which pretty much threw cold water on any flirtation Matteo was offering.) The Latvian—she confirmed this—was an investor in the company. He came by the showroom from time to time.

“Apparently,” she offered, “he saved her ass after 9/11. Bankrolled her next show after the bottom fell out. He’s an old friend.”

“Hmmm, just a friend?” Roger asked, before realizing this was a chance to sing, “And you say he’s just a friend.”

“Let’s get out of here,” I whispered to Matteo as I looped my arm through his, and we headed toward the dance floor.

“Every cornball kid in the tristate area moves to Brooklyn, gets a turntable, and thinks they’re a DJ these days. I fucking can’t—”

But Matteo stopped because, by then, we were in the center of the dance floor, taken in by the music and the crowd and the intense energy of concentrated possibility. Around us was every walk of life Brooklyn could offer: ballers and junior ballers, Buppies y Los Yuppies, wannabe nightlife impresarios, yet-to-be-discovered artists, nascent boldfaced names, recognizable actors, well-dressed charlatans, and the young and hot (both professional and amateur). And everyone, aware of being in the nucleus of something—though perhaps not exactly certain what—was adrenalized. The thrill of being “in” converted our atmosphere into fairy dust, sprinkling upon us all the sense of destiny being on our sides. Every song that dropped was the perfect song, the one we all wanted to hear. Every body that brushed against you was the body you’d hoped to have the chance to touch. The night surely signaling that our looming summer would be the best we’d ever had.

And even in the thick of all that, La Garza could pull energy her way. I felt her gaze on me from across the roof, and when I looked up, she smiled till her teeth shone as she waved me over. La Garza was what my grandmother would call tez trigueña, her skin tone set off by mischievous, sparkling black eyes. Her thick long hair was parted down the middle and cascaded in waves past her shoulders, over a tuxedo jacket of the same royal blue as her stationery: double-breasted and low cut, paired with shorts instead of trousers. She was leaning against the edge of the roof, one ankle crossed over the other, flanked on one side by the aforementioned Latvian, who was whispering into her ear.

“Miss Alicia Forten,” she exclaimed, “I’m so glad to see you’ve made it! And that you’ve met Mr. Jones.”

I was slightly surprised she knew my last name, then realized that it was written on my door buzzer.

“I wouldn’t miss it,” I said. “You look awesome. Is this one of yours?”

“Always,” she offered with a laugh, and I recognized it was a dumb question. “This is my colleague and one of my oldest friends, Augusts Jankovskis. Tayo, he might be the only one here who knows me longer than you.”

“What up, what up, what up,” Augusts said—he was seemingly coked up, offering me and Matteo a pound that was just a little too rough. He was in head-to-toe Akademiks, which looked as corny as it sounds. In New York, you meet a lot of guys in finance, and up close, the idea of this guy being a stockbroker seemed even more dubious.

“Alicia,” La Garza said, “I heard a rumor about you—”

“And I’ve heard a few about you,” I said, faster than I could stop myself.

“I bet you have,” she said, smiling, and for the first time, it dawned on me that she liked this. The swirl of ambiguity around her. Thrived in it, maybe.

“I heard a rumor,” she continued, “that you’re from Bensonhurst or Gravesend or some other fucked-up part of town where they hate gays and anyone darker than a paper bag. Is that true?”

“Gravesend,” I said flatly, somehow feeling embarrassed.

“Well, I went to Dewey High, right over there; Augusts grew up on Church Ave—”

“KHB, baby,” Augusts corrected, causing La Garza to roll her eyes.

“Sorry, Kings Highway,” she said, turning to me and raising her glass. “Anyway, here’s to surviving Guido hell.”

And we all laughed.

“When I heard that about you,” she continued, “I just figured we should know each other. The real Brooklyn babies need to look out for our own. We’ll be outnumbered soon.”

“Fait accompli,” Matteo offered, gesturing around.

“Fuck you and your Tribeca-living ass,” La Garza said with a laugh. “You forfeited opinions when you moved across that river!”

“I still bleed Brooklyn,” Matteo replied, a little defensively.

“Traitor,” she said with a wink. “Augie, come on. I’ll catch you loves later.”

And with that, she walked away, Augusts awkwardly pounding his chest and mouthing Brooklyn! at us while he followed her.

“What a cornball,” I said when they were out of sight. “I wouldn’t buy weed off that guy, let alone stocks.”

“He’s probably shilling penny stocks in a Jersey strip mall,” Matteo replied before quickly adding, “By the way, I’m not a traitor. Just with the DJing, it was easier being able to walk to work—”

“You don’t gotta explain yourself to me,” I said, amused at how much that little dig of hers got under his skin. How well she knew where to poke. “How do you guys know each other, anyway?”

“Me and Garza? Well, I knew her before the La. She used to kick it with some of the homegirls on my block. But she was always—”

He was cut off by the booming rat-a-tat of a live drum. The rhythm it called quickly getting a response from about a dozen more drummers, playing a samba beat. Collectively, the party turned to meet the music, coming from the roof next to ours. There in front of thirty women, all wearing white and carrying various kinds of drums, stood La Garza. When she felt the attention was properly focused on her, she blew a drill whistle, quick and fast. And like a force, all the drums kicked in at once. A massive Brazilian drum line, dancing to their rhythms from one roof over to ours. La Garza, in her electric blue, percussion instrument in hand, leading them in a parade. The guests from the lower level crowded the staircase, trying to situate themselves in the locus of the hive. Across the street, windows were opened and bodies climbed onto fire escapes to get a better glimpse of what in the hell was happening at that crazy girl’s place down the way. And on the roof, the drums just kept coming and coming, until La Garza was in the dead center of her own crowd, blowing a whistle and commanding everything to a stop.

She was glistening with sweat, but she was beaming. From the crowd, Omar—nearly as much of a showman as she—emerged with a microphone. He whispered something in her ear, and she threw her arms around him, planting a kiss on his cheek.

“Fam,” Omar now said into the mic, raising his other hand into the air with a flourish. “You know our girl loves a party for no reason. But tonight, there’s a method to the madness. Please put your hands together for the one and only La Garza.”

She had given us a show, and the revelers, myself included, clapped madly. For a brief second, before she began speaking, I saw La Garza’s hand trembling as she held the microphone.

“Tonight, we’re celebrating something very special. And I had to do it here, with all of you.” She stopped and took a breath. “Eight years after starting this label in my shitty studio over on Greene Ave., I’m proud to share that in two months, La Garza Incorporated is going public! I’m about to IPO!”

The assembled crowd went crazy. In New York, you didn’t need to even own stock to know an IPO was major. The first step in maybe becoming an actual big deal. Even the socialist fit model who didn’t believe in capitalism was clapping. On the screen, the movie clips changed over to the La Garza logo. Somehow she had Trojan-horsed this house party into a corporate event. And nobody cared in the least.

“This label was raised up, like me, in this neighborhood. A giant shout-out to my homeboy and investor Augusts, over here—for seeing what La Garza could be. And thanks to all of you. We’re getting into accessories and menswear, and I’m gonna have you bitches all smelling like me with some La Garza fragrances! Anyway, I hate when people ruin shit by talking, so—Bob, get that music back up.”

Bobbito dropped “Welcome to Jamrock” but mixed it with Fabolous’s “Brooklyn” such that Damian Marley was welcoming us to Broooklynnn and the crowd basically lost their shit. The party migrated fully to the rooftop now, the drummers riffing off the DJ’s beats. The drinks flowing to the point of losing count. Out of sheer convenience, because it had gotten way too crowded to try to find Lorraine—or anyone else, for that matter—I kept dancing with Matteo. The DJ played a remix of “I Know You, I Live You,” and it seemed everyone on the roof burst into song. And then Omar wove his way through the crowd, whispered something in Matteo’s ear, and then Matteo was leaning over and whispering in mine:

“Garza wants to talk to me about something; I’ll find you in a minute.”

And suddenly, there I was, by myself on a crowded dance floor alone as he and Omar got sucked into the throng. A dance floor, if you don’t know, is one of the most vulnerable places for a single woman to be. A sea lion wearing a “Hello, My Name Is…” sticker at a mixer for hungry sharks. Every two-bit guy with no game at all smells your solitude in the water. Your lack of a male buffer or a dancing girlfriend circle sending a dog whistle to hounds. From the corner of one eye, I saw some dude I vaguely recognized from my subway stop cock his eyebrows in my direction and start to groove my way. I turned to give him my back, only to find Zap eyeing me up and down (the nerve—for all he knew, I was with Matteo) and beckoning me over to him. Before I could even turn again, I felt the thrust of some stranger’s crotch in my backside, a hand put on my hip.

“I’m engaged,” I said, turning to show the jerk my ring.

“We’re just dancing,” he said, as though we’d agreed to him rubbing his dick on my ass. I began to walk away, and the stranger called out, “You’ve got a wack attitude.”

At the bar, two guys were drunkenly arguing about whether Obama could actually win a general election, even if he got the nomination. Their dates, or the girls who hoped to go home with them, trying and failing to win their focus back. In a corner, I spotted Raquel locked in a serious-seeming conversation with White Julian that I wanted no part of. I headed downstairs to pee and try to find Lorraine or any of my other friends who were still there.

“Someone’s in the bathtub crying,” relayed the guy in front of me on the bathroom line.

“What?”

“Yeah,” the woman ahead of him added, “this girl was in there forever, and finally, her friends went in to check on her and she was just sitting on the toilet, bawling. She didn’t want to leave the bathroom, so they moved her to the tub.”

“So everyone’s just using the bathroom while she sits in there crying?”

The people ahead of me just shrugged.

“I mean, they closed the shower curtain,” someone else offered.

I looked around the second floor. The stained glass slideshow had stopped, but even through the dim lamplight, I could see clearly that the night had taken a turn. The crowd had thinned out; the people who remained were—like myself—too drunk to fully have control of themselves. The couples who lingered were as likely to be fighting as dancing. The waiters were gone; the DJ had turned to slow jams. I spotted Aaron Francis on the dance floor, making out with someone I’d never seen before, his hand in her back jeans pocket. I didn’t know what had happened to Matteo. I found myself feeling disappointed that he’d given me the Irish goodbye. Annoyed that I hadn’t anticipated it after his sneaky exit from Devon’s. I felt my mood going foul and decided it was time to go home before it soured my memory of the night.

Downstairs, the party was even more dead: the waitstaff, the bartenders, the musicians, all gone. The rose-colored lights illuminated nothing but a guy passed out on a settee; someone considerate had placed a throw blanket over him. Out front, I finally spotted Lorraine—a dude had his arm around her, clearly spitting some game. She looked a little too happy to see me.

“There’s my roommate!” she said, before shouting at me, “I was just saying that as soon as you showed up, we were leaving.”

“Whaddup,” the guy said to me, offering his hand. Lorraine’s disinterest surprised me; he was handsome and very well dressed. “I’m Victor.”

I introduced myself as Lorraine made up an excuse about needing to get up early for church the next day.

“Maybe I can come over?” Victor asked, too drunk to whisper. “I can leave before you wake up. Or we can go to church together.”

“Not tonight,” Lorraine said, grabbing for my hand. “But I’ll call you.”

“Don’t you want to see the bears?” he asked. “My whip’s right up the street. I’ve got samples in the back.”

“What bears?” I said, intrigued.

“Victor here,” Lorraine said, in her cheeriest don’t-you-dare-laugh voice, “does A & R at Def Jam, but as a side hustle, has started a mink teddy bear company.”

“Mink hip-hop teddy bears,” Victor corrected, the excitement in his voice. “I got Mary J. Blige, we’ve got a Puff Daddy. It’s a side hustle today, but you know what? People our age? We grew up on hip-hop, and you know what we’re doing?”

When neither Lorraine nor I answered, Victor stepped back in.

“Having babies. And what do babies love?”

“Teddy bears,” Lorraine said.

“Made of mink,” I added.

“’Cuz little shorties deserve the best,’” Victor added. “That’s the tagline I’m playing with.”

“Well, I’m in the ad business, and I think that’s a winner,” I said.

Though it was clear Lorraine did not want to spend any more time with Victor or hear more about his mink teddy bears, I was too curious to resist. And so we followed him around the corner to his Escalade, where he popped the trunk to reveal a pile of lustrous fur ears and limbs and faces in various shades of brown. There was a light tan bear with a sort of honey-colored wig in a barely there, plunge-neck, green gown. (“That’s the J.Lo,” Victor needlessly explained.) There was a bear in a puffy, shiny black latex onesie (“Miss Missy ‘Misdemeanor’ Elliott”). There was even an Eminem bear (blond mink, jeans, white tee, and teeny-tiny Air Force 1s) because Victor believed “white shorties need representation too.” I will admit to getting a little bit excited at the sight of the Notorious B.I.G. bear, which featured a bear-size Coogi sweater and a cap.

“This is pretty dope,” I said. “How much are they?”

“Fifteen hundred.”

“Dollars?” Lorraine exclaimed as she played with a Rakim bear. Victor nodded.

“Fuck outta here,” I said, certain he was pulling my leg.

“That’s real, genuine mink, and the jewelry’s all gold plate,” Victor offered, proud of his quality. “But I’ll tell you what: You girls can keep those bears. Tell your friends; show them off. Be my bear-bassadors.…”

His voice trailed off as he chuckled at his own joke. I knew Lorraine didn’t want to feel she owed this dude anything, but I could also tell that she didn’t want to give Mink Rakim back. And frankly, I didn’t want to part with Biggie Smalls. So, with appreciation and promises to brainstorm some good copy lines (me) and get dinner (Lorraine), we and our mink hip-hop icons headed back toward home.

Only, on our corner, was a full-fledged commotion. A guy and two girls—weary revelers from La Garza’s—were in a full shouting match with a cabdriver. Another girl sat in the back of the taxi, with the window open, mascara and tears streaming down her face. From the whispers of the crowd that had gathered, we deduced that the driver had picked the girls up, and one of them—the girl still in the back—vomited before they even got to the end of the block. The driver stopped and insisted they clean it up. It was unclear why she was still in the back; someone said the driver locked her in there. The guy—supposedly a stranger who stepped in when he heard the commotion—had taken out his wallet and was trying to shove a couple of hundreds in the driver’s face. Lorraine wanted to watch the situation resolve itself, but I was done with drama for the night. Then, as I headed toward our place, I saw that Matteo hadn’t flat left me after all. He was still there; on the fire escape with La Garza, a look of consternation on his face. He waved at me, and she turned around.

“Is that one of Victor’s teddy bears?” she called down to me. “I need one of those,” she added to no one in particular as she climbed back into her apartment, closing the window behind her, leaving Matteo outside.

“Did she just shut you out?” I asked, amazed.

“Wanna go to Country House? I could use some food.”

Before I could answer, he’d started fiddling with the fire escape’s rusty ladder, sending it clattering down, his lean, muscular body descending it a couple of seconds later.



I’d inherited my father’s cheekbones, my mother’s flat stomach (thank God), and my grandmother’s talent for gathering other people’s stories. There was just something about us that made people tell us shit. So, before you know any of the rest, let me share this: By the time all the drama went down with La Garza, I knew that Omar had a sweet thing in Harlem, that Lorraine had slept with the manager from Chez Oskar, that Marcus had slept with Sandra the Realtor, and that Sandra had slept with Aaron Francis and Chuck and the bartender from Alibi. I knew that Aaron Francis had also slept with Raquel’s little sister but really, we all knew, had a thing for Leti, who refused to sleep with him but who had secretly hooked up with White Julian. Raquel had also slept with White Julian, obviously, but—rumor had it—had also slept with Carmen. Carmen, from what I’d heard, could hook up with whoever she wanted to, gender be damned. Because she was so sexy and easy to talk to, and from what people told me, when her bar shut down and it was just you and her, drinking and bullshitting? They say things just happened. Anyway, the particulars of who slept with who isn’t what’s important. What’s important is that almost everybody had slept with somebody we knew. And usually, either directly or indirectly, I heard about it.

Except for La Garza.

I never heard shit about her.

La Garza was many things, but sloppy with her between-the-sheets business she was not. Did she flirt? Of course! Never has a more equal-opportunity flirt existed. Did she take shit from men for free? Well, hell yes. How on earth did any single girl make the arithmetic of New York work without playing the geisha every now and then … or every other night, for that matter? It didn’t work otherwise. Trust me, I know. Besides, as La Garza once told me, we were doing them a service. If it weren’t for us, how else would these guys get to be cool? None of those dudes would have seen the inside of a club or lounge in Bloomberg’s Manhattan. (One girl per guy. Minimum. Even in white clubs. Even at dives like Don Hill’s. But at Cheetah or NV, that ratio needed to be at least one point five, if not an outright two to one.) Someone asked Garza once if she was dating anybody, and she’d said, loudly, the day we found out who she was with would be the day her vows announcement was in The New York Times. She was like that—confident about everything—even that her wedding would be newsworthy.

If Garza had a private life, she kept it exactly that. Private. Which is what made that night remarkable, looking back. It wasn’t the party or the IPO announcement or even wandering the moonlit streets with Matteo to get late-night pancakes while holding a $1,500 stuffed animal dressed like the late, great Christopher Wallace. It was that the details of her closely guarded private life cracked open and the mess of her life began running, like yokes, into the streets.

“It’s interesting we never met,” he said when our food came, “because I used to kick it with your cousin all the time. We were analysts together after college.”

“Oh, I was a kid still,” I said, trying to sober up with a Diet Coke. “And then I was at Yale, trying to get the frig out of New York back then.”

“Doing the WASP bit?” he said, a little knowingly.

“Tryin’!” I said with a laugh.

“So you really never met Garza till tonight?” he asked, very seriously.

“Oh, no. I mean, she’s a local celebrity,” I said. “Buys rounds and shit. But I didn’t think she knew my name till I got that note.”

“So, you didn’t meet her, like, back then?” he said cautiously. When I looked confused to what he meant, he threw his napkin down on the table. “Shiiit. I hate this, man. Now, I either gossip like a bitch or let you get caught up, unawares, in Garza drama. And nobody does drama better than her, let me say that.”

“Why would I get caught up in her drama?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“I told you, I knew Garza from around the way,” he said. “She’d kick it with my neighbors’ daughters—”

“Did you date the girl next door?” I asked, making a joke.

“You’d love to know,” he said and went back to his story without skipping a beat. “Anyway, one day, I was coming home from work—right after I graduated. I was still living with my mom.

“It was a little like she was waiting for me, to be honest. I mean, they were all chillin’ on my neighbor’s stoop, which wasn’t unusual. But then she calls over to me—like, ‘Tayo, I bet you need more work shirts for your fancy-ass job,’ she said. They’d all clown me for working in finance, to be honest. By the next summer, everybody’d be hitting me up for money, but you know, then they had jokes—”

“Can you get back to the story?” I said, completely riveted.

“Right. So, I figured she had some hookup to some shit that fell off a truck, so I was like ‘What you got? Thomas Pink? Brioni?’ and instead—here’s what I mean, she was waiting—she pulls out a frickin’ tape measure from her Baby Phat shorts or whatever she was wearing back then—this must have been fall of ’95, ’96 maybe? And she tells me that she can take my measurements and bring me back a custom-made shirt. I don’t know—she’s got that face, you know. But she’s also got those eyes—so I’m always worried she’s up to something. And I asked, like, ‘What’s the catch?’ And she says, ‘No catch, except’—you know, typical drug dealer shit—I have to tell all my friends at the bank and show off the shit.”

“She sold men’s suits?” I asked, incredulous.

“She was working for a tailor in the Garment District. Dude was mainly making suits for flashy preachers and ambulance chasers, you know? But you’ve got to hand it to her; she saw a bigger pond. Fuck me! She should have gone to Wall Street; she would have made a killing—”

“Well, she is now,” I said. “She’s about to IPO.”

He frowned.

“The shirt was dope. Monogrammed my cuffs and everything. Or maybe it wasn’t—back then, I’d never had a custom-made shirt before. But I went to work, told all the analysts in my cohort, including Devon. I didn’t even need to sell it that hard. The idea was baller. Dudes went right away. And then one day, she offered to make me a suit at cost. That shit was sharp as fuck, I gotta tell you. Bonus season hit a couple of weeks later—and motherfuckers were just lining up. Even my boss went. Of course, Devon never mentioned he’d gone to see her. I only knew when he showed up to the office wearing the suit. You could tell it was one of hers.

“Anyway, the next time I saw her, she strolled into Fez one night with your cousin—and she looked like a different person. She was Donna Karan’d head to toe. Face flawless, Fendi bag. The around-the-way girl was gone. And listen, Garza doesn’t have a fake bone in her body. So I don’t wanna say she acted like she didn’t know me—”

“What do you mean?”

“She just downplayed how she knew me. She was all, ‘Tayo was our first good Wall Street customer,’ as though she hadn’t stalked me on my mother’s own stoop to get me in there. And you know Devon, he’s got mirrors for blinders, he’s so self-absorbed—he seemed, like, hot that she even knew me at all. He’d already forgotten that I was the one who told him about the tailor. He was just crazy possessive. And she loved it. Loved it.

“He was whipped, as far as we could tell. Stopped coming out with us after work; he’d hit me up to play tennis or ball sometimes on a weekend, but he’d be rushing to get back to Garza. Anyway, at some point, he’d decided to go to B-school; our boss had gone to Tuck, so he was gonna go to Tuck. I didn’t think anything of it, to be honest; except that a few weeks later, after he’d left, Garza called me—desperate—looking for his number—”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean, we were mainly still on landlines. He moved and never gave her his new number,” Matteo said, before adding, “Or so she said.”

“You didn’t believe her?”

“Well,” he said, “after that, she showed up at my house—I’d moved out by then. I was living over here on South Oxford. My mom must have told her my address. Because she just showed up one night. And she looked a mess. I mean, a mess. She was a broken, broken creature. She had brought her phone book and printouts of emails from Devon and shit. She had numbers for him—at his parents; up in the Vineyard—but she said his mom would just say he wasn’t home when she’d call. She wanted me to try and get his number.”

“Did you?” I asked, just imagining my prissy-ass aunt, covering Devon’s ass.

“I hate being in people’s business, but you should have seen her. My heart was, like, breaking for her. And honestly, I didn’t think she would leave if I didn’t try. So, I called and said I was a friend from work, planning on going to check out Tuck—could they share his number? And you know what? She wouldn’t give it to me! Can you imagine? And I have major mom game; I know how to talk to moms. She was all, ‘Well, I promise I’ll pass this along to Devon, and I’m sure he’ll give you a call back and would love to see you, but he asked us to not share his information right now.’”

“So La Garza was right,” I said—disgusted. “He just cut her off.”

“The next day at work, he called me,” Matteo said. “Apologizing for being so cryptic. According to his version, he didn’t think long-distance would work out, and he broke things off with Garza before he went up to school, and she went crazy—” Matteo stifled a laugh.

“What’s that about?” I asked, defensive for her, for some reason. “That laugh.”

“It’s messed up,” Matteo said, chastened. “I just remember him going on and on about staying away from Spanish girls. He was all, ‘They’re as crazy as they warn you about.’”

“He’s a liar,” I said.

“It’s a he said–she said,” Matteo replied. “Besides, he’s your cousin.”

But cowardice, I knew, ran in the Forten line, nearly as strong as our cheekbones.

“Did you give her his number?” I asked, already knowing the answer. Men were women’s least reliable accomplices.

“I didn’t want to get in the middle,” he said before he hesitated. “Maybe had she asked. But after that one night, she just fell off for a minute. Then, a couple of years later—it was all around that Y2K shit—I saw her picture in Page Six. Now, she was La Garza and she’d just had a big fashion show. No suits, ladies’ shit. I still had her email; I hit her up to congratulate her. I was spinning at APT, I remember, and I told her to come through. She rolled in with Omar—it was my first time meeting him—and we had a couple of drinks, and it was like that whole other phase of her life had never happened. We were just two people from new New York—that felt really clear.”

By now, it was at least three in the morning, and Matteo had hailed us a cab.

“Going to the city, sir,” he told the driver. “Leonard and Greenwich.”

I smirked and gave him a side-eye. Pushed the thought of him close to me on the dance floor out of my head.

“Damn,” I said, “presumptive much?”

“My bad,” Matteo muttered, kid grin on his face.

“But first,” I told the driver, “we have a stop at Clermont between Park and Flushing.”

“You’re such a good girl,” he said to me, laughing. He shifted himself in a way that I inhaled his scent. Soap and sweat from dancing and lotion and whatever alchemy made him pulse on the inside. I opened my window to diffuse it, lest I lose my resolve.

“You know,” I said, changing the subject, “for somebody who likes to mind their own business, you gossip a lot.”

“Listen,” he said, “Garza asked me to help with her IPO tonight. And I told her all the reasons I didn’t think this was a good idea and all the reasons I didn’t want to get mixed up in it.”

“Which are?” I asked.

“That’s between me and her,” he said. “But you know, she was salty about it. I could tell. She never brings up the past—that, it became clear, was like a rule of engagement with her. But tonight, she was all nostalgia. Anyway, when I said no, she told me, ‘Think about it; it could be like the shirts all over again.’”

“Spread the word—it costs you nothing, but it helps her out?”

“Sure, yeah. But to me, I thought about how that led her to Devon. And how it was funny she suddenly wanted you there so badly.”

“How would she even know we’re related?” I asked, and Matteo looked at me as if I’d been struck stupid.

“Um, your last name?” he said. “Your frickin’ face?”

Like I said, those damn Forten cheekbones. I looked so much like my father, who looked so much like his father. And his brother. And his brother’s son, Devon. I was drunk and tired, but I could feel my offense at the idea that she hadn’t just invited me for me. That she hadn’t just meant that two Brooklyn girls should watch out for one another.

“Or maybe she doesn’t realize anything,” he added as if sensing my upset. “But I thought you should know what you were walking into before you get invited on a walk.”

“El mono sabe en qué palo trepa,” I said to myself.

“What?” Matteo asked as we approached my corner.

“Just a saying my grandmother had,” I replied. The cab hadn’t fully stopped, but I already had the door open. Eager to get out before the goodbye got awkward.

“Thanks for breakfast,” I yelled as I ran from the taxi.

Upstairs, my heart racing a bit, I crawled into bed and masturbated to calm myself into sleep, making sure to think only about James as I did so. I should have crashed immediately afterward, but instead, I lay awake past dawn running through this impossible story of Devon and La Garza. I found myself remembering the summer Devon brought Marla up to the Vineyard. How she slipped into a cutout in a family photo that had been waiting for her since Devon was old enough to ponder another generation of Fortens. She knew exactly the register to hit, at every moment, with every constituency of his life. La Garza was charming, but untamed. A girl like me, but without a Yale degree and two weeks a year of proper New England upbringing to sand the rough edges. I found myself smarting at his rejection on her behalf. The festering wounds of my mother’s ruined heart flooding my field of vision.

I gave up trying to sleep, made a pot of coffee, and crawled onto my own fire escape. Across the street, the lights in La Garza’s loft clicked on, and I could see her—at not even six in the morning—clearing glasses and bottles from last night’s revelry. Just hours before, she was the center of everything, now another version of herself, nonplussed at cleaning up a mess with her own two hands. I decided, in that moment, that should she ask for my help, I’d give it.






FIVE


“This is Jones.”

“Welp, you were right,” I blurted out, talking faster than I’d intended. I’d spent most of the morning practicing my impulse control before I eventually caved and dialed his number. Now that he was actually on the phone, I found myself too nervous for pleasantries. I was calling, I had to remember, for a reason.

“Usually I am,” he said. “I knew, for instance, that you’d call me eventually.”

I scoffed.

“You were right about me being invited on a walk. Brunch, actually. She texted me last night. I’m seeing her on Saturday.”

It hadn’t taken long to hear from La Garza. Just a couple of days after the big bash, suggesting we enjoy a spring afternoon together “doing something fun.” And so, for the third weekend in a row, I would not board the Wifey Express.

“Well,” Matteo said, “never say you didn’t know what tree you were climbing, little monkey.”

I laughed, shocked that he’d heard me, let alone understood.

“¿Tú hablas español?” I asked, fighting the flutter in my stomach.

“Sí, y escucho muy bien, también, ¿oíste?” he said in Spanish much better than mine. Before I could think of a reply, he asked, “What are you doing after work? Wanna get a bite before my set at Beauty & Essex?”

“Um…” I muttered. The truth was Lorraine was uptown at a callback. I didn’t have any plans other than wandering over to Tillman’s to see what was what. “Like, just as friends? Before you have to work.”

“Sure,” he said with a laugh. “Whatever you need to tell yourself, Monchhichi.”

When I arrived, Matteo was already there, shooting the shit with the DJ who had the dinner set and a couple of his friends who’d come to take advantage of the comped bottle service. One of them also worked in advertising, so we fell into rapport, and the evening started out easy and natural. Eventually, though, Matteo and I were there, alone. Just the small table and our entrées separating me and the energy of this new and different man. I desperately wanted to ask why he’d kissed me that night but was worried he’d read that as an invitation. But also, I wasn’t trying to lodge a complaint, exactly. So, instead I found myself saying:

“Listen, you know I’m engaged, right?”

Matteo looked up to the sky and groaned.

“Everybody knowsssssss!” he said. “Your cousin told me; I saw your ring. Maybe you should start pinning a red capital E to your chest and we can make sure you’re fully left alone.”

My neck reflexively rolled, and I felt my lips purse, ready to spew salt, when he leaned in, smiled, and gave my foot a playful kick under the table that made me giggle.

“All I did was invite you to a friendly dinner,” he said. “Since, you know, we have so many people in common.”

“Actually, I’ve been thinking about that. How come you weren’t at the wedding?” I asked. “Seems like I should have met you there.”

“I didn’t go,” he said and took a bite of his food, “because I don’t believe in weddings.”

“Bachelor for life,” I joked.

“I have no issue with marriage—in theory. I have lots of problems with weddings, though. Too much of people doing and saying shit for no reason other than you’re ‘supposed to.’ And you’re only ‘supposed to’ because people have been doing and saying the same shit before them for generations. I don’t like being a part of it. Makes me uncomfortable.”

I thought about the pricey bridesmaid’s dress and the shower and the trip to Jamaica I’d made for Devon’s wedding. And how I’d had no desire to do any of it but had felt no freedom to say no and wondered who had taken that freedom away from me. For the first time, I realized it had been myself. And I recognized that Matteo, in any capacity, could be very fucking dangerous.

And yet.

I should have called it a night when he started to spin, but he’d asked me to blurt out the first song that came to mind, and I said “Panic” by the Smiths, and then he went up and built a whole set around that completely random song. Somehow navigating his way from post-punk Manchester to the White Stripes and classic rock into hip-hop, and then he pried my whole heart open by steering us toward some old salsa that I hadn’t heard in ages: El Gran Combo and Grupo Niche. And every time I’d go to leave, he’d put something else on that surprised me and made me too eager to hear what was next. Where would this guy, unfazed by genre or boundaries or expectations, take us all to next? The flow from one song to the next driven not by any predictable logic or sonic fad but an embodied sense of the music he uniquely seemed to possess. The crowd, which grew as the night wore on, was in his thrall. Whether they appreciated the skill required to provide them with their experience, who knows? But I did. Every song choice making me feel both that he knew me intimately and that I urgently needed to know him more.

Then his set was over and the next DJ came on and the manager sent over a bottle of Goose and we made cocktails and started dancing. He had this habit, I realized, of singing under his breath into my ear, the slight brush of his lips commanding my whole body to attention.

“We should go,” I whispered to him.

“Whatever you say,” he replied and leaned in and kissed me for real this time. For real because I was expecting it and wanting it and decided beforehand that I wasn’t going to feel badly about it. I pressed the weight of my whole self into him, felt him hard on my thigh as my knuckles curled my fingers deep into his back. Any tiny thing to pull him as close to me as I could.



Lorraine was still lying in bed when I got home; Morning Joe playing low on the TV. I crawled in beside her.

“There’s too many clowns in this car right now,” she said, gesturing to a story about John Edwards. “Just get out of the way and let Hillary take her shot.”

As a rule, Lorraine was on the side of anybody Black in most situations, with the short list of exceptions being O. J. Simpson, Tiger Woods, Clarence Thomas, and—for reasons she would never elaborate on—Puff Daddy. (“You hear things in this business,” she’d say.) But while she loved Barack Obama, her real horse in this race was Hillary Clinton because she felt—more strongly than I did—that maybe a woman would do shit differently.

“Where are you getting home from?” she asked.

“How was the callback?” I replied.

She bolted upright as if in her slumber she’d forgotten her major news.

“I got it! Understudy for the lead!”

“Oh my God! Your first national tour!” My smile was nearly as big as hers.

“We leave Saturday for twelve weeks,” she said before adding, “Try not to get into trouble.”

“That’s so soon,” I said. “Wait, what did they say about the nudity?”

“I said, ‘Look, my bar for taking off my clothes is higher than chorus girl number four in your regional production of Hair, OK? If this other chick gets strep or something, we can talk.’”

“Principles, girl,” I offered with a smile. “That’s gonna be all the difference in your career.”

“Or what keeps me broke. We’ll see.”

We relaxed back into bed, figuring we could take a few more minutes just lying there before we had to go to work. My body hollow and pulsating from not enough sleep and too much alcohol and cocaine that I should not have done. I started to feel anxious that Lorraine was leaving me and anxious that I’d just unbound something in my life that wouldn’t easily fit back into its place, but not certain exactly what.

“I think I need to break things off with James,” I finally said.

“Who is the guy?” she replied.

“The thing is, I’m not fully sure that’s what it’s about.”



Here was the deal with La Garza: She existed primarily in rumor. From the far-flung to the plausible. That she was descended from the original Spaniard conquistadors in Puerto Rico. That she’d been educated in a Catholic school there. That she’d been educated at an elite Catholic school here. I’d heard her father was a financier living in Miami who bankrolled her. But I’d also heard that she was completely self-made. They said her money was from a divorce settlement from her twenties, while others said she was a widow. Not just a widow but a black widow. Married thrice. That she was backed by the mob. That she was from Brooklyn, but had gone to Berkeley Carroll or Saint Ann’s or Brooklyn Friends. That she was from Brooklyn, but had come up from the gutters. Real street shit—dated a drug dealer and shot somebody for him. In that telling, she did time, and the money was a present for not ratting him out. Even her name provoked conjecture: That Garza was her last name, the moniker was in honor of her noble Spanish lineage (though what Puerto Rican would honor that colonial shit, I had no idea). That Garza was her first name and she, like Madonna, had dropped her surname altogether. Someone even once speculated that her name was Garza la Garza and that her father was like George Foreman and obsessed with himself, but I never gave that dumbass rumor a second thought. Honestly, nobody really knew anything for sure, but they loved to talk trash as if they did.

And La Garza loved it. The anonymity. The rumor. The gossip filled her up like a Mylar helium balloon. Let her float above any room or party or situation until she was the most ascendant thing around. Until no one could reach her but everyone could see her: sparkling and reflecting the light. And certainly no one could forget her—at least I thought this then. The parties were just one way for her to add fuel to the fire, separating herself from normal women and morphing into something beyond that—into myth. A woman could stumble, a woman could fall, a woman could be broken by many things. But a legend? A legend is infallible.

Sometimes I wonder if maybe that’s the real reason we never saw her with a lover. Because who is more vulnerable and what is more commonplace than a woman in love?



When the day of our brunch arrived, a car horn bleated from below my window. Presuming it wasn’t for me, I ignored it as I scrambled to get myself ready. And then I heard her bellowing my name up from the street.

“Forten!” she called out. “Come on down!”

Outside was an idling town car; La Garza reaching through the driver’s-side window ready to honk the horn again.

“Coming!” I yelped. “I didn’t realize we were driving somewhere.”

It was a warm day in May, and I’d dressed perfectly for a Saturday afternoon in the neighborhood. Cute jeans, flat sandals, impeccable pedicure, a shirt that looked like a wifebeater but was actually a $200 Dries Van Noten tank top marked down at the Barneys sample sale. But when I went outside, it was obvious that La Garza and I had two different days in mind. She wore a summer dress whose skirt was made of layers of gauzy fabric that gave the impression of having been ripped, purposefully, at the edges. A full face of makeup, and what was the ultimate tell: strappy stilettos.

“We’re going to Manhattan?” I asked, mildly bewildered.

“Don’t worry, you won’t melt,” she said with a laugh. “But come inside for a minute—you don’t mind, do you, Sergio?” she asked the driver.

And of course, Sergio didn’t mind, because she probably gave him a giant tip already or had asked about his kid who was applying to college or, in some other way, wrapped him around her finger in the five minutes that they had gone from strangers to fast friends.

La Garza led me into her showroom; reassembled now for its true purpose as a workplace. Walking over to a clothing rack, she began rifling through garments before pulling out a pale yellow cotton sundress that, on the rack, looked like a long, slightly ruched T-shirt, with the exception of the sleeves—small cap sleeves comprised of delicately frayed, layered gauzy fabric. Like little mille-feuille pastries on each shoulder.

“Now, in this,” she pronounced as she handed it to me, “you can go anywhere.”

It was hard to explain my hesitancy in taking the dress. Don’t get me wrong—I love free shit. But it felt as if, by putting it on, I wasn’t just agreeing to spend the afternoon with La Garza but ceding control of myself to her. Going from an individual with free will to her paper doll—to be dressed and carted wherever she felt we should go. She sensed my resistance.

“Alicia, please. You are doing me a favor; I need to showcase my wares,” she said, before adding, “Besides—not many people have the body for that one. But you can pull it off.”

She could flip a switch, La Garza. One that began the machinations of coiling you into her, pulling you closer so that you felt important and desired. But also so that she could make a request of you with nothing more than a whisper. And somehow you didn’t mind at all. I took the dress from her and went behind the dividing screen to change.

It’s worth taking a moment to talk about this dress, which on the hanger, didn’t impress me much. But on the body, was something else entirely. The ruching gathered the fabric in such a way that it appeared to spiral around you, extending your frame and enhancing your curves all at the same time. It was fitted but forgiving; there was a stretch to the cotton that made you feel held in but unconfined. And the sleeves, which seemed like they might appear circus-like, were soft and feminine and, if this can be said about a piece of clothing—fun. Above all, the dress was incredibly comfortable. That was the magic of it: You looked great, but because it was so effortless to be in, so charmingly whimsical, but still kind of sexy—you felt great. And that made you look even more beautiful. Later, on one of the few occasions I’d wear this dress again, it occurred to me what made it so different from the other garments in my closet. It was one of the few designed by someone who truly understood how women wanted to feel.



As the car wound its way around the Navy Yard and the housing projects that surrounded it, La Garza was remarkably quiet. Gazing out the window with a sudden solemnity that despite the awkwardness of the silence, I felt unable to break. It wasn’t until we were on the bridge, the WATCHTOWER sign looming over her head through the car window, that she let out a sigh as if she hadn’t exhaled for blocks.

“I grew up there, you know,” she offered, pointing out the window.

“In Fort Greene?” I asked.

“In the Farragut Houses,” she said. “The projects. Isn’t that something? How you can move just a few blocks over and find yourself in a completely different life.”

I was going to agree with her. I was going to say how much I often felt the same way on those train rides back to see my mother and grandmother. And yet I felt it was wrong to speak. That this was her entrée point into the purpose of our outing and not, in fact, an attempt at getting to know one another.

“It isn’t a moving truck that does that,” she continued. “It’s mental. Some people? You could move them to fucking Park Avenue and they’d still be in that headspace, preoccupied with the past and petty shit. But in my head? I was never, ever living there. My mind moved forward long before my body did.

“Manhattan is full of people like me, in some respects. People who weren’t gonna sit in the circumstance that they were born in. But they get on that island, and they want to act like they were sprouted out of nowhere. Erase their history. They’re ashamed that they’re from some Podunk town in Idaho and not the Upper East Side. And they try to just fit in and seem the same. They aren’t the same.…

“Can I show you something?” she asked. I nodded. I didn’t feel there was another option. She reached down and pulled at the end of my dress, flipping up the bottom. “Do you see this? It’s a French seam. It’s the hardest and most time-consuming seam to do, and I use it whenever the fabric can handle it. I hate using linings, because I hate covering up the seams. A well-made seam is a thing of beauty—it’s what makes the garment strong.

“I could have moved across this river and pretended like I didn’t even know where the Farragut Houses were. But that’s like lining couture with polyester—it don’t show the work. It doesn’t show how good I had to be. I like to show seams in my garments because it’s a sign of quality. And staying in Brooklyn, keeping the whole operation in Brooklyn, even as we grow? That’s my way of showing my seams. You know what I’m saying?”

I nodded but found myself overwhelmed by her. There was, down at the core, a deep sense of self-knowledge here. Full of bravado but also self-knowledge. Her untamed energy masked the clear intentionality with which La Garza seemed to be living her life. An intentionality that cast my own haphazard existence into stark relief. We were on the FDR Drive now, and from out my window, I could see the Brooklyn skyline—this place that had birthed us both—from afar. No one takes photos of it, I thought. The only view that matters to the rest of the world is the one with Brooklyn behind you.

“I’m not sure why I’m still here,” I said, as much to myself as to her.

“Because you didn’t want to just be a doctor’s wife,” she answered with a smile.

“You know about that?” I asked, genuinely surprised.

La Garza let out a good cackle, which turned into an honest-to-God laugh.

“Bitch, you think that glass in my window is one-way?” she said. And I felt myself flush with embarrassment that she had noted me staring into her life. She didn’t dwell on it. “The neighborhood is small; you and your little crew talk loud.”

“We haven’t actually broken off the engagement,” I said. “It’s more of a postponement.…”

She reached over then and grabbed my left hand, pulled it toward her, examining it gently, her thumb and index finger lingering right where my engagement ring used to sit.

“You get your nails done at Ms. Wen’s. Who do you see there?” A thin smile on her face, holding my naked finger. “’Cuz my girl can’t get my cuticles this neat for shit.”

“Candace,” I said.

“She’s the cute girl from Laos, right?” she said, and I thought this was likely true but realized I didn’t actually know. “Ms. Wen runs a real racket. A nice lady, don’t get me wrong, but she picks all these refugees up at her megachurch in Queens, sends them to nail school, and then assigns them these names out of a Sweet Valley High book before she puts them to work.”

“There probably aren’t many Candaces in Laos,” I concurred, cracking both of us up.

For the rest of the ride, through crosstown traffic, we gossiped about people from the neighborhood. She spoke intimately, conspiratorially. In such a way that by the time the car pulled over on Madison Avenue, I felt—for a moment—that we were old girlfriends. Even though, later, reflecting on the afternoon, it occurred to me that she had volunteered almost nothing by way of detail about her life but had learned quite a bit about mine. Where exactly I’d lived. Where I’d gone to school. Where my mom was from. She never asked about my dad. It didn’t seem like an oversight. Then, at one point, she turned to me and asked me, so matter-of-factly: “What is the one thing you are really good at?”

“I … I don’t fully know,” I said.

“Yet,” she offered. And it felt like the most generous thing someone could say, because she didn’t seem to be humoring me.

The car had stopped in front of Bergdorf Goodman men’s shop.

“Sergio, do you want me to get you a tie or some cuff links or something?” she asked the driver. He laughed, but in honesty, it was hard to tell if she was kidding. “You can pick us up by the Paris Theater in, like, two hours?”

I followed her into the menswear store, up the escalator for a couple of flights until we arrived at a floor full of tiny boutiques within the store: men’s suiting and ultra-high-end leisure wear. We stopped at one that sold denim, and La Garza stood in appraisal of the space.

“May I help you?” the salesman asked.

La Garza approached a sparse rack of men’s denim, fingering the cotton.

“Can you tell me about these jeans?” she asked.

The salesman began to tell her an elaborate story involving Japanese indigo dyes and stitching, which she ingested, enraptured, as she examined the pants more carefully. When he was done, she looked around the small carved-out space, a bit wistfully.

“The build-out here is lovely.”

The salesman winced.

“We’re actually closing soon.”

“This location?” I asked.

“No,” La Garza replied. “The whole brand.”

“You heard,” he said.

“It’s a rough business,” she offered soberly. She dug into her purse and pulled out a business card with the same gilded beveled edge as her stationery. “Email me your info. We’re moving into menswear soon; you clearly know your stuff.”

The salesclerk examined it with gratitude as La Garza looped her arm through mine and led us away and onto the escalator.

“You’re expanding into menswear?” I asked.

“In three months’ time, that shop will be Heron by La Garza, where I’ll personally come in for fittings once a month,” she said, truly giddy. “It’s a shame about that store; the denim really is gorgeous. But I think we are at a moment—here in America—where people want to look as good as the economy makes them feel. They are making money and want to spend it and have it seen—in the form of beautiful tailoring.

“This IPO is going to let me get back to my passion,” she added.

“Menswear,” I said. “Wow.”

“Tayo didn’t tell you that’s how I started?” she asked without waiting for an answer. “Making a suit was when I discovered what my thing was. Where I was completely lost in it and confident in being lost. You never love anything as much as the thing that makes you feel that certain. Also, show me something hotter than a man in a well-cut suit!”

Down the street, in the women’s building of Bergdorf, La Garza hustled us through her eponymous racks on the fifth floor—interrogating a salesclerk about what had been moving and what hadn’t—before escorting us up to the seventh. Without breaking her stride, she whizzed past a line of waiting older ladies and their shopping bags and headed straight to the hostess stand, where she double air-kissed the woman stationed there before very casually slipping her a Benjamin. We were escorted immediately to a table set for three overlooking the park. Without Garza ordering a thing, a wine stand with a chilled bottle of Moët appeared. The waiter, diligently filling our glasses. I gazed around the dining room crowded with shoppers and their purchases; everyone dizzy from white wine and the certitude that the dresses and bags and shoes they’d just acquired would, undoubtedly, improve their lives.

“I’m so glad you’re here with me today,” La Garza offered, which, while nice to hear, felt unearned.

“You barely know me,” I said.

“There aren’t a lot of people who come from where we’re from who can even understand what this all means. So, it’s nice to have you here,” she said. “You know, the way I begged the buyer to stock just three of my things way back when? And now, to have a whole section of my shit?”

There was admittedly something intoxicating about the triumph of this. About being underestimated and then vindicated. It was a beautiful feeling. I raised my glass to toast to her just as the hostess appeared, a frenetic Augusts trailing behind her, looking worse for wear. His linen blazer wrinkled and unkempt covering over a sweat-through white tee, the uncomfortably low V of the neckline being stretched out of shape by the Ray-Bans he’d hung there.

“Sorry, sorry,” he mumbled as he offered La Garza a kiss on the cheek. His scent—like a barroom the morning after—a shocking contrast to the manicured aroma of the BG. I must have flinched when he leaned down to offer me the same, because he pulled away.

“It’s me, Augusts,” he said, as though I were an amnesiac. “We met at the party?”

“Oh, of course,” I said, pretending that I had forgotten him, when really I was just perplexed by his presence.

“Augie,” Garza offered, “oh my God, we went to see the men’s space across the street. It’s going to be to die—”

“Who’d expect anything less,” Augusts said as he poured himself some champagne.

The server came over to take our lunch order, and Augusts peppered her with questions about the menu.

“What’s wrong with you?” La Garza asked Augusts when the waitress walked away, suddenly quite biting. “You look like shit, you’re asking a million questions. Are you fucking high?”

I didn’t know Augusts well enough to know if he was high, but I knew a hangover when I saw one.

“It was Vlad’s bachelor party last night,” he said. “We chartered a helicopter from AC, and I came straight here, babe. Because my word is bond.”

La Garza glared at him for a moment as Augusts reached his hand into the ice bucket and slapped his wet palm on his face.

“Airright, airright,” he said, seemingly to himself, before turning to me. “Alicia, did you know that I was one of the original investors in La Garza?”

I shook my head, though I did remember what the fit model had told us at the party.

“I’ve known this girl here for a minute; we met—where?” he asked her, before he suddenly remembered himself. “We met on Brooklyn Day in 1994, tripping balls on E out on Manhattan Beach—”

“You were tripping,” she interjected. “I was stone sober.”

“Well, I thought she was the coolest, smartest chick. When she started her line, and I was at Baruch, studying business, and she’d come to me for a little advice here or my two cents there.”

“He taught me how to use Excel,” La Garza said, amused at the memory.

“I have never in my life seen anybody grind like this woman,” Augusts said. “And she’s always been an underdog, you know? And lemme tell you something: I understood that. ’Cuz if you don’t graduate from Dartmouth or Harvard, you can fuck yourself before those guys at Goldman or Lehman call you in for an interview. And Garza made her own way, and so did I—”

“You want me to connect you with Devon,” I said.

I could see from La Garza’s face that I’d caught her off guard. In fact, I’d caught myself off guard. The day had so far been pleasant—the ride, the store romp—but his speech was unnecessary foreplay that made me feel they presumed me dumb. Not to mention that I found Augusts slimy and grating. The embodiment of the parts of Brooklyn that a younger me had been desperate to escape.

“A straight shooter,” La Garza said. “I appreciate that.”

“Well,” I replied, a little more heat in my voice than I’d known I’d felt, “I guess if I’m gonna be used, I’d prefer it to be efficient.”

“Augie, boo,” La Garza said, “can you excuse us for a minute?”

Augusts looked perplexed.

“Where do you want me to go?” he asked.

“Go home and get some sleep,” she hissed, now impatient. “I don’t care. But I want to talk to Alicia alone.”

Augusts may have had the money, but La Garza clearly held the power: A mere moment of her silent staring had him rising in his chair, muttering about how he hadn’t even gotten his sandwich yet, before bleating out a goodbye to me.

“Too much of a sales pitch?” she asked me when he was out of sight. I nodded.

“How’d you know Devon was my cousin?” I asked.

“How’d you know what I was gonna ask?”

I laughed. She knew how this worked.

“I think,” I said, refilling my own glass, “that you’re the one who needs something from me.”

“I saw his truck drop you off one morning,” she said, laughing to herself. “I told you, that glass goes both ways. I thought I was seeing things, let me tell you. It was like time travel. I couldn’t believe he still had that truck.”

“He loves it.”

“He always has,” she replied. “Anyway, after that, I was nosy and found out your last name, and then it was like, I couldn’t unsee the resemblance.”

“Matteo told me you used to date,” I said, figuring we could just clear the air and level with each other. Her eyebrows went up for a second.

“So, now we know all each other’s shit,” she offered with a sly smile.

La Garza then spun for me a tale of legitimacy. That she wanted to give me a taste of her vision. That she had hoped Augusts—less hungover, less high—would have swooped in and explained why he believed in La Garza enterprises. Why it had been a sound investment for him before and why it would be for investors going forward. She had hoped that I would leave lunch so impressed with her—with what she had built—that I would come up with the idea of connecting her to Devon on my own. Or almost on my own.

“To be honest? If I hadn’t heard that you were from here—from the kind of place you’re from—I never would have thought to do this,” she admitted.

“What difference does that make?” I asked.

“Because only somebody who really had nothing can understand what it means to turn that into something,” she said. “Devon never got that about me. He didn’t value it.”

“He just couldn’t see it,” I said, thinking how my own family—my cousins, my aunts and uncles—had no sense of how different—how much harder—my life was when I was put on the bus from Boston back to New York after my two weeks on the Vineyard every year.

“So you were just gonna act like you didn’t know him? Hadn’t dated him?” I asked. “Kinda shady, no?”

“Maybe,” she said, straight-faced. “But I won’t play around with you. This IPO means everything to me. It’s the culmination of so much. If you came here and I started in on, ‘Oh, you’ll never believe it, but I used to talk to your cousin; isn’t he in finance?’ you’d presume me to be trying to rekindle an old flame. People need just a whiff of a reason to take women less seriously. And jilted lovers are probably the most ridiculous clowns in the circus.

“Besides,” she added, “the person that your cousin dated doesn’t exist anymore. She burned away years ago.”

I was poised to ask her what, exactly, she wanted me to do, when La Garza began to smile and wave. I turned to see the hostess leading Felix into the dining room, a shopping bag–laden Marla trailing him.

“Felix!” Garza called out.

“Fuck me,” I whispered under my breath.

“Oh my God!” he exclaimed as hugs and kisses were exchanged. “This town is too small. Because what are the frickin’ chances?”

He moved his hands and presented Marla to us as if to say, Voilà!

“Wait, what’s happening?” Marla asked, confused.

“Garza, this is Marla Forten, my cousin Devon’s wife,” I offered.

La Garza sat stone-faced, her lips pursed into a mannequin’s vacant smile.

“And you are?” Marla asked, extending her hand to La Garza.

“I am the woman you’re wearing,” La Garza replied. And it was true. Marla was in a mint-green top that was clearly from the same collection as my own dress—it had the same gauzy layered sleeves and everything.

“That’s what I’m saying: I made her buy this last week, and then she wears it today and we run into you!” Felix gushed, oblivious to Garza’s bitchy tone. “If this wasn’t meant to be!”

“No, it really is,” Garza said, “because I was just talking about your husband, Marla.”

“You know my husband?”

“Who doesn’t know of your husband?” La Garza carefully replied. “If, you know, you’re a person in the business world. He’s one of the leading Black men in finance.”

“For which we are very grateful,” Felix joked, holding up his own shopping bags as proof.

“I was just telling Alicia here that I’m expanding into menswear—”

“That’s so exciting,” Marla said, genuinely thrilled.

“Beyond,” La Garza said. “And I was thinking I should make him a suit; he’s the ideal spokesman for the brand.”

“That man loves his suits,” Marla offered.

“I’ve heard!” La Garza said, truly pleased with herself.

La Garza invited them to sit down and have a drink with us, and by the time we were done, everyone agreed that this would all be more fun if Devon was completely surprised by the experience of having a custom La Garza suit made for him. That Marla would connect us with Devon’s assistant, who could help us arrange this unexpected treat. By the time Garza got the check and we left Felix and Marla to their own lunch, she had not only gotten the outcome she wanted, but she’d also somehow managed to thrill Marla in the process.

“Text me your address,” La Garza offered. “I’ll messenger you some samples.”

“All these creative people; I just love being in New York again,” I could hear Marla saying to Felix as they walked away. “I can’t believe I met her while I was wearing her.”

Garza sat, silently smiling until she saw them take their seats in the far end of the restaurant, and then she let out a big exhale.

“We don’t need to go home,” she said to me, “but let’s get the fuck outta here.”



Sergio took us back over the bridge. Both of us giddy, it seemed, off Garza’s good luck. That her plan manifested itself in an even more extraordinary fashion than she could have imagined. It was nice out, so we had him drop us at Bar Tabac on the part of Smith Street that had gone bougie. We set up camp at an outdoor table and made chitchat with the strangers next to us. Bonded in our common desire to day-drink away a Saturday afternoon.

“We just moved from Manhattan a few months ago,” one of the strangers offered. “Everyone said we’d miss it, but honestly? Sitting out here, people-watching with all these new cafés; this feels like Paris.”

“Exactly,” I said. “But without all that annoying French.”

Brooklyn, it should be noted, is really nothing like Paris. Brooklyn, especially then, was really like Brooklyn. And it was strange to have it, this place you’ve spent your whole life, suddenly be “discovered” and reassessed as valuable by people who wouldn’t cross a bridge here just a few years before. It felt, I remember, the way being given Forten-tude did. Where finally being claimed seems like a nice thing, but somehow it only makes you remember the initial sting of rejection all the more.

We had opened the floodgates with the strangers now, and they would not stop talking. About how it’s funny I should mention French, because some neighborhood parents had just started a French immersion program at the local public school. And how the most adorable cheese store had just popped up and had we been there? They went on, enumerating the countless other ways the neighborhood was just “blossoming”—that’s how one of them had put it. The more they talked, the less I listened, my focus turning, critically now, onto them. And to the people to the other side of us. And, in fact, to the people pushing prams and wandering the busy street; the people we’d been meant to be enjoyably watching. Only I didn’t feel enjoyment at all. I felt a great degree of irritation. At the bland similarity everyone seemed to possess—their shoes and bags and hairstyles and cut of pants and, even, the strollers being pushed. At the smug satisfaction they all seemed to have about being here—of having “found” this place that they now would collectively “improve.”

Listen, don’t get me wrong. The story of New York—the story of Brooklyn—is the story of people moving themselves here and trying to make it. The only peeps who didn’t are the Lenape. But the difference, I could suddenly see, is that these people around me now were not mere transplants; they were replacements. Replacements disguised in euphoric chatter about improvements. Coming here not to make it but to make it over. To bend this place to meet their sense of maximum comfort and delight. This would fix that, and that would make this other thing over here even better. But better, of course, than what?

La Garza must have gotten annoyed too, because all of a sudden, she stood up and threw some cash on the table.

“Let’s keep it moving,” she said.

We hoofed it over to the Brooklyn Inn. Our al fresco seating with newbies swapped for a wood-paneled room full of locals nearly as old as the bar. We downed Jack and Cokes as we listened to the old-timers debate: Could this end up a subway series election? Could our first female senator hold her own against Giuliani, who somehow had become America’s favorite mayor after years of just being our local pain in the ass? This, still, wasn’t enough to get the stink of the gentrifiers off us. We meandered over to Hank’s Saloon and bought a round of whiskeys from Jeannie, the bartender who’d been there since back when it was the Doray Tavern. The jukebox was playing Stevie Nicks and the regulars were watching the Yankees, so we made Jeannie tell us stories about the old days till day turned to dusk and the Fleetwood Mac got swapped out for MGMT and the place filled up with the kind of people we’d been trying to hide from in the first place.

“One more stop,” Garza said when I suggested we go home.

We were on a roll in our inadvertent pub crawl of the oldest bars in Brooklyn. How could we quit, she reasoned, when Freddy’s was just a few blocks away? We linked arms, drunk, and tumbled back out onto Third Avenue, practically skipping up Atlantic—deserted this time of evening—belting along to a Brenda K. Starr song that was blasting out of a passing car.

Freddy’s was packed and chaotic. A two-person rock band was performing in the back room, wearing oversize papier-mâché animal heads. In the front, based on the anti-gentrification T-shirts and buttons they were sporting, a Develop Don’t Destroy meeting seemed to have just broken up. A motley crew ranging from Black community activists to white hipster anti-capitalists to Puerto Rican seniors facing eviction, all now bonded in their common mission to block the stadium and save whatever homes and businesses they could. (The list of building owners taking the developers’ payouts seemed to grow by the day.) Their passion for the cause charging the air with the spark of plain old passion. As we sidled up to the bar, it was hard to ignore all the flirtations and fevered glances and gratuitous physical contact being made between the comrades in the battle for Brooklyn. It was not our scene and not one of our regular bars, but we appreciated it. Because everybody loved it there. Loved it enough to put up a fight.

The bartender started playing the new LCD Soundsystem album and people started dancing and some guys bought us drinks, but they came with a little too much earnest conversation. After drinking all day, seriously engaging about “our corrupt governor’s role” in handing “greedy developers” the rights to all this land—“our Brooklyn land”—proved difficult. So, we excused ourselves and danced a little more before we climbed into the back of a cab. When we got to our block, we drowsily parted ways, each heading to our respective sides of the street.






SIX


Here is a fact that I can independently verify about La Garza: She did not get hangovers. Not, seemingly, ever.

Early the next morning—while I was struggling to keep my eyes open in the miserably bright light—La Garza showed up, unannounced, with bagels and coffee. Looking like she’d drunk a gallon of water and settled in for a night’s sleep at a reasonable 9:00 PM.

“I didn’t know what you liked, so I brought a little bit of everything,” she said, charging right into our kitchen and tearing open the bags. “Do you like whitefish? If you don’t, maybe your roommate does?”

I explained that Lorraine wasn’t there. That she was on the road doing Hair, but not the nudity.

“But what does she do when everyone gets naked?” La Garza asked as she now inspected the apartment a bit.

“She lies on the ground and kind of rolls herself offstage.”

“I respect that,” she said, stopping in front of our fake mantel where Mink Rakim and Christopher Wallace held center stage. “I should do some of his bears for the IPO, don’t you think? Little bears in little La Garza gowns?”

I was hungover and in that moment La Garza felt more exhausting than glamorous. “Why are you here, exactly?” I asked.

“I wanted to be here when you called him.”

“Called who?” I asked, though of course, I knew she meant Devon. And she knew I knew that. I let out a sigh. Even though I’d agreed to help her, the truth was, when we’d run into Marla, I thought I was off the hook. And for that, I’d been glad.

“But you don’t need me,” I said. “You can set it up with his assistant. Marla said—”

“Oh, come on! If I go through the assistant, who knows when he might come in. If I go through you, he’ll think it’s cool and want to come right away.”

This might likely be true. It was the whole Brooklyn thing; he’s always thought it made me edgy.

“Besides,” she said, seeming a little anxious as she added, “I need you there.”

“What?” I asked, exasperated. “No. You do not need me there.”

“But I do,” she said. “I need him to take this seriously as a business venture. If you aren’t there as my buffer? Well, he’ll think what every married man thinks when confronted with an unmarried woman: that they want to sleep with him.”

It wasn’t that I didn’t see her point. It was that there was getting involved and then there was getting in the middle, and this felt like getting in the middle.

“I can’t have our past in the room with us,” she added, as if sensing my hesitation. “You weren’t a part of that story, so if you are there, it will be different.”

That’s what changed my mind. Her story reminded me so much of my mother’s. Only, all these years later, my mother didn’t want anything to be different except for this choice of his in the past! If she had a chance to be with my dad right now, I think she’d take it. And so I appreciated that La Garza seemed so conscious that this be not so much a rekindling but a redirection.

“OK, fine.”

“Here’s what I think you should say,” she started, before I cut her off.

“I’m an adult; I know how to talk to people,” I said, defensive.

“OK, of course,” she replied. “You haven’t seen it, but the way that showroom looks when I do it up. I had Nina Garcia walking out with half a rack to put in Elle after she came for lunch. And I know just what to make him; he can’t say no to my pernil—”

“I thought you said this was about business,” I interjected, annoyed. “Making a man’s favorite dish seems a bit more of a seduction than—”

“It is a seduction,” she said haughtily. “It’s all a seduction! I will have my hair looking mint, I will have my tits looking fabulous. When you go to ask your male boss for a raise or a promotion, do you go in looking like a slob?”

I didn’t say anything, because I didn’t have to.

“Let’s be real about how this shit works,” she continued. “Men blindly open doors for men because they’re good at pickup basketball or were in the same frat. And they open doors for women when they feel intrigued by the glimmer of possibility on the other side.

“I need someone legit to get behind this IPO and help sell it to guys on Wall Street. If I had a penis, there’d be a dozen men just like him that I could sit down with and go over the numbers and get them to take me seriously. But I don’t. So now Devon is my best chance, not only because I know exactly what dish to cook to make time travel back to when I had him pussy whipped. But also because he knows he owes me one.”

There was silence for a moment while she finished buttering the bagel and placing it in front of me on a dish. I didn’t want to tell her that maybe, even with a penis, those other dozen guys wouldn’t want to touch it, the way Matteo didn’t. That they, like I suspected he, wanted nothing to do with anything shady-seeming Augusts had his fingers in. But the truth is, this revelation only clarified why she saw Devon as a necessity.

“So, I’ll invite him for lunch,” I said.

“Come on,” she said. “Call him now and I’ll get out of your hair. I need a couple of days to get the place ready. So try Wednesday?”

“Coño, Garza! A weekday? What am I supposed to do about work?”

“My clients come to me during the week all the time; just leave and go back,” she said.

I tried to explain to her that the rules for the people who could buy her clothes weren’t the same as for people who hunted designer scraps at Century 21, but it was clear that rules, in general, weren’t things that interested La Garza.

“I owe you for this,” La Garza said, before adding, “You know, if you ever need to make any extra cash, I can hook you up with Augie.”

“I don’t mess around with the stock market,” I said. I barely had enough cash for rent.

“No, seriously, it’s zero risk,” she said. “It’s his cash. He gets some tip, or you know, with an IPO like mine, where he knows it’s gonna do well. He tells you what stocks to buy, and then a few weeks or months later, when he tells you, you sell it. He gives you a cut of the profit for doing him the favor. I’ve never seen him lose money, and I’ve been doing this for years.”

“Isn’t this what they sent Martha Stewart to jail for?” I asked, because it sounded like a very complicated form of insider trading.

“That’s why it’s a favor,” she offered, a little bewildered with me. “He’s still making money, only he’s not technically doing the transaction. Besides, they never should have convicted her. She didn’t do anything Devon or anybody else on Wall Street hasn’t done.”

“Well, thanks,” I said, knowing I would never do this. Feeling, though I wasn’t sure exactly why, that somehow what Augie was doing was more wrong than anything Matteo or Devon had ever done. “I’ll think about it.”

“Seriously do. It’s crazy-easy money, and it’s kept things floating over here during the bad times. Women need a little safety net.”

The day before, at the BG lunch, Garza’s card got declined. I didn’t think anything of it in the moment; she just handed them another, which worked, and it was over. It wasn’t until that moment in my kitchen that I realized the grueling laws of New York economics applied to La Garza too. That she too couldn’t always make the numbers work.

Garza wanted to stay while I called my cousin, but I was not Lorraine, and having an audience made me nervous. I was a grown-up with a job. (A job I’d need to get out of on Wednesday.) I didn’t need her babysitting me to make a phone call. I sent her home, promising to text her when the plan was set.

“Cuz,” Devon said when he picked up his phone. “What’s good in the hood?”

“So, yesterday, I had lunch with this up-and-coming designer who’s expanding into menswear,” I said. “She was saying that she’s looking to dress a few influential New Yorkers—”

“And naturally, you thought of your handsome cousin.”

“Naturally,” I said, amazed at how easy this was. “Maybe you can swing by her studio on your lunch break and let her fit you. We can grab a bite after.”

“Bet,” he said. “When are you thinking?”

We set the time for Wednesday with me promising the address. Just as I was about to hang up, he started talking again.

“Maybe I’ll ask my boy Nick to join us. His hedge fund just went under out of nowhere. Some new threads might cheer him up.”

My cousin really must have felt badly for this guy, because he wasn’t one to want to share a spotlight or an opportunity.

“That’s nice of you and all,” I said. “No diss to Nick, but why would this girl wanna give free shit to a guy with no office to go to?”

“Fair point,” Devon replied, before adding, more to himself, “I’ll just take him to Scores.”



Like I said, I was once a Girl Scout. I take no pleasure in lying and was so nervous about calling in sick on Wednesday that on Tuesday, I started faking a sneeze to build a cover. While I never considered myself to have much performative ability, it must’ve been convincing since, as I was leaving, my boss suggested that if my cold wasn’t better in the morning, I should consider taking the day.

Around noon, I crossed the street to La Garza’s. The door was unlocked, so I let myself in. As she’d promised, it had been remarkably altered, yet again. She’d had flowers brought in: purple calla lilies clustered together and set askance in cylindrical vases—lending the place a modern, masculine vibe. A stunning table set for three was set in the rear, next to a bar cart, upon which she had set Laphroaig and a Johnnie Walker Blue and some kind of Japanese whiskey I’d seen Devon order before but didn’t know what it was. The place smelled like burning firewood; an expensive candle that, when I looked at the label, I recognized as the same kind J.Lo demanded in her contract riders. An old Mary J. Blige tune played very softly in the background. The only thing missing was Garza herself.

“Alicia?” she called out from upstairs.

“How’d you know it wasn’t Devon?” I asked.

“Because Devon is always ten minutes late,” she called back.

I laughed because this was true. It was intentional. His first boss taught him this, that ten minutes is the exact right amount of time to convey your own importance while not seeming totally disrespectful of the waiting person’s time. At 12:09, as I sat on a chaise sofa thumbing through a magazine featuring—of course—La Garza’s designs, it became clear that she wasn’t going to appear until he did. That she too was someone important.

There was a knock on the door, and Garza asked me to open it.

“Whaddup, shorty,” Devon said as he kissed me on the cheek, stepping into the space. “This spot is dope—”

“Is that the Devon Forten that I hear?” La Garza called as she descended the stairs.

Perhaps because she worked in fashion and seemed to be professionally fabulous at all times, I wasn’t expecting the version of La Garza that appeared in front of us that day. Such that both Devon and I were struck dumb at the sight of her, albeit for different reasons. Her hair, usually blown out into big waves that hung over her shoulders, was pulled back now from her face. She didn’t wear one of her elaborate ensembles or embellished tops but a simple white V-neck T-shirt, paired with perfectly fitted jeans. She wore no shoes, her toenails the ideal shade of ballerina pink, popping against her radiant tan skin. Her face, her arms, her décolletage seemed to glisten. La Garza was dressed plainly, but there was nothing plain about her. If she was nervous, she hid it intensely well.

La Garza framed herself in the doorway, staying a half a room away from us. The studio—airy with sky-high ceilings—was physically sparse save some clothing racks and the items brought in for our lunch. But it was, in an instant, stuffed to the brim with the history of these two people. Invisible conversations and remembrances and things never said that only they two could recognize but all of us could feel.

“Look at you,” she said.

“Well, hi,” Devon said, sheepish. “I didn’t realize…”

“Of course you didn’t,” La Garza replied softly. “Why would you?”

“It’s been a really long time,” he said. “You look the same.”

“On the outside,” she said, not moving an inch. “Inside’s a whole other story.”

“You guys know each other?” I asked, reaching for the outer limits of my acting abilities.

“We used to,” La Garza offered, going along with me. “When I heard your name, I thought, I just have to have a chance to make this man another suit.”

There was an awkward silence. In front of La Garza, my cousin was transformed. He couldn’t muster the bluster. Was softness incarnate. Nearly meek. I didn’t recognize him.

Finally, Garza pierced the space where Devon stood. Striding, barefoot, with confidence, across her showroom floor to a garment bag hanging near the dressing screen.

“I hope you don’t mind,” she said, unzipping the bag and reaching inside. “But I took the liberty of cutting this one for you.”

In her hands was a spectacular ice-blue jacket, with the faintest plaid.

“You remembered my favorite color,” he said.

“I think I remembered how it made your skin look in the summertime,” she replied, and I felt myself blush. Devon stepped toward her, and I sensed myself vanishing in their periphery.

He thumbed the jacket lapel.

“Go try it on. I used your old measurements; padded them a little bit,” she added with a wink.

“Pssh! Unnecessary!” he said. “I’ve still got that twenty-five-year-old’s physique!”

Finally, something that actually sounded like my cousin had come out of this strange man’s mouth.

“Please,” La Garza responded. “I look at bodies for a living. That waist is not the size it once was.”

They laughed and teased one another as my cousin slipped behind the screen and peeled off the armor he’d been wearing and slid himself into the garments La Garza had constructed for him.

“Woo, girl,” he said, stepping out, adjusting the jacket that already fit him nearly as well as the one he’d been wearing. “I forgot how well you can make a damn suit.”

She didn’t say anything but directed him over to her tailor stand. She grabbed a couple of straight pins and bit of chalk and hopped herself onto a step stool, where she smoothed out the shoulders of his jacket. She let her hands linger for a second, and I saw their faces in the mirror: each taking the opportunity to stare at the other without actually needing to face one another.

“I think I’ll start with the hem,” she said, making her way off the stool and down to her knees, not breaking eye contact with Devon in the mirror until she placed the straight pins in her mouth and shifted her focus to his pant leg.

“I don’t want these suits to have leg breaks,” she said through pursed lips as she began raising his hem. “But I also don’t want to go full Thom Browne. Just a little bit of a nice, hairy man ankle, you know? Ankles and wrists. Love to see that bone.”

She looked up at him then, that sparkle in her eye.

“I think you were pinning my pant legs the first time I asked you out,” Devon said. “Now here we are, in your spot. Can you believe it?”

“I believe it,” she said, focusing on her work, “because I lived it.”

“I’ve followed your career every step of the way,” he said.

She let that hang in the air, heavy. I didn’t know the thoughts going through her mind, but the pain of them was palpable. The room surged: currents of attraction and unfinished business. But also, unmistakably, anger. It was clear to me then that La Garza had moved on, but she had not forgotten.

“Your thighs got skinny,” she noted, running her hand up his inseam. “These shouldn’t look so baggy.”

“I run a little bit, but I’m not pressing the way—”

“I want to pull men into a slimmer fit; not quite European, more athletic, you know?”

Devon was looking at her in the mirror and at himself. Something hit him.

“Do you still?” he asked her.

“Just for my special clients,” she said before pausing a beat. “Do you think you’re special?”

He opened the jacket, inspected the lining. Relief visibly washing over his countenance.

“HBTY,” he said with a smile. “Shit.”

“You used to be so good at this,” she teased.

“I’m out of practice!” he said with a laugh. “Alicia, let me tell you about your girl here. Back in the day, she worked for this old Jewish cat in the Garment District, and she’d embroider these letters in some of our jackets. And if you could figure out what they stood for, she’d hook you up with a free shirt.”

“Psst,” La Garza said as she pinned up the jacket sleeve. “You clowns didn’t get more than bragging rights. I was allowed to give you free monograms. Maybe!”

“What does HBTY mean?” I asked.

“They’d always be song titles,” Devon said, his mind focusing. “Give me a second. I’m gonna figure this out.”

“I don’t doubt you will,” she said before she stepped back off the stool and assessed him. “All right. You’re good to go; I’ll have it ready in a couple of days.”

He stopped and looked at her, bewildered.

“That’s it?” he asked.

“A free suit isn’t enough, motherfucker?” she said with a laugh before gesturing to the table. “I also made lunch.”

“Tell me you made pernil?” he asked eagerly.

“Change and you’ll see,” she said.

I offered to help her get the food ready, but out of either hospitality or show, she insisted on doing it herself. When we could firmly hear her footsteps above us through the plank wood floor, Devon whispered to me from behind the changing divider.

“Why are you whispering?” I asked, also whispering.

“I think we got it from here,” he said.

“You wanna get out of here?” I replied, knowing fully well that wasn’t what he intended. “I mean, she put a lot of time into lunch, but if you wanna head out—”

“No, I meant Gigi and I are good alone,” he said, emerging from behind his curtain.

Gigi, I thought.

“We, um, we have a lot of catching up to do.”

“I bet you do.”

After a couple of trips up and down the stairs, La Garza set before us a proper homestyle feast: mangú and a pernil and arroz con habichuelas. She’d poured Devon a scotch and was asking me if I wanted wine or beer when I attempted to excuse myself.

“You know, I’m actually feeling a little lightheaded,” I said as I pushed away from the table.

“Then eat,” Garza said sharply as she brought out a bottle of white wine, “and you’ll feel better.”

“Gi,” Devon offered, looking at her, “let Alicia get out of here; I think you and I have enough to talk about.”

“We have much to talk about,” she said, “that’s very true. But Alicia helped broker this business meeting, so I don’t want to cut her out of the conversation.”

“Business?” Devon asked with a laugh. “Well, OK, Estée Lauder; I see you.”

“Estée Lauder was in cosmetics; I’m in fashion,” she corrected. “But soon, maybe I can expand.”

And then, while slicing my cousin and me roast pork and piling our plates high with rice, La Garza gave him her pitch. She explained about the opportunities to expand into menswear, the space at Bergdorf. She told him about the business’s rise, about the capital needed to scale her operations while maintaining American-made products. She walked through her need to open up cash flow to make the company something sustainable that will “be here when your daughter is old enough to dress herself.”

Devon cleared his throat at this.

“I should’ve known you didn’t make the pork for no damn reason,” he said with a laugh. “How can I help you?”

“The big stuff is all done,” she said. “I’ve been working with a small shop to get the IPO ready—”

“Which one?” he asked. She told him, and it didn’t seem to register with him. But he nevertheless seemed impressed.

“What I need now,” she said as she poured him another finger of scotch, “is a partner someplace big. Someone passionate with a team willing to take it to the street, market it, get people hyped about this brand! About this stock.

“I could’ve called Tayo,” she added. “But truth is, I wanna make a bigger splash.”

It was the first lie she’d told all day. Or at least the first one that I caught her in. But it was a good one. The right one, depending on who or what you were rooting for in this situation. I could see Devon’s chest expand with his own superiority.

“Tayo’s head is all over the place,” he said. “He doesn’t know if he wants to be Tony Touch or Gordon Gekko—”

“Exactly,” La Garza said. “And honestly? I just knew that you would understand what it means in the landscape to have a publicly traded fashion brand founded by a woman of color.”

Devon was silent but held her gaze from across the table so intently, I had to look away. For a long moment, no one said anything. Breathing felt like an intrusion on whatever was transpiring between them. I looked up, and I thought Devon’s eyes looked glassy.

He began humming a tune I recognized but couldn’t recall.

“See,” Garza said, her own voice suddenly throaty. “I knew you’d get it. Eventually.”

“I wasted all those years,” he half sang.

They were alone in the room. The clothes, gone. The food. The music playing in the background. I, for certain, had vanished. They hovered in a third space, speaking in a language only they knew, where just the two of them and this unknown past existed.

“You did this,” Devon whispered, gesturing around, his voice full of pride.

“And now you can help me.”

It was more awkward than I could bear, being amid this intimacy. The depth of their past—love and loss in equal measure—shone a light on how shallow my own life’s emotions had run thus far. Skimming the surface of truly feeling, but not quite there. I cleared my throat.

“Damn,” I said, getting up. “I’ve gotta get out of here. I promised Marcus…”

For a second, I thought I’d just slip out unnoticed, but instead, La Garza snapped to attention.

“You know what?” she said, looking at her watch. “It is getting late. Devon, write down your number—I don’t have it, remember? I’ll text you when the suit’s ready, and I can give you the prospectus and all that other good stuff. I’ve only got a couple of months before the big day.”

My cousin was flustered by the sudden change of energy—like the lights turned on at the end of a truly engrossing film. He seemed half in a daze as he wrote his number on a sheet of paper she used for measurements.

“It was amazing seeing you,” he said as we stood in the doorway.

“I’ll see you again soon,” she said. Like it wasn’t even a thing.



Outside, La Garza closed the door behind us, and I was relieved to have my afternoon of obligation behind me.

“Wow, if this world isn’t the size of a handkerchief,” I said in my best attempt at nonchalance.

“Fuck you, Alicia,” Devon grunted, his voice trembling as he walked ahead to his car.

“What?” I asked, though it sounded hollow even to me.

“Fuck you for doing this to me.”

He took his suit jacket he’d been carrying and whipped it against the side of a building, then turned his agitation toward his car. He kicked his tires and punched his fist against his beloved truck, cursing me all the while. He was crying now.

“It was so easy when I thought I’d never see her again,” he said, choking on the mucus in his throat. “And now you fucking did this?”

I wanted to tell him that I didn’t know what I was doing when I invited him to lunch. That I hadn’t understood what I had done until I saw it happening. And truthfully, I hadn’t. I knew what I’d heard about La Garza. I believed that he’d broken her heart. I took at face value how he’d presented it to Tayo. I couldn’t have known—or couldn’t have imagined—he’d held this depth of feeling. I hadn’t yet come to understand the human heart’s capacity for self-deception.

“I didn’t realize,” I said, now myself suddenly overcome with emotions.

“Fuck!” he yelled, wiping his eyes. “I’m like twenty-three and lost all over again.”

My cousin was twenty-three again. Or even better, sixteen. The age he was when I first met him. When he hadn’t yet discovered that he was handsome and didn’t care about good families and hadn’t realized that his shit didn’t stink and wasn’t (as) rich yet. He was this little teenage boy in front of me. One who didn’t need to brag or tell you about the cost of his first-class tickets to Aspen. Before he was the kind of guy who kept an artist on payroll to amuse his trophy wife. He was the kid who didn’t know he wanted a trophy wife. He was a guy who just happened to fall in love. And on the one hand, it was beautiful to see all of that shit stripped away. And on the other, it was unsettling to see him suddenly so raw. Consumed by emotion without the callus of his pretensions to protect him.

“You don’t have to help her,” I blurted out, wanting to help put him out of this misery. “You don’t even have to see her again.”

He took two or three deep breaths after I said this. He swallowed really hard and then walked over to the driver’s side of his truck.

“No,” he said, clearing his throat. “I actually do.”

He got into D-3PO, and when he started the engine, I crossed the street to my place. My key was in the lock when he rolled the window down.

“Cuz,” he said. “Don’t mention shit to Marla.”

And of course, I nodded.



By that evening, I’d made a mess of the living room, pulling out all the shoeboxes filled with CDs from under Lorraine’s bed and my own (neater) books of them. These objects we couldn’t part with but no longer touched since we’d burned them into our iPods years before. I was hunting for the song that Devon started singing at lunch, hoping that seeing the album covers might help me remember. But so far, I hadn’t found it in either of our collections. I’d called Lorraine, hummed it to her, to no avail. I called Marcus, but by the time he called me back, the tune had faded from my mind. I had luckily left Matteo a voicemail almost as soon as I got inside the house, humming the little of melody that had stayed in my head.

“I’m disappointed in you, Forten,” he said.

“What?”

“It’s a classic. Simply Red. ‘I’ll keep holding on.’”

Fuck. I loved when he sang to me.

“Shit,” I said. “I should have known that.”

I didn’t tell him why I had asked, or anything about the lunch. At least not then. It felt too private. Like I’d witnessed something I never should have seen in the first place. Something that should not be fodder for gossip but retained and only shared when truly necessary. And he never asked why I asked. Instead, we shot the shit about one thing or another, watching The Daily Show on opposite ends of the phone until I started to doze off.

“Airright, sleepyhead,” he said.

“Wait!” I said, suddenly very awake. “What’s the name of it?”

“Of what?”

“The song.”

“‘Holding Back the Years.’”

HBTY.






SEVEN


May warmed into June, with several weeks going by before I’d see, hear, or, honestly, even give much thought to Devon or Garza again. That season, you see, was like an epic night out. Where you awaken the next day with a feeling of giddiness or dread, knowing that something about the night before would change your larger life, but not fully certain what or how. The kind of night where, over brunches and phone calls, every detail, no matter the substances consumed, could be recalled and combed over with striking veracity. And still, the greater meaning—the consequence of it all—might evade you. Because, in the aftermath—the immediate after—everything is given equal weight. Like that spring, when we all went out to celebrate Aaron Francis taking a summer transfer to London and ended up partying with Dave Chappelle? We couldn’t have realized it then, that the real story of the night was not the party we went to or the celebrity encounter but the beginning of the sprawl of our circle of friends. That the tale which began as “Remember that night we hung with Dave Chappelle?” would become “Remember that night before Aaron Francis moved to London?”

This is all to say, as it was happening, that summer felt major. But it was only from the rearview that we could fully comprehend how and why. In the moment, I wrongly presumed it was because of all that was happening to me. Drowning in the era of self-absorption otherwise known as my twenties. Had you stopped me on the street then, most likely I would have talked your ear off and barely mentioned La Garza at all—unless, of course, you brought her up. If I knew you a little bit, I’d have told you how, after languishing as an assistant to a creative director, I finally got a promotion to copywriter. I’d have bored you with stories about going to my first Clio Awards and how I’d been grinding late nights and weekends on my pitch for my first real account. If I knew you a bit better and we stopped for a drink, I might tell you how much I missed Lorraine. How Marcus was back and forth to LA making some reality show for MTV and, as I mentioned, Aaron Francis had taken off for London. Leti was there. I suppose. But it became clear that without the cement of Lorraine, we were just two bricks with little to keep us stuck together. There were other people around, of course—that was the beauty of the place; there were always people around. But things, you could tell, were shifting.

If we had a few drinks that summer, I might have told you that I had quietly—very, very quietly—taken a break from James. It was the right thing to do. Though, truth be told, the ice had gotten so thin between us, it was just a matter of time before I fell through, anyway. Work gave me an emotionally detached explanation for needing some space. In this telling, it had nothing to do with him and everything to do with my ambitions. Ambitions, James understood; had been bred to understand. The trips back and forth were an exhausting distraction. What were a few weeks in the scheme of things? As usual, we were on the same page. We could both just take the summer and focus on “us.”

Listen, I’ll admit that the ground rules for this summer apart were never clearly articulated. So, I leaned fully into the concept of a tacit understanding to banish any sense of guilt that might have crept into my brain about the increasing amount of time I began to spend with Matteo. I mean, it began innocently enough … though I guess these things always do.

Given what I’ve said about her thus far, it might be surprising to hear that my grandmother had a lot to say about sex. Or, more clearly, how women need to think about it. Sex was to be doled out by a wife to a husband no less than twice a week to keep him happy and attentive and to prevent him from straying. But it should not be gifted more than five times per week—in order to keep him a little peckish. Too much of a good thing could unbridle an insatiable lover who craved further pleasure by looking elsewhere. (Preventing your man from looking elsewhere the obvious constant here.) When neighbors would stop in for coffee or to borrow some eggs and lament their cheating man or their lazy man or any other affliction that could infect your man from his otherwise perfect existence, my grandmother would ask, “¿Cuán frecuentemente haces tus deberes de la casa?” And if the woman said anything less than two or more than five times per week, my grandmother would just suck her teeth and shake her head. Saying, without words, “Well, what did you expect to have happen?” (Worth noting: I have no memories of my grandfather.)

Anyways, I wasn’t married, but I took her advice all the same. For the better part of our relationship, I made sure to fuck James at least twice a week. But particularly once he went to Syracuse, it felt increasingly like a thing I was checking off my to-do list. Friday might be mildly hot and heavy—in the way that things could get with your boyfriend in high school. But by Saturday night or Sunday morning? We barely took our clothes off. Just a Yale T-shirt and a Penn T-shirt rubbing up against one another for seven to ten minutes. Not bad. Great for stress. But nothing I would spend the bus ride back thinking about.

But Matteo? Matteo was another story altogether. I didn’t want a T-shirt—or anything else, for that matter—getting between us. There was a heat in his palms and a firmness in his fingertips that turned the most innocuous touch—a guiding hand on my shoulder as he opened a door for me; the brushing away of crumbs on my lap—into erotic provocation. Nipples would harden, vaginal walls would clench, and I’d just have to exhale, imperceptibly, until the wave would crest. And that was, unfortunately, before we ever even slept together. Sex with Matteo was a lot like Matteo himself: confident and unexpected. The only thing certain was that he’d lay those hands—that held such weight, I could, when not with him, have sensory recollection of exactly where he’d placed them—on me in such a way that the blood inside me rose to meet the flesh.

In short, I finally understood why people screamed to God during sex, and that spring and summer, I wanted to praise his name. All the damn time.

Of course, fun—even that kind—is not the same as perfect. Not that anybody is, including me. But Matteo was a mama’s boy. Which, in small doses, can be an admirable thing, but in this case was a little hard to swallow. Their relationship making me feel strangely competitive with a woman twice my age. (Or maybe I was just jealous that he was so close with his mother when I so actively avoided mine.) Honestly, though, more concerning was Matteo’s very intense case of insuperiority complex.

IC, as I liked to call it, was—like high blood pressure—a pretty common affliction among upwardly motivated minorities like myself. It was most acute in those of us who went to elite, predominantly white colleges. Or whose career ambitions forced them to be the only nonwhite person in a room at work. Settings that provided countless situations that could trigger an IC outbreak. Your all-white colleagues or classmates are discussing something (think: women’s Grand Slam tennis or great ski locations) and subtly presume that you, because of your status as a disenfranchised minority, are less familiar with the topic than your white peers. The presumption triggers a shameful awareness of perceived inferiority. But it also sparks indignation. Because you not only know about whatever it is your white colleague is discussing—because knowledge of the white world is, in fact, the reason you’ve thrived—but you also needed to master all the shit required for you to get to the same frickin’ starting line as the people around you. (That last part is where the superiority comes in.) Anyway, in those first few years after college, making my way through the professional world, what I’d noticed was that the cognitive dissonance created in those moments could, without proper amounts of steam blowing or therapy, erupt into an all-consuming fury. Sometimes on a moment’s notice. (For what it’s worth, none of my friends that went to HBCUs—or public colleges, for that matter—seemed as plagued with this affliction.)

In any case, Matteo’s IC could be pretty intense. Once, we were out in the Hamptons for the weekend. The owner of one of the lounges he spun at in Meatpacking comped us a VIP table at Pink Elephant. On our way in, we passed these bros he knew from work, who expressed intense shock that he had enough social capital to bypass them on a line. (They clearly didn’t know about his second life as DJ Tayo.) “I spin for the owner in the city sometimes,” he said by way of explanation, moving me toward the bouncer working the door. “Oh,” one of the bros said with a tone of relief, “you’re on staff.” It was a flash before Matteo was charging at the dude, asking if he’d just called him “the help,” and screaming about the superior size of his bonus. The bouncer, a townie the size of a truck, was all too happy for an excuse to kick some snide white dudes off the line and sent them skulking back to their cars. But I was shook. And the worst part was that he couldn’t let it go, grumbling about “those frickin’ douches” all night.

It can be—I know from personal experience—difficult to have your identity comprised of multiple things. Though there are Puerto Ricans—pure-blooded Puerto Ricans—who are Black, somehow it seemed constantly implausible for people to hold in their minds that I could be fully both things at one time. (The funny part was my mother was practically translucent—one of those Bori girls where you can see the veins in her cheeks. But my father wasn’t much darker. So maybe I would’ve come out looking the same either way. That’s not the point.) I think for Matteo, the experience of presenting as a Black man in America, while being comprised, in part, by the same DNA as these bastards that constantly tell you that you are less than? Well, I think it can be a bit of a mindfuck. And maybe partly why Matteo’s insuperiority complex ran so much closer to rage than some of my other friends’. Or than my own. But also, the truth was, the guy did way too much blow. Which could be fun for a while. Until it wasn’t.

But more often, he was this kind, thoughtful guy who refused to be pigeonholed into anything. He was the only man I’d ever met who didn’t care if I beat him at anything: tennis, Monopoly, whatever. I made an offhand remark once about secretly loving Modest Mouse, and he flew us to Boston one night to see them play. He was the first guy (not even James) I ever brought up to see my grandma’s place. My mother was in AC with some girlfriends, and Wela needed help moving an old sofa. (I wouldn’t have dared bring him over had my mom been home; my life had peace for as long as she thought I was still with James.) And actually, that says everything. Tayo was the type of guy you could call to help your grandma move her couch … all the way out in Gravesend. And he didn’t blink about it. Stayed for arroz con pollo and everything. He even spoke a little Spanish with her, and she loved it. I’ll never forget that.

Anyway, I was deeply wrapped up in my own existence when Garza’s presence once again reasserted itself in my life. It was sometime in the middle of June, and Tayo and I were grabbing after-work drinks down by the seaport when Devon texted him suggesting dinner.

“What does that mean?” I asked when Matteo told me.

“It means what it says,” he answered, like a real guy. So literal. “‘What you two kids doing for dinner tonight? We thought it’d be fun to do oysters at Blue Ribbon with y’all.’ They want to have oysters.”

When I didn’t immediately say anything, Matteo cocked his head.

“Are you weirded out that I told your cousin about us?” he asked.

“No,” I said, so quickly I knew that I meant it. I hadn’t thought about him and me as an “us” at that point, but in the moment, I didn’t hate it. Or care even who knew about it. No, what my brain snagged on was a different two-letter word Devon had used: we. “I’m just wondering who the ‘they’ that we’re meeting are.”

It was then, as succinctly as I could, that I told Matteo about the suit and the luncheon and the reunion meeting of the long-distanced lovers and the business proposition. I stuck with the bare-boned details. I left out the uncomfortable pregnant pauses and longing glances and the Simply Red song embroidered into the suit jacket and Devon’s tears.

“Look, I’d have dinner with Garza over Marla any day of the week,” Matteo said as he threw some cash down for our drinks. “But even if this rekindled some kind of flame—and I hope it did not—a married man is not inviting his homeboy and his cousin out to dinner with his ex-girlfriend at one of the most popular restaurants in Brooklyn.”

And it was almost as if, in saying it out loud, he heard how actually plausible this might be. Because it wasn’t just any ex-girlfriend. It was La Garza.

“But I guess,” he added as he texted Devon back a reply, “we’ll soon find out.”



At some point over the next couple of years, when Park Slope would be fully ceded to well-financed families, Blue Ribbon Brooklyn would become a very chic children’s diner. White tablecloths covered in wax paper; little glasses filled with crayons to keep the wee ones occupied while they waited for twenty-dollar chicken fingers or plain burgers made from grass-fed Pat LaFrieda beef. But, in 2007, the restaurant still retained the allure of its storied older Manhattan sibling. Packed every afternoon with gaggles of fashionable friends sipping martinis and downing oysters. And every evening, as the sky darkened and tabletop lamps glowed brighter, flooded with singles craving flirtations and couples mid-seduction. It was still a sexy spot. A date spot. A cluster of smokers milled outside as our taxi pulled up; ’90s hip-hop bounced off the wood-paneled walls of the cozy bistro. Matteo put his hand on the back of my arm (those damn hands!) as he guided me through bodies waiting for tables toward the hostess stand.

Before she could even tell us that half our party had already been seated, Matteo squeezed his fingers, firm, into my flesh, and I spotted them, seated next to one another—close—on the same side of the banquette. Two glasses of champagne before them. Him, whispering to her, and her, tossing her head back and laughing. Matteo took my hand and started toward them, the hostess following behind.

“Well now, if this doesn’t feel like old times!” he said.

“Oh, leave the past where it is!” Garza declared as she rose to hug us both. As if being so close with Devon after all this time was not a thing. “This is better! We were just dumb kids then with no clue what we were doing.”

“And now?” Matteo asked. He’d pulled my chair out for me to sit, but I could see he was also taking them both in. His head cocked to the side.

“We’re masters of the game, son,” Devon said while he offered him a dap. “Conquering this city! Can you believe our girl, Tayo? All that she’s done.”

“Nothing has surprised me less,” Matteo replied, finally sitting. “In fact, what are we drinking? We should toast to all you’ve accomplished, G, since the three of us were last together. What’s it been? Nine years?”

“Ten,” Garza said, waving the waitress over, “but who’s counting, right?”

“Everybody drink up,” Devon said, “but let’s save the toast, because we’re just getting started!”

Devon looked at her when he said that part, beaming. That damn we again. Garza was wearing a yellow jumpsuit, and between the color against her skin and the candlelight, she seemed incandescent. Or maybe she was just shining from the inside. They were seated about as close as two people could be without touching.

“So,” I said to Devon, keeping my voice light as a feather. As if this hadn’t been this emotionally fraught thing that had left him with snot running out of his nose in the middle of the street, “you decided to help with the IPO?”

“Help?” Devon said. “Imma blow the doors off this thing. We’ve been subterranean until now—just bringing this brilliant beauty around the street so everyone can see what they’d be missing out on—”

“I have been quite the show pony,” Garza offered, a laugh in her voice.

“And it’s been quite the show,” Devon said, obvious pride in his voice. “Jones, you remember Scott? That douchebag that left Bear for SAC? He was eating out of her palm. I wish you could’ve seen her.”

“It’s not too late, Matteo,” Garza said, rising as she did so. “I can still do my pony trot for you.” She did a little prance for him, and we all started laughing. “Imma powder my nose. Order me a martini if she comes, Devon?”

“Whatever you want,” Devon sang to her, “girl, you know I can provide.”

She didn’t break her stride, but I did notice her look back over her bare shoulder at him as she tossed him a wink. Matteo too was watching her.

“You know what?” he said. “I gotta powder my nose too. Whiskey, up, please.”

He planted a kiss on the top of my head, but nevertheless, I felt a flicker of jealousy. Undoubtedly, he was gonna do a bump or two, but also, he wanted to say something to her. Privately. And I wanted to know what it was.

“Man,” Devon said to me once we were alone, “if more women carried themselves like Gigi, they’d be running the world.”

“That’s all it would take?” I said.

The waitress came over, but even ordering drinks could not stop Devon from exulting in Garza.

“And wait till she meets the world,” he said. “In a month’s time, you aren’t gonna be able to turn your head without seeing La Garza wherever you go. She’s gonna be synonymous with Brooklyn hip, man.”

When Devon was a kid—a teenager, really—he still played with Lego. (Like I said, he really was not cool.) Anyway, one summer, he built this elaborate castle. Constructed little Lego horses and everything. Worked on it the whole first week I was there. I hadn’t seen his eyes sparkle with that same focused intensity he used to get until now. Not even when he was showing me his big-ass house.

“What’s happening here?” I asked, looking over my shoulder to make sure Garza wasn’t headed back. “One second, you’re pissed at me for reconnecting you, and the next, you’re having us to dinner. Where is your wife?”

“Where’s your fiancé?” he asked, leaning in toward me, not skipping a beat.

“We’re taking a break,” I said. My drink hadn’t come yet, but I took a sip of Garza’s champagne instead. “It’s not the same thing.”

“Fine,” Devon said, leaning back into the banquette, the smile creeping back onto his face. “I don’t know what’s happening. Just that there’s no other woman like her. And I shouldn’t have been mad at you, because you did me a favor.”

The waitress arrived then, all our cocktails on a beautiful silver tray.

“I shouldn’t have let her go in the first place,” he stated as he picked up his scotch. “So thank you for bringing her back.”

I was about to protest—to say that I just was helping her with a business opportunity—when Garza returned to the table, followed by a wide-eyed Matteo.

“Bringing who back?” Matteo asked as he sat back down. The difference between him a little coked up and sober, nearly imperceptible. Nearly.

Devon put his arm around Garza now, pulled her into him.

“This gem right here,” he said. For a split second, Garza allowed herself to be pleased. Relaxed. But then, just as quickly, pulled herself away. Sat upright. That same spell broken as that day in her loft.

“Here comes some food,” she said.

And indeed, two waiters were approaching with tin trays piled high with seafood. Crab claws and shrimp and oysters and clams propped up and resting on glistening crushed ice. Still another waiter followed, brushing the table off for the errant breadcrumb before setting down a stand for the trays that were then stacked in front of us. In the swarm of service, someone surreptitiously replaced our bread basket with a fresh loaf so hot, the steam rose.

“Honestly,” Devon said, observing the servers tending to us so diligently, “if Brooklyn gets a few more places like this, it could really give Manhattan a run for its money.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, sipping my vodka tonic. “The whole point is that they’re different.”

“It’s a compliment. This place is sophisticated. Great service. Quality product. More places like this would make it a really viable place to live.”

“For who?” La Garza asked, offended. She’d already grabbed a crab claw and a cracker, but she stopped, holding them in midair while she questioned him. “For who would it make Brooklyn a more viable place to live?”

Devon, never one to hold back or fear that his opinion was anything but wanted, paused. Matteo, enjoying watching him squirm, grabbed an oyster and slurped it down, a big smile on his face.

“Yeah, D,” he said, when Devon still hadn’t replied, “the tableful of Brooklynites wants to know.”

Garza cracked her claw open now while Devon stuttered out a reply.

“I’m just thinking about property values, is all,” he said sheepishly.

Garza pulled a piece of crabmeat out with her fingers, dipped it in the warm butter sauce, and placed it to his lips.

“Swallow the foot in your mouth,” she said, “and have some of this delicious crab.”

And all of us, including Devon, cracked up as he took the white, flaky chunk of meat into his mouth and made a big show of chewing. And once he’d swallowed, his lips glistening with butter, he planted a loud, obnoxious kiss on her cheek.

“My girl keeps me humble,” he said. And I watched her not pull away this time but squeal in delight. Too rapt by his pronouncement to pose as businesslike or aloof.

What, Matteo and I would reflect on later, was how utterly normal the night felt. The four of us digging into two massive steaks while they told us all about their big plans for La Garza the person and La Garza the brand. Her vision and Devon’s confidence swirling together to conjure an aura of ambition so seductive that you not only didn’t question their being together, you didn’t want to leave their atmosphere.

“Let me tell you about how real my commitment to Brooklyn is,” Devon said later with a chuckle when we wouldn’t stop clowning him about his faux pas dis to Kings County. “In addition to my own house, I’ve invested in four more properties here.”

“Really?” I asked, surprised.

“Actually, Tayo, you’ve said you’ve been wanting to get into real estate—”

“I’ve said that I want to be a Realtor,” Matteo clarified before turning to Garza and me. “It’s my fantasy retirement career. I think I’d be good at it. Working with people.”

“Better than that mentirosa Sandra,” Garza joked.

“Well, I think if you throw some bucks at this venture of mine, you’ll be a lot closer to retirement,” Devon said. That confidence. “Why don’t we drive over there and I’ll show y’all when we’re done.”

We agreed, and the two guys fought over who would pick up the check before we headed out toward D-3PO. “Old ladies in the back,” Garza demanded as she grabbed my hand.

“I wanted you up front with me,” Devon said.

“It’s good for you to not always get what you want,” Garza said. “Stay hungry.”

It was a short ride through Park Slope across to the other side of Atlantic. The men gossiped about bankers they knew while Garza and I gossiped about neighbors. I barely registered that they’d boarded up the strip of Atlantic where the station had been; that they’d already started to knock it down to make way for the arena that we still didn’t believe would get built. We crossed over Vanderbilt Avenue, turned onto Dean Street, and, somewhere after Washington Ave, Devon parked and we all followed him out of the car.

“Honestly, after I got such a deal on the house, I started looking around to see if there were other foreclosures in the area,” Devon explained as he walked us toward the corner. “Turns out, a lot of motherfuckers aren’t paying their mortgages.”

Matteo grunted something about adjustable rates before Devon continued.

“I found this one, on the corner here.” He pointed to a smallish, four-story walk-up apartment building. From one of the fire escapes, I could hear Charlie Wilson blasting off a speaker; the sounds of laughter as people enjoyed the June night. “And then this one, just two doors down. And so I grabbed them both, cash.”

“Good look,” Matteo said. “Great rental income. How many units are in that building?”

“Eight,” Devon replied, before I noticed his chest puff up, and he wrapped his arm around Garza. “But there’s gonna be twenty when the plan is fully executed.”

“How is that gonna work?” I asked.

“Because, the two in the middle? Well, I offered to buy them out. A little above market, but I worked out the math, and the average was still worth it. We’re gonna knock ’em all down and build a block of luxury condos. All duplexes. You’ll get a roof deck or a private little yard. Top-of-the-line kitchens. The people I’m working with think we could get at least six fifty apiece.”

“Damn,” Matteo said. But I could tell that wasn’t a positive note in his voice.

“No offense, D,” Garza said, “but who would pay half a million dollars to live over here and not even be in a brownstone?”

“See,” he said to her, grinning, “you think I’m down on Brooklyn, but this place is just like you, baby! All I see is possibility. Once that stadium opens, the property over here will be worth twice as much. Maybe more.”

“If it opens,” Matteo added skeptically. “There’s about a million lawsuits blocking that project. They don’t even have the transit rights yet.”

“This is why my bonuses are bigger than yours, Jones,” Devon joked. “You’re not a true believer!”

“In what?” I asked with a laugh. “The fucking Nets?”

“In the power of capitalism,” Devon replied, dead serious. “That stadium is coming, come hell or high water. Too many people have too much money to gain.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Garza said. “This business talk is killing my buzz. Sharlene’s, anybody?”

She was right. The buzz—the excitement—of dinner had faded. And I found myself a little nauseous, the hangover coming before even the sleep. Matteo must have sensed it too or felt the same way himself, because he suddenly was saying that we were gonna call it a night. We two couples headed off in two different directions, when Devon bellowed Matteo’s name.

“Yo,” Tayo shot back as we both turned around.

“So, do you want in on the project?”

“This?” he said, gesturing to the buildings on the corner. “I think it’s not for me.”

“Suit yourself,” Devon replied with a laugh, and we watched him turn from us, pull Garza in to him closer, and walk away.






EIGHT


These days, everybody googles everything. So, I’ll just say that if by this point you’re tempted to do so with La Garza? Just stop. Or go. But don’t take anything you read at face value. Her Wikipedia page and the media stories that pop up are about as reliable as the rumors that used to swirl around her in Fort Greene. Only these were planted by La Garza herself. With the help of Devon’s publicist, of course.

La Garza had been a known entity in the fashion world, but in the lead-up to the IPO, Devon got her on the radar of a whole new set of people. Those that may not have dictated taste but who dictated markets. By late June, there’d been a full-page spread in The Wall Street Journal, a glowing profile in BusinessWeek, appearances on CNBC, online features on the Motley Fool, TheStreet, and Fast Company. Perhaps most notable was a gauzy profile in the mother ship of women’s media of that moment: Daily Candy. And while La Garza never committed the cardinal sin of forgetting her own past, the biography that emerged had certainly been rendered more palatable— or at least comprehensible—to the investor class. The version on Wikipedia, like all these stories at the time, leans heavily on grit and bootstraps and foresight. Jenny from the Block meets Diane von Furstenberg. A girl from a rough neighborhood who learned her mother’s trade of sewing early and had a big vision: dressing men and women with impeccably constructed, American-made clothing inspired by the streets and sophistication of her native New York. Not total BS but just stinky enough that if you actually knew her and you read it, you’d probably make a caca face. I know I did.

The other thing that got a bit of a makeover in this telling was Brooklyn. In that summer’s media frenzy, La Garza’s Brooklyn was likened to Harlem in the ’20s or, more commonly, Montmartre during the Belle Epoque (Paris!). In this context, her choice of locating her enterprise here had little to do with loyalty or “showing her seams” than, as she declared to The Wall Street Journal, “getting ahead of the inevitable future, when Brooklyn is the center of the creative world.” In the span of a couple of weeks, she transformed from an individual to an ambassador for a new kind of American cool. The bedrock of which, apparently, lay in Brooklyn. If you couldn’t live here, you could dress as though you did.

There seemed to be endless photographs of her during this time. The clothes were the same, but gone were the wild waves and the thick kohl eyeliner. The jewelry was tempered, the hoops replaced with diamond studs, the nameplate traded in for what, in one shoot, looked like a Tiffany bean. (I refused to believe that it was actually something as vanilla as a Tiffany bean.) This refined version of La Garza could go anywhere: She could walk into a bar on DeKalb or a boardroom in Manhattan. She could dine in the Hamptons or the Vineyard. She was aspirational. She was utterly consumable. And she was completely neutered. Because if you knew her in real life, you knew that her power and allure was that no one else could be like her.

Perhaps La Garza felt her past life would have eclipsed her future one. Too Dickensian for her—the woman, the artist—to dig herself out from under. Her kind of biography, I suspect she knew, was alien among the soft genesis stories of the power brokers she needed to get behind her. The real story, she likely intuited, might have rendered her too damaged to handle the big time in their eyes. And I don’t think she was wrong. Those who’ve never suffered often mistake scars of survival for defects.



Though, when asked about her name, she told the style section of The New York Times that “some of her friends called her Gigi”—a name I’d only ever heard uttered by my cousin—La Garza’s first name was, in fact, Garza. Garza Rivera. Her mother christened her that when her father, a drunken Vietnam vet named Nelson Garza, refused to claim her as his own. “It could have been worse,” she quipped to me. “You never met my sister Murphy.” Garza was one of six children, each taken down by a different note from the Puerto Rican blues. Murphy, the closest to her in age, lived in the Poconos (“the Puerto Rican Hamptons”), where she got her ass beat regularly by her common-law husband. Her oldest brother, Javier, was in and out of jail for crimes she didn’t want to discuss. Another brother, whose name I don’t remember, was in jail “for listening to fucking knuckleheads” and got bit by the Rockefeller laws. “He’ll probably die up there,” she said, “which is a shame, because I think he’d have been so helpful with business.” She’d lost her baby sister relatively recently—“The good really do die young.” And Soto, her baby brother, “became property of the US Army” in the wake of that. He’d enlisted after their little sister, Karina, was killed when the second tower was hit. “She was so damn pretty, and she’d put herself through one of those DeVry programs to learn all the computer shit. She was a frickin’ temp. Can you imagine? All eager and that’s the price she pays for getting to work early.”

But the real source of her family’s troubles was her mother’s addiction. Not to drinking or to drugs—though she loved to party—but to men. She had to have one around. Always. She couldn’t just keep company with them or sleep around. She fell head over heels. Nothing else mattered. And they would always leave, and she would always be wrecked. “I mean, can’t get out of bed, not going to work and shit, shit.” And this was in fact what led to La Garza knowing how to sew in the first place. Another man had moved out, and there were still three kids at home—including Garza. Her mom worked as an evening cleaning woman, servicing office buildings and the like near midtown. Garza showed up to pick up her shifts. She was just about to finish high school. “I knew this wasn’t going to be my life, though. I don’t know how I knew it, but I just always have.”

One of the office suites was a tailor named Mendelson. “You wouldn’t believe his work! What that man could make fabric do.” He’d stay late sometimes, and she’d come in to clean and ask questions and compliment his wares. “And then one day, he asked if I would like a job as his apprentice,” she said. “He thought his clients might enjoy a nice goy—that’s what he’d call me, his little Goya Goy. I loved it.” Mendelson and his wife became the parents Garza never had—“They saved me,” she said. She became obsessed. The four years other people were at college, she was learning her trade and craft. “Probably, though, I would have worked there forever,” she said. “My ambitions then were to be good at something and to have peace and fucking quiet.”

And maybe, she had hoped, to take over Mendelson’s shop. She had a girlfriend from high school who lived on Matteo’s block. He was the first person she knew who was working in finance. “I thought I could prove that I was a go-getter,” she said. And she did. The scheme with the one free shirt—she paid it out of her own wages—led to a flood of new business. And tons of repeat clientele. “Also,” she added, “I was a dime.” Contrary to presumptions about Latin girls in crazy families, she was practically a virgin. “My mother more or less made me allergic to men.” Until, of course, she met my cousin. “The only way that I can explain it is that there are people who you’re supposed to meet, who are supposed to change your life,” she said. “That’s what Devon was for me.” Most of the men Matteo had sent in were white guys—“Cute, but they didn’t do it for me.” In fact, most of the guys who came in were white guys. She had never seen a man who looked and acted and carried himself like Devon. He was at once totally down—with all the slang and could talk music, and he wasn’t, like, stuck-up—but he also slipped into those suits like he’d been born wearing them. Which, of course, he basically had been. When he asked her out, she couldn’t bring herself to say no. It was the first time she remembered ever feeling animalistically attracted to someone.

But it wasn’t just the chemistry. It was the experience. Garza discovered something I’d long known—mainly because of my mother’s pining for it on my behalf: There is another New York that not every New Yorker can access. And I don’t just mean private clubs and expensive restaurants. I mean a New York where people leave for the summer and go skiing in the winter. A place where they only think of Macy’s when the Thanksgiving parade comes on TV and shop at stores Garza had never heard of. This New York—this second New York, if you will—is not a grind to survive but a playground within which to thrive. Who could blame her ignorance? Growing up, our Brooklyn and that second New York? Well, they were much like the islands they’re located on and never touched. There wasn’t even a bridge. Until Devon. An outsider, yes. But a transplant right into this alternative metropolis. He was no Pygmalion, though, she insisted. Instead, they discovered the city together. “It wasn’t my first time at Odeon; it was our first time.” And she was a quick study; noticing the subtle things that separated pretty women from sophisticated ones. She learned the right things to read, the right places to shop. Even the right places to work out. He showed her a door, but she pushed it open for herself.

And then he left.

If Garza’s story felt similar to my mother’s—my own origin story—well, this is where the similarities end. While my mother spent the rest of her life mourning that which had gotten away from her, confining herself to the working-class corner of Brooklyn from whence she had come, La Garza refused to retreat into the life she had known before. And she no longer wanted a romantic partner to help her access it. She could make a living making men’s suits, but she could make a name for herself in women’s fashion. Devon—in La Garza’s estimation—was not limited by his race, not because racism did not exist but because he had, with his Harvard education and his white-shoe banking job—rendered himself impervious to such limitations with credentials. And so she sought that kind of legitimacy for herself. She enrolled in FIT. Her skills and understanding of tailoring caught the eye of the faculty, even in the overcrowded public college environment. They connected her to pattern makers and fabric suppliers and, when it was time for her to present her senior show, invited their contacts in the fashion media to come and see her collection. The collection financed with, what she recalled with near tears, “the most generous gift I’ve ever gotten in my life”—$5,000 from the Mendelsons.

By that time, she was out of her mother’s dysfunctional house, making everything in the basement apartment she was renting on Greene Avenue. That senior show yielded actual orders—they stocked a couple of pieces at Pat Field and Liquid Sky. She took a job bartending at Bowery Bar at night, where she met Omar, and put every penny into the next collection. “It was so frickin’ dope,” she said. “I had it under the Manhattan Bridge, where the kids used to skate. I paid them to do tricks before the show started. Half my models were people I met at Limelight and Shelter. It was so rock and roll, and everybody loved it because I wasn’t trying to be like anybody else. They just didn’t know that it was because I didn’t know another way.”

She got a write-up in Women’s Wear Daily, was asked to style a bunch of people for Paper. She was featured in a photo shoot of the new tastemakers in New York magazine—“For like two weeks, I couldn’t go anywhere without people recognizing me.” Jeffrey started carrying her; a few small department stores. She took a little space in the Navy Yard, poached some Dominican ladies her mom knew from a sweatshop in Sunset Park, and put her mother on payroll supervising production. The next show, held in the abandoned McCarren Park pool, was even bigger than the first. The whole thing was inspired by Selena. She had the movie playing in the background and put all the models in long black wigs. But it was all renegade. She’d advertise the fashion shows with flyers she made herself at Kinko’s. “My brother and his homies were my street team!” she said. “They’d go to all the fashion hangouts and pass them around.” She had so little to lose, and as such, she felt fully fearless.

The press and the buyers and the whole operation was scaling up, and she was ready for it. Investors began swarming around then, buyers from big department stores too. She decided to really blow it out of the water for her next show—took out a line of credit and everything. It was her spring 2002 collection, and she finally was on the official fashion week calendar. The whole thing inspired by The Warriors, the cult movie that used to show every Saturday on Channel 11 when we were kids. Leather vests and intricately cut up T-shirt dresses and knee socks and models on roller skates. The show was set to be held on a decommissioned G train platform on September 12, 2001. And the day before, the whole fucking world changed. But so did her life.

“I was up on the roof of our building in the Yard, just watching the smoke and all the paper and the whatever-the-fuck was in that cloud, up over the water, and it was just carrying my spirit and insides with it. My entire being blew up when those towers collapsed. My career, my family, my hometown.” Her brother Soto made missing posters and put them all over Brooklyn, plastered them at Union Square station. Karina was the baby of her family; they were all inconsolable. “And we weren’t one of those families that grows closer or is kinder or shit when tragedy comes, let me just tell you that,” Garza had told me. Her mother blamed Garza for not hiring her sister; believing fully that it was Garza’s fault Karina was in that building in the first place. Her little brother went into a rage and beat the shit out of someone on the subway; he only got away with it because the cops felt terrible for him when they heard about his sister. As soon as they announced they were invading Afghanistan, he enlisted. “I don’t know about these wars, but my brother serves his country, and I’m proud of that,” she told me.

Amid all this, the designer Carolina Herrera offered La Garza and a handful of other young designers her showroom space to mount a pared-down version of their shows the following week. “A week? Can you even imagine? I regret every day that I didn’t get it together for that show—but I could barely think. I was in such a state that I didn’t even call to tell nobody I wasn’t going to participate. I just didn’t return the call.” And so began a spiral of her young life, just so barely scraped into something.

She knew, of course, that if she called anyone—a professor, a buyer, an editor—and told them about her sister? Well, a reservoir of empathy would flood her. But for Garza, this loss was personal, and she didn’t want it conflated with the city’s public tragedy. New York was awash in patriotism and resilience, and in that moment, Garza felt like giving up. The fashion industry coming together did not make up for her mother retreating to her bed. Giuliani commanding the city to shop did little to comfort her when her brother enlisted. Just because the show hadn’t happened didn’t mean she wasn’t on the hook for the money she’d borrowed. When word spread that she’d had a chance to present and didn’t, she began to get a reputation for being inconsistent, unreliable. “Basically, death to a small label.” She made a couple of half-hearted calls, trying to get a job designing for a larger label, but the economy was failing, and after the first couple of noes, she gave up. She went back to work at Bowery Bar, picked up another shift bartending at Frank’s to pay the bills, essentially working a job to pay Chase back for her failing business.

It was a dark time. The more the events of that day became a tragedy for the nation—this personal loss, this individual horror—the more rage-filled she became. “What the fuck did some person in Kansas have to be afraid of?” she said. “This didn’t happen to Topeka, it happened to us!” As soon as stories came up in the news about a “victims compensation fund,” some deadbeat ex of her mother’s reappeared, trying to “comfort her.” And “of course that lela ate that shit up.” They married immediately. The last La Garza heard, they were living in Vegas and he’d blown almost all her mother’s money.

And then, her luck changed. She’d been working at a bar called 8th Avenue Garden, a sports dive across from MSG, “where dreams got pickpocketed before they died.” Except for the rush of sad married dudes heading home on the LIRR or before a sporting event or concert, the place was primarily a social club for pimps. She’d listen to them trade tales and tips, interview potential new girls—“Let me tell you, you learn a lot about how men get over on women by talking to pimps. That was an education.” On slow nights, Omar and other friends from the hood would come in and visit and, either for the hookers or the proximity to the actual Garden; every once in a while, she’d run into an old friend. Like Augusts.

They’d known each other in high school, had stayed in and out of touch over the years. He was a degenerate. A nice degenerate, but a degenerate nonetheless. Always getting in trouble for dumb shit. Always in some kind of scheme. But that night, he’d come in with a bunch of guys on a party bus from Queens. He was running a small stock brokerage firm out there, he’d told her. Was taking his top performers to see the Billy Joel–Elton John show. He’d seen La Garza in New York magazine and, she said, was shocked to see her tending bar. There of all places. He insisted that she call him to “talk business,” and when she didn’t, he kept calling the bar to look for her.

Finally, she acquiesced to meet for dinner. He’d just made a killing on an IPO, and so he took them—these two kids from nowhere Brooklyn—to Le Bernardin for a tasting menu. “Neither of us knew how to say half the shit that was put in front of us, and we thought it was hilarious.” Augusts offered her a chance to make some money by buying stock that he knew would perform but could get him into trouble. He positioned it as a favor to him, not a handout to her. Within a few weeks, she was solvent again. Within a few months, she’d paid off the bank. He seemed, she recalled, genuinely impressed with what she had built, and she was grateful for the opportunity to right her course.

Once she had an idea for a new collection, she went to him for a loan: He did, she felt, one better. He brought her to meet his uncle, who ran a bunch of businesses here in the city and in Latvia. He promised her a cash investment up front and a steal of a deal on a garage he owned by the Navy Yard. “I’m not stupid. I asked about the catch,” she said. “And the answer was, I had a bunch of people on payroll that I never saw in my life.” Supposedly, it was a way to help relatives that had newly arrived; La Garza didn’t ask too many questions. “Honestly? Dealing with him was cheaper and easier than dealing with the bank.” She’d seen other designers take money from private equity and financiers and end up belly-up after the money people went poking around in shit they didn’t understand. As far as she could tell, she had the better end of the situation: access to cash with little desire to control her operations. Freedom, in every sense of the word.

She could have gone on like this forever—finally having found some version of the life that she had unknowingly longed for. One where her creativity and work ethic lived in symbiosis with her fiscal needs. The business doing well enough to enable her to bring on Omar and a small staff. And when she felt bored and a bit restless, she’d dream up one of her parties. Her secrecy over her past, at that point, driven less by shame than a desire to lead some version of a happy life. In the void of facts came rumors. And they positively thrilled her—all of them so much less depressing than the truth. She enjoyed the sort of New York renown that got her invited to interesting shit while not actually ruining her life. The boldfaced name only the in-the-know knew about.

And then one day, it no longer was enough.

She was reading Fortune, and she saw him: Devon. It was the 40 Under 40 issue. A puff piece about him, full of quotes about using free markets to level the playing field of racism. Her heart stopped when she saw it, but what she felt was not longing. It was rage. Not, she realized, because he’d broken her heart. She’d ceased dwelling on that long ago. After her sister died and things really fell apart, she’d rarely thought of him. She rarely thought of the past. Surviving held in tight grip the entirety of her body and her mind. No, what made her rage was the ease of his expression in the photo. It reflected the ease she knew he’d had in life. And, of course, the piece mentioned summers in the Vineyard, life with his wife in France. She wasn’t jealous of that. But she was, she realized, jealous. Envious that while she’d been getting weathered by life, his was a face that had never known winter. Never worried about the rent or worried about food or worried about sending money to a sister or a brother. Had never dodged calls from creditors or done the arduous work of turning a ship—one you’d built with your own hands—around. And yet, there was that face! Being spoken about, not as she so often was—in the frivolous tones reserved for the things that belonged to women—but with reverence and importance. Celebrated for “all that he’d accomplished,” when so much had been his all along. When he wouldn’t have been able to endure a fraction of what she’d been through since he left her. And she felt this unfair. And she wanted that same kind of recognition. That same validation.

And so once again, Devon became kindling for her fire. She was respected in fashion for her ability as a designer, but she wanted to be respected for her more arduous achievement: building something out of nothing. She needed to expand. She pondered bringing in investors and raising money; she had clients with means. But then one day, she read about a cosmetic company that had gone public, and it hit her. What said success or was more legitimate than being on the stock exchange? Yes, her books were a mess, and some quarters were in the red. But Augie had that brokerage, and she remembered that they’d gone to Le Bernardin to celebrate an IPO he’d done for a retail chain that wasn’t much bigger an operation than she was. Augie, she was certain, would see where, with some capital, she could take this company. And when he agreed, she became a woman consumed. Everything—every pain, every small bit of sacrifice—would have been worth it. And she had friends on Wall Street. She would spread the word and, she felt, there was no way Devon wouldn’t hear about her. No way he wouldn’t learn that the girl he left for dead on the side of his yellow brick road had also made her way to Oz.

It was almost a year later—a year of plotting and planning and meetings—when she saw his truck. Right under her window. Right as they were about to announce the IPO. “You don’t come as far as I’ve come,” she told me, “without paying attention to signs.” And when she realized that he was, again, close, she had a different idea. That this person who had underestimated her, that had deserted her without so much as a goodbye? Well, this man owed her, she felt. It was only fair.

Of course, she didn’t tell me any of this until later. Until none of her intentions or ambitions in this regard really mattered anymore, anyway. But, you know, it felt important to tell you now. Before you take out your phone and start mucking up the truth with the saccharine, Frankenstein’d version of La Garza’s life you’d get from the internet. In this particular case, the only way to know the real story was to have been there.



It was early July, a few days after La Garza had gone public, when I got the text from Marla.

Did you see Page Six today?

Of course I had seen Page Six. Like most New Yorkers, I checked it religiously every morning when I got to my desk. And immediately, I texted Matteo and got back a Welp … When I checked my email, Lorraine and Aaron Francis had each sent it to me, separately. By the time I’d refilled my coffee, Marcus had sent it to our group email chain, with a diatribe about the Post and racial stereotypes. In fact, most of the morning was spent fielding gossipy texts and calls from our broader Fort Greene social circle. Augusts called me (I didn’t pick up). I called Omar (he didn’t pick up). And yet to Marla’s text message, I somehow found myself responding:

No. Anything interesting?

It was a not-so-blind item: “Which spicy Fashion ‘It’ girl was seen canoodling on the Soho House roof with a certain Hip-Hop financier on Tuesday night? From the way they were acting in the pool, she must be expanding into men’s swimwear and fast.” It was the racism that got under Marcus’s skin. (“I really don’t see what makes her fashion spicy,” he’d complained. “And he works in stocks, not records. But whatever, it’s the Post, I guess. What do we expect!”) Lorraine was shocked that they were at Soho House in the first place, which she felt was “sort of very last year.” (She also suspected the Soho House publicist had planted the piece to get them some fresh ink.) Some were merely delighted that one of our own was suddenly worthy of a blind item. But the other thing I could sense—from Matteo certainly and, I’d have to admit to it, myself—was a certain amount of embarrassment. That this person who had lived above mess for so long was suddenly mired in it. Gossipy, racially coded mess.

Marla sent me a URL link. She must have gotten an iPhone. (I remembered feeling envious that I couldn’t just run out and buy a $600 phone that I wanted so badly. Which is hilarious because now that thing runs my life and I wish I could throw it in the river.) With the story in front of me, obviously I couldn’t keep pretending to be so obtuse. I was figuring out what to say when she texted again.

Txt me when u r home, I am coming over 2 wait 4 that bitch.

OK, I replied.

There didn’t seem to be much point in arguing.



La Garza Ltd. (NASDAQ: GRZA) had opened on July 2 at seven dollars a share. “Respectable, but not notable,” Matteo told me. But then, it shot up, over the course of a few days, to twenty dollars a share. Matteo was still not impressed. But the rest of the city had been. Because she was already dressing celebrities and looked the part—and still had that publicist on retainer—La Garza went from indie fashion rebel to boldfaced name that summer. One that appeared with such frequency in the Post and the Daily News and New York and Social Diary that if you didn’t know who she was at first, you soon felt you should.

The funny part about the Page Six thing was not that it happened but how inevitable it seemed. In the weeks following our dinner at Blue Ribbon, it felt to us like we couldn’t leave the house and not see her and Devon. We spotted them nuzzling at the end of the bar at the Hideaway. Hand in hand at a concert at the Bandshell. Dancing at Soul Summit in the park—right across the street from Devon’s house!—Marla, decamped for summer to the Hamptons rental. Not that they weren’t out there too! We ran into them at Nick & Toni’s, making chitchat as they were waiting for their table. Devon bragging about the heat he’d gotten on the IPO. So, if you knew Garza in real life, the blind item wasn’t so blind. (Also, let’s face facts: “They” never really let more than one “spicy” anything be popular at a time.)

Had you asked me after the night at Blue Ribbon if they were sleeping together, I’d have sworn up and down yes. But as the summer wore on, I remember questioning that assumption. There’d been, at dinner, a sizzling chemistry, no doubt. A kind of “just the tip” energy. But there was a notable sense that Garza was as in control of this relationship as she was of every other aspect of her life. Doling out her laughter and time and warm glances with an eye on her larger agenda. That the relationship would be whatever she needed it to be. No, better than that, whatever she wanted it to be. And that Devon would provide for her without her needing to give much of herself. But then—and only they two would know when or why—the dynamic shifted.

As June turned to July, the woman we’d see out with Devon moved further and further from the La Garza any of us had known heretofore. She seemed so hopelessly in love; so utterly struck by my cousin that it was hard to remember that she’d ever shooed him out of her studio or pulled away from his embrace. Her verve and ambition, which had burned with such external intensity, so quickly sublimated into esteem and devotion to her beloved. It was, frankly, jarring. Devon was both her cherished patriarch and her precious baby, all at once. And when he wasn’t around, he was all she could talk about. And when he was, he became Ra, and she a dutiful worshiper; everything revolving around him.

At the time, naïve as I was (or perhaps I was just projecting), I attributed it to a case of libidinous preoccupation. That at some point, they’d consummated this iteration of their relationship, and the girl was simply love-stunned. Now, though, knowing all that I do—about her and the world around her—I realize it was far deeper than that. Garza’s life had been full of desperation and indifference. She’d used her grit and charm to overcome it all. And then she got to a place where those things weren’t enough. And Devon walked in and took her over the finish line. Made everything so easy. Maybe, for her, for the first time ever. And instead of the publicity and attention making her more confident in all she’d endured to so graciously meet this moment, she became only capable of seeing what Devon had contributed. Bowed with gratitude. Awed at his capacity. Once, he got up to use the restroom, and watching him cross the room, she whispered to me, “He doesn’t know the figure that he cuts.”

The problem was, I thought, that he absolutely did. The demure, crying man, humbled by his emotions and choices of his past? That dude was gone. Replaced quickly with a guy who’d acquired another trophy. This one rarer, more exotic, more treasured than even his wife. For as much as she was beautiful, as much as she was sexy and charming, what La Garza was, above all, was talented. She could exist in the ether and find particles to alchemize into beautiful objects. Objects that not only had virtue, they had value. Monetary, yes. But by this point, to guys like Devon, accumulating assets was boring. In a sea of besuited men worth millions, the question became “What else?” Garza offered cachet. Being a man who made money supporting something creative? Something “risky”? Well, that, in turn, made him cool. And cool? Well, there was no price on that. And so his ego, always large, always inflated, became, over the course of the summer, monstrous.

The other thing about the Page Six business was that anyone who’d seen them out together knew they couldn’t keep their hands off one another. Now, they weren’t completely stupid. At least not before the IPO. At business events, they seemingly restricted themselves to smoldering glances and knowing smiles from across rooms. And they were careful, though always in the same places, not to be photographed together. And even still. Bevy Smith hosted a “Dinner with Bevy” in La Garza’s honor. The whole thing was covered by New York and featured a giant photo of Devon, beaming next to a quote saying, “The thrill of this summer has been watching this stunning homegrown talent rise.”

Worth noting is that in all of this press—in all the tellings and retellings of the La Garza story—Augusts was nowhere to be found. Devon, her champion on the only street that mattered now. When we saw Augusts at the launch party for the IPO, he looked like his best friend had left him. And, I guess, in a way, she had. The whole event was a decidedly un-Garza affair. It was at the CORE Club and was full of more bottle service bros than artists or DJs—though models and celebrities were still sprinkled in. “They make the suits happy,” Devon had told us, and clearly, that was who this particular fête was for. Devon introduced Garza and chatted up the brand, while Augusts—the guy who’d been there when the bottom had dropped out—sat sulking in a corner. Tayo tried to compliment him on the success of the IPO, but not even the making of money or being behind a velvet rope could seem to lift Augusts’s spirits that night. Matteo thought this was because he got cut out of the public credit. “Everybody thinks the prince saves Cinderella at the end,” Matteo said, “but it was the fairy godmother who did all the work.” I thought he had a point, but nobody thinks about it that way. Most especially Garza.

Anyway, to me, it seemed obvious Augusts was nursing an emotional hurt. La Garza had always said he was like a brother to her, but to my eye, that was a one-way line of thinking. At the IPO launch, you could almost feel the effort Devon and Garza were making to not be too close. But if you were paying attention to them—her especially—it was hard to miss the way she looked at Devon, her eyes glimmering with admiration. And I watched Augusts as he watched her. He had championed her. He had cared for her. He had picked her up when she was down. She thought he did it as a good Brooklynite. But honestly? Spread love and all, but come on! Even that has its limits. To me, he’d been doing it for love. Or, at the very least, lust.

You might be wondering, in all of this, about Marla. How, with them running around, hand in hand for everyone to see, without a care in the world, did Marla not catch wind of this? The truth was that Marla was too preoccupied to notice. She might not have been working—not the way the rest of us were—but I’d been silly to not see that Marla still had ambitions. And they were not about interior decorating. Marla had decided—when and how, I’m not certain—that she wanted to “be somebody in New York.” And that, like everything else in this town, took a lot of effort. She was seemingly out every night—often with Felix, though not always—making herself a fixture on the Hamptons scene. Making certain that she was documented at every charity event by Guest of a Guest or at movie premieres snarkily covered on Gawker or in art party photos in Hyperallergic. She also had employed a publicist—well, if not for her, then for her “creative husband,” Felix. She was always billed as the owner of Marla Forten Interiors, a business that, as far as I knew, didn’t exist. But in New York, unlike LA, nobody could get famous for nothing. You had to at least appear to have a job.

So it isn’t really surprising that she only stopped her determined work of becoming a socialite to pay attention to her marriage when the Page Six thing came out. Because Marla made a point of being seen and noticed, she scoured these same rags and sites to make sure her outings were properly documented. And if they weren’t, to see whose comings and goings were taking up ink in her absence, noting which parties and benefits she needed to buy her way into. Really, I shouldn’t have been caught so off guard.



Though I found myself exhausted by La Garza and her affair, I felt an obligation to give her a heads-up. I decided to ring her.

“That was some write-up in Page Six,” I said.

“They’ve been salivating for another minority couple to fantasize about since Diddy and J.Lo broke up,” she said with a laugh.

“But are you a couple?” I asked skeptically. Before she could reply, because I didn’t really want to hear the justification of her answer, I added, “Marla saw the paper and wants to come and talk to you.”

There was the slightest of hesitations.

“Well, wonderful,” La Garza said. “I think that would be just terrific. How about cocktails? Around seven? We can go on the roof.”

I was fairly sure that Marla would not care about the setting or the cocktails, but I texted her nevertheless: No need 2 stalk; cocktails @ hers @ 7.

She rang my bell at 6:55. It was a Thursday, early in July, and, as I mentioned, the girl had no real job. But she was dressed like she’d just given an earnings report to the board of Saks Fifth Avenue.

“I thought you were coming from the Hamptons?” I asked.

“I want to show her I mean business,” she said without a whiff of irony.

“We’re going up to her roof,” I said, looking at her heels.

“Well then, she—and you—can see I can walk with shoes on and chew gum, OK?” she offered, her Miss Porter’s cool turning hot. Usually, in these moments when I felt less than generous toward Marla, I tried to remember that she’d been raised without a mother and shipped off to a boarding school for a good portion of her life. She had lacked the kind of experiences that gave most of us a nuanced sense of how to deal with others. But for some reason, all I could picture was her father’s house—shrine to her that it was. I imagined her graduation from finishing school and remembered her Vera Bradley luggage at Yale and, well, I found myself saying: “Marla, don’t forget, you don’t know that it’s true. It’s just Page Six.”

“Spicy fashion designer? Hip-hop financier?” she asked skeptically.

“That could have been Tayo,” I said dismissively.

“Pssh. Matteo is a DJ with a day job in finance,” she said, and I wanted to punch her.

“My point is that, obviously, they’ve spent a lot of time together for work,” I said. “Starting a rumor about them sleeping together is just where boring gossip columnists go.”

For some reason, this gave her pause.

“It’s so tiresome,” she said. “They can’t accept that two successful people of color are in these spaces, so the only explanation is they must be together.”

“Exactly,” I said. The door to La Garza’s was unlocked as usual, so I led us upstairs.

Out on the roof, Garza wasn’t alone. Whether she’d ever intended to be, or if she panicked and invited other people over, is debatable. But Omar and the socialist fit model from the party were there, sitting in an inflatable baby pool, each looking outrageously gorgeous, sipping what looked like mojitos. La Garza was on an aluminum lawn chair, wearing a bikini top and getting massaged by a tall, cut dude in a crisp guayabera and a pair of patterned, tailored shorts. Carmen, Omar’s cousin who owned the tiny bar on Grand Street we often frequented, was parked in a folding chair next to Garza’s. Carmen had that kind of butch swag going on that seemed capable of turning anyone on—straight or gay, male or female. Today was no different: Her white wifebeater made her ebony skin pop; her skinny legs stuck out of her basketball shorts; socked feet in slides. La Garza was deep in apparent relaxation, but Carmen was leaning in to her, schooling her about something. Altogether, it made a striking tableau.

“Y’all look like some gossipy viejitos minding a sidewalk in Bensonhurst!” I shouted.

“Viejitos never looked this good,” Omar replied, striking a pose to underline the point.

“Might be gossiping, though,” La Garza joked, getting up to pour us drinks. “Open yourself a chair!”

Whatever bite had been in Marla had lost its teeth as the introductions were made, and if La Garza had been nervous at all when I mentioned our appearance, she hid it masterfully now.

“How do you like our little pool party?” La Garza asked as she passed us our mojitos. “Carmen came by to take some pics of our resort collection, and it was so friggin’ hot, I ran to the Dollar Store and said fuck it. One last ghetto pool before we’re lampin’ in the Hamptons at the Casa de Garza!”

“This only cost a dollar?” Marla asked, incredulous, which made everyone laugh—but me. They didn’t realize she wasn’t joking.

“It’s just the name of the store,” I muttered quietly before quickly changing the subject. “G, you bought a house in the Hamptons?”

“Rental. For now.”

“We’re doing a pop-up in East Hampton next month,” Omar added.

“Marla, did you know there was a magical time when it was true?” Garza said, leaning in toward her. “When everything at the Dollar Store really did cost a dollar. Can you imagine?”

She knew, I was certain, that Marla couldn’t imagine and wanted to put her on the spot.

“So, Carmen,” I said, by way of intervention, “you’re a fashion photographer now?”

A smile broke on her face as she rose and stretched out her lean physique.

“You know Garza,” she said, moving toward her and wrapping her arms around her, “when she comes up, we all get a come-up.”

“Stop your nonsense,” Omar chimed in from the pool. “Carmen’s been taking our photos for years. Only now, she’s getting properly paid for them.”

“And now, they’re gonna be in Vogue. And Elle,” Carmen added, planting a kiss on Garza’s cheek as she named each magazine. “And Marie Claire. And…”

“And New York magazine’s spring fashion issue,” Garza added, holding her cheek out for another kiss, which Carmen was all too happy to comply and give. “We’re running a pretty big ad campaign.”

“It’s a remarkable success story,” Marla said.

By now I’d sat down, but Marla just stood there, hovering near the pool, clutching her glass.

“Honey,” Omar said, “you want something more comfortable to wear? We’ve got nothing but clothes downstairs.”

“No, that’s OK,” Marla replied. “But I think maybe I’ll just put my feet in the water.”

There was an odd quiet as everyone stopped talking and just watched as Marla bent down and unbuckled her strappy, high-heeled, red-bottomed Louboutin sandals and stood, four inches shorter, in the pool. She looked, in that moment, remarkably young.

“Is that Chanel?” the socialist fit model asked as she stared at Marla’s tweed sleeveless dress with buttons down the front. “Or just one of those companies that makes things that look like Chanel?”

“Tamika,” La Garza said, finally providing me an identity for the girl beyond her political views, “look at the hem and the stitching! Of course that’s Chanel. I can tell from here.”

“It’s on the buttons too,” Marla added, slurping up the last bit of her mojito.

“Buttons?” La Garza said as she rose and refilled Marla’s glass. “Buttons, you can buy. There’s an Algerian guy on Twenty-Ninth Street that gets all the buttons—Chanel, Gucci, Versace—off a truck. You can buy them cheap and put them on anything.

“You can tell it’s real Chanel,” she continued, “because of the quality of the fabric, and the finish, and of course, the fit.”

And with that, she slapped Marla’s ass a bit playfully, making the rest of us giggle, including—surprisingly—Marla.

“Mamacita,” Carmen said, picking up her bag, “I’ve gotta rock. You’ll call me?”

“Only if you’ll talk dirty to me,” Garza quipped.

After that, the conversation became remarkably normal. The election (“Anybody but Rudy!” said Garza), Derek Jeter (“What I wouldn’t do to fit him for a suit…” said Omar). The handsome masseuse was Garza’s new male fit model and also Tamika’s boyfriend.

“So you guys are just professionally hot?” I asked them.

“For now,” she said. “Eventually, I’d like to be a veterinarian.”

“And you?” I asked the guy.

“If I take care of myself,” he said, “I’ll be considered hot forever.”

And we all, boisterous and rowdy just seconds before, grew hushed, the women struck with the unfair truth of this. “You Keep Me Hangin’ On” bellowed from Garza’s little boom box.

“Are you fucking my husband?” Marla blurted out, still standing in the baby pool. She was shifting her weight, nervously, side to side, making little splashing noises.

“Fine. I’ll admit I made a pass at him,” Omar retorted, trying to cover for his girl. “And I’m happy to report back to you that your man is straight as shit.”

“Please, Omar,” Garza said. “I’m a big girl. She’s talking to me. And she’s asking because of that dumb blind item in Page Six, right?”

Marla just nodded slowly as she sipped her mojito. The sun was tucking itself behind the Navy Yard for the night, turning the sky around her head pale yellow and pink. The old shipping cranes silhouetted in the distance. I was sad Carmen wasn’t still here with her camera; it would have been a beautiful picture.

“So many people have contacted me today because of that stupid thing,” La Garza continued. “And good on you for coming to ask me point-blank. But honestly, you’re the wife here. Do you think I’m sleeping with your husband? Like, in your heart of hearts?”

I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of suntan oil. I could hear the water flapping as Omar and Tamika sat up a little straighter, unsure of what might happen next. Tamika’s man physically stepped back. But then Marla let out a laugh, releasing the tension in her body like a punctured balloon.

“Honestly?” she asked. “No!”

And then she laughed more, and La Garza started laughing and Omar started laughing and the models all started laughing. Everyone laughing at different things and for different reasons. Marla, a little drunk, or maybe drunk off her false sense of relief, went to sit down on the edge of the pool, which promptly collapsed, sending a splash into the air and her butt plummeting down with a thud. She was chest-deep in her white dress, just her mojito and her perfectly painted face held high above the water. Everyone stopped, as if with a fallen toddler, to see if she would cry or keep going on with her day.

“Welp!” she exclaimed. “So much for my authentic Chanel!”

And the group was doubled over into laughter again, this time, myself included. Because at least now, the only cruelty being inflicted was upon Marla’s dress.



“Why’d you play her out like that?” I asked La Garza when we were alone. It was full night now, and the water ran liquid silver onto the rooftop as we emptied the pool out.

La Garza sucked her teeth. “She played herself,” she said haughtily.

Garza was a bitch, but she’d never been nasty.

“Mean girl’s not a cute look for you,” I said to her, because it wasn’t.

“What should I have done?” she asked. “She came to my house; she didn’t ask if we were in love or if we had a relationship—”

“Oh my God, you’re in love now?” I said, the question so stupidly obvious—had been stupidly obvious—from the second I watched them see one another.

“Listen,” Garza said, ignoring my question. “We’re going to take care of her. She will continue to want for nothing when this is all over—just as she always has.”

“‘We’ll’ take care of her?” I said. “So you and Devon have a plan?”

“We’re going to tell her soon,” Garza said. And then, as if to assure herself, she added, “By Labor Day. I’m certain of it.”

My irritation had reached its peak. I had wanted to help her because I thought that she was different. And instead, she was just the same as every other dumb woman I’d known who’d fallen in love.

“What happened to this just being about business? What happened to integrity?”

“I meant it,” she said. “I meant every frickin’ word. He came back to pick up his suit and thought I was just going to melt into his arms. And I told him, ‘This is just business. A makeup for the way you left me sick and heartbroken without so much as a proper goodbye.’

“But then he came back another night and said all the stuff he’d never said but that I’d known were true. That what we have between us is so raw and so honest, it made him feel out of control. And he’d always had a life of control. Of being the right kind of person and saying all the right things. And he got scared to not do that—”

“Garza, you can’t be serious right now. He told you he got scared, and you’re buying that?”

“You know these people! Your family!” she said. As if she too knew them. “They have an image they want to present to the world. They have their circle of friends. He didn’t know how to make a life with me fit into a life with them—”

“You just do it,” I said. I had heard my mother feed me this bullshit over the years, a poison pill she concocted that, taken repeatedly, had convinced her she was worthless.

“Because you’ve tried?” she quipped back.

“Devon got married. To someone just like them. They were talking about kids—”

“Because he thought that’s what he’s supposed to do!” The thing about her that I had long admired from afar—her cool, calm poise, her fearless refusal to seek approval—all of it was gone now. Her eyes were rabid with possession and need. “He wanted her to get pregnant so she’d keep herself busy. Why do you think he’s got Felix around? He can barely be near her, she’s so spoiled and boring. He loves what I’ve made of myself. Loves that I’ve done all of this on my own. And you know it’s true, because he’s put it all on the line—his reputation, his contacts—for me!

“She doesn’t even appreciate what she’s got. Men for her are like that fucking Chanel. She wants someone for the flashy buttons; she doesn’t need the quality. She’ll meet someone else in a heartbeat.”

“Maybe so,” I said, “but suddenly, you think my cousin’s got guts? He’s gonna leave steady, sweet Marla and start a new life with a fashion designer who let some shady Latvian mobster take her business public?”

“Watch yourself about my business,” La Garza hissed.

But I had lost patience.

“You act like Tayo missed out on an opportunity with your IPO. But you never tell people how you asked him to help you and he’d said no,” I said, remembering clearly her shutting the window on Matteo that night. “Not because he’s too dumb to spot a good deal but because he didn’t want anything to do with Augusts and them.”

I could see Garza’s mouth start to say something, but I wasn’t done.

“And I know he must have warned you against it too,” I said. “He never said anything, but I googled Augusts’s brokerage, and they’ve been in and out of SEC investigations for years. And if Matteo knew that, there’s no way he wouldn’t have tried to look out for you.”

She shrugged this off.

“Tayo didn’t believe in me enough to take a chance,” she said. “I believe in people who believe in me. And Devon is one of them. He looks at me like an underappreciated stock. He walked away from that once; he’s not dumb enough to do it again.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that stocks are just another type of commodity. And that their values are relative.

Crossing the street to my apartment that night, I went to check my phone. There was a text from Marla.

That was a lot of fun. Y didn’t u save me the angst & tell me she is an old lezzy? Nothing 2 worry about here.

I hated everyone. Including myself.






NINE


A few days later, on what would turn out to be the hottest day of the year, James, my fugazy fiancé, became an uncle for the first time. I’d helped to plan his sister’s baby shower, but then, when things got weird between us, made up an excuse and didn’t go. Even though I still paid my share and the cake I’d been tasked with procuring was delivered on time, I could tell his sister had been hot about it. This was before any of us had Facebook, and when she emailed me a link to the photos, it had included an aggressively passive note that chastened me. So, when James called me from the road, en route to Mount Sinai Hospital, where she was giving birth, I felt I had to show up. It was early on a weekday, and nothing was open, but—particularly in light of the screwup with the baby shower—I needed to show up with something. As much as it pained me to part with him, I grabbed my mink Biggie Smalls to give to this brand-new shorty and crossed my fingers that they’d grow up to appreciate great rap.

I got to the hospital before James. His sister, Diana, was sitting up in bed attempting to breastfeed while her husband, Charlie, dozed off in a chair.

“Well, look who showed up,” Diana said, not unkindly.

“I came bearing gifts,” I said, brandishing my fuzzy rap legend. “Get it?”

“You’re too corny for words,” Diana said. “Lemme finish feeding this angel, and then you two can get acquainted.”

I wanted to tell her that the baby should take its time. But no one likes a woman who doesn’t like babies. And dislike was probably a strong word; it’s just that where other people saw cute, bald, smiling faces, I saw little stop signs in strollers. Stop your life! Stop your work! Stop your peace! (Honestly, babies need a better publicist.) And frankly, in my family, they were also usually the detritus of love gone amok. Not to mention that if you were poor or a minority in New York, as soon as people got wind that you’d gotten your period, they’d warn you about getting pregnant. This new version of parenting that I was steadily being exposed to—the one that Diana was gonna have—with a husband and a nanny and something called a night nurse so that you didn’t even have to wake up when the baby cried? Well, that was still new to me. (When I told my mother about the night nurse, she’d said, not missing a beat, “Pero, how will you make the child feel guilty for shit later if you don’t lose sleep for the monster now?”)

The muted TV was playing a recap of the previous evening’s Presidential Forum that had taken place at Howard. Obama was in his element on the screen, making love to the camera. I looked over to see a mesmerized smile on Diana’s face.

“You gonna name this baby Barack or what?” I teased.

“It’s a girl.”

“My bad,” I said, annoyed I hadn’t asked James. “Baracki, then.”

“Get out of here with Baracki,” she said, trying to not laugh too hard. “But maybe we should name her Hillary.”

“That seems like a lot of weight for a little baby to carry.”

“Or a lot of strength,” Diana said before she stared at her new daughter and smiled. “Can you believe the first president she’ll see on TV could be a Black man or a woman?”

“Or an old veteran who hates gays,” I replied, but then I saw her face fall, and I felt bad. “Sorry, I’m trying to not get my hopes too high.”

Diana started to cry.

“I know I just had a baby, Alicia, but I just feel so emotional—at all that’s possible for her, you know?”

I nodded not to be polite but because I agreed. In that moment, in that season, in that city? I absolutely agreed.

When Baracki was done nursing, Diana woke her husband up and sat me in the high-back chair so I could be comfortable, and the tiny swaddled bundle was placed in my arms. Dense and warm, her little bit of hair covered with a pink cap over her still blue-pink skin, her color not fully to her yet. I gave her my finger and she, with her microscopic nails, years away from the torment of visits to the manicurist, grabbed on. So tight. So tight, I felt there had to be something worthwhile inside of me that maybe only babies could see. For a second, I thought that if she held on long enough, she might show it to me.

And this was how I was when James (finally) walked in, just a stone’s throw ahead of his folks. Three generations of his family in one room, and him, looking at me decisively like we were gonna bring in part of the next. The look was so clear, so expressive and full of his visions for the future that I could practically see the bland furniture in the house up the road from his parents on the North Shore. After we all had held and blessed and cooed and cuddled baby Baracki, James and I left to go and get breakfast. And I knew, as I hugged everyone goodbye, that I would never see any of them again. I would never know what they actually named that baby or if they ever had another. I would never see what bad sofa James picked for the den of his house or have to get his mother’s opinion on my wedding dress—or anything else, for that matter. I was so grateful to him for making me feel worthy of a ring, but that morning, I finally gave it back. Finally, hard though it was to face, I could admit that I had wanted the security of being wanted more than any other specific thing about this relationship. Maybe it was watching the showdown between Marla and La Garza that made me not want to bat at people’s feelings like cats’ toys, but it finally felt like the right time to, if not “do the right thing”—because who knows, maybe it was all a giant mistake—at least grow the fuck up.



The idea of the Hamptons is very glamorous when you see celebrities running in and out of Dune or Conscience Point Inn. What no one tells you, however, is that eventually the oceanfront roads and tree-lined highways give way to nothing but bumper-to-bumper traffic, with everyone trying to get in, out, and around seven or eight seasonally overpopulated towns on one single-lane “highway.” The farm stands and roadside lobster shacks that looked so picturesque and inviting in mid-June, by Fourth of July are the sources of traffic jams and the yelps and swallowed curse words from New York’s elite.

In an effort to game the system, as the summer went on, Matteo had taken to having us leave later and later—or earlier and earlier, depending on your vantage point—each week. Both of us optimizing the golden gift of summer Fridays. This particular weekend in August—one whose events come back to mind with nectarine-smooth clarity—we found ourselves on Montauk Highway, at well past 10:00 PM on a Thursday, crawling along with all the other summer travelers clever enough to have had our same plan. It was just blackness and brake lights when my phone rang with a call from Raquel.

“Felix is locked out of his house,” she said, skipping the usual pleasantries.

The signal this far out on the island was shit, and I remembered being certain that the call must have dropped half her sentence, because I couldn’t understand why she’d be calling me about this. But when I apologized and asked her to repeat herself, she clearly said the same thing.

“Well, does anyone have a spare key?” I asked.

“It’s not by accident,” she said. “Your cousin had the locks changed.”

“Why would he do that?” I replied.

“I don’t mean to be a bitch here, but why the fuck do you think I’m calling you?” she said, her voice a little tight, which got my back up.

“Excuse me. But you need to watch your tone. I’m not my cousin’s keeper.”

In the background, I could hear Felix, in hysterics, and two women yelling at Raquel in Spanglish.

“Dolores, can you not see that I’m trying to get information?” she yelled back at the voice before returning her attention to me, more softly now. “Sorry. Felix got our whole family involved in this now, and you can only imagine the dramatics. Listen, whatever Felix did or didn’t do, he will make up for it. He has a couple of paintings in there that he’s supposed to deliver tomorrow for a group show—”

The background yelling continued, too faint for me to make it out.

“And if he owes him money, my stepmother says she’s good for it,” she said before pausing and yelling back, “Coño! I told her, OK? All I can do is ask her to ask.”

What I wanted to tell Raquel was that my cousin was too busy running around on his wife to worry himself about Felix, but instead, I reluctantly agreed to see what I could do. Or at least find out why. But in all honesty, I already felt like I was too in the mix of Devon’s personal business. As it was, we’d agreed to have lunch with them—and Marla!—Saturday after the opening for Garza’s pop-up in Sag.

It was after midnight when we got to Tayo’s place; he was exhausted from driving and went straight to bed, but the Felix thing was nagging me. I pulled out my laptop and hunted for the invite La Garza had emailed out. It was a fairly simple graphic. The party details scrawled, stylistically and with great intention, in Garza’s signature handwriting. (Only she could make bubble letters chic.) In the center was a blown-out, Polaroid-style photo: La Garza on a rattan chaise, plopped in the middle of her sun-drenched Hamptons storefront. Two racks of clothes flanking her. And just over her head was the lower half of a painting. A man’s suited legs in dress shoes sat firmly on the ground. The hint of a woman’s thigh, as if on his lap, was the last thing you could see before the rest was cropped from the frame.

I felt my stomach plummet with a quickness. I had seen that painting before.

Ask Nino across the hall to help you get in from the roof, I texted Raquel. Take whatever you can. I doubt Felix is getting back in.

I didn’t elaborate and didn’t need to. If Felix had done what I suspected he’d done, there was no monetary sum that would cover the price of his transgression.



The opening of the La Garza pop-up was the type of idiosyncratic event that can only happen in the Hamptons, where quaint country streets and wood-shingled cottages repurposed as storefronts are suddenly bespotted with red velvet ropes, step and repeats and PR girls just a tad younger than me minding the guest lists. Hamptons magazine was covering the whole thing, and, according to the logos on pretty much everything, Cîroc was handling the bar. The attendees were a mix of old guard Hamptons money—people whose kids probably went to college with us—their Lizzie Grubman–esque children, and my slightly older, more established Fort Greene peers. Tayo and I took our requisite photo, grabbed whatever signature cocktail was offered to us, and, upon stepping inside, stopped dead in our tracks.

In person, the painting was more brazen than I could have imagined. The only decent thing that Felix had done was trim the canvas so that the composition cropped Devon’s head from the shot. But, the stance, the way he held his hands—even the ice-blue suit—was so clearly painted from life. It was, I remembered it clearly, the same essential position that Felix had begun painting him in when Marla first commissioned the pieces. The feet, even the shoes, were the same as what I’d seen at the loft that day. But, now, complete. He sat back, fully taking up the space of his chair, his legs holding up the weight of La Garza, seated in his lap, her face mainly obscured by her hair, as she leaned forward in a full giggle. Devon’s one hand rested on her waist, the other on one of her knees. His posture conveyed utter relaxation.

“Well, that’s one effective way to ask for a divorce,” Matteo said.

“Well, maybe if you didn’t know him?” I started to say, but stopped myself, because it didn’t matter if you didn’t know him. It only mattered if you did.

In the corner, La Garza was having her photo taken with the actress who’d played Adriana on The Sopranos. Omar was falling over himself trying to get Martha Stewart some champagne. At one point, a big-shot creative director from my ad agency came in with his girlfriend, and while I could sense his esteem of me rising (me being in the same place as he was and all), when he realized I actually knew the designer (me being more in the know than he was and all), he tired of talking to me quickly. So I made us talk to the only other person there we knew: Augusts. He stood near the entrance with a guy who looked, if possible, like more of a degenerate than he did. Greased-back hair and one of those awful Ed Hardy T-shirts. But when we greeted them, normally friendly Augusts was remarkably cold. Didn’t even try to introduce us to his friend. Matteo moved to pull us away, never caring for Augusts too much in the first place, but somehow, I couldn’t let it go. What had I done to him?

“We cool, Augusts?” I asked.

“Nah,” he said.

It’s a funny habit of youth—or maybe just my youth—but I constantly found myself asking questions that my gut already knew the answer to. I must have worn the sentiment on my face, because without any further provocation, he leaned into my ear and said:

“You’ve known this was going on the whole time, and you’ve let me run around like a stunod? Both of youz are fucking cunts.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

“You don’t know what I’m fucking talking about?” he repeated back to me, a throated chuckle coming out of his mouth.

He arched his eyebrows and raised his glass. I knew he was referencing the painting, but I turned to see, anyway, and La Garza saw us. Thinking he was toasting her, she broke into a wide smile and raised her glass back up to him.

“Fucking bitch,” Augusts said through his clenched but smiling teeth. And a sense of unease came over me. I rushed away to find Matteo, who’d made his way over to Garza.

“I was just complimenting G here on the portrait,” Matteo said. “It’s a real showstopper.”

“Felix outdid himself!” La Garza exclaimed. “It was so spontaneous too; I just went to keep Devon company while he sat for his, and Felix got the shot and felt inspired—”

“I think it’s got Augusts a little hot,” I said.

La Garza dismissed this.

“He’ll cool off. Augie just had a little case of confusing business and puppy love—”

“Seems to be going around,” Matteo said with a laugh. But I didn’t think it was funny.

“When Marla sees this shit, all hell’s gonna—”

“She already has,” La Garza said now, completely calm as she gestured to a waiter to get her a fresh drink. “She popped her head in the other day while we were getting the place set up.”

“And?”

“She said she couldn’t believe I’d managed to get Felix to turn something around so quickly,” Garza said, “that she’d been waiting for her and Devon’s portraits for weeks now.”

It occurred to me then that this—this painting—was why Garza had seemed so confident that Devon would resolve the Marla “issue” this summer. She was going to make it impossible for them to ignore.

“Honestly?” she said, craning her neck now toward the door. “I thought Devon would be here by now. The photographer has to go soon.”

She was starting to walk away, and I was so frustrated and angry at her imprudence.

“Garza, I think Felix got thrown out of his apartment because of that painting,” I said.

“Well, tell him he can stay at my place for now, and when the dust settles, I’ll make it up to him,” she said cryptically before staring at us up and down like she’d never seen us before, adding, “You two look cute together.”

We watched her weave her way through the crowded shop before Matteo turned to me.

“This is too much drama for me,” he said. I needed little convincing to bolt. As we exited, SUVs were still pulling up, and the diligent PR girls continued welcoming people in. The sky had darkened, and now I could see that, projected on the ground, were also rotating Garza logos. Everything—the party, the store, her relationship, the company, even her—felt about as tenuous as that projected light. A circuit blown or a plug pulled, and it might just vanish. In the light of day, it didn’t exist.

We’d just gotten down the street when I heard a familiar voice call my name. I looked up, and there, being escorted out of D-3PO’s passenger seat, was my aunt: Devon’s mother.

“Auntie Tricia!” I said, more shocked than if I’d seen an actual ghost. I had never seen my aunt in any context other than Martha’s Vineyard, and even then, almost always at the Forten house. “What are you doing here?”

Mrs. Tricia Forten was the epitome of buttoned-up elegance. She was actually from British Guiana and carried the air of the colonizer with tremendous pride—making sure to only drink tea from cups with saucers and always spelling words like color and favor with a u in them. (I knew this because of summertime disputes around Scrabble.) She’d been a young nurse when Devon’s father—a hospital executive—met her, and it was love at first sight. Her existence—as an immigrant woman who was also not of Black Brahmin stock but very much a pillar of the Forten clan—vexed my mother immensely. I was under strict orders to track my aunt’s every breath so that I could report back, in detail, to her.

“My parents surprised us,” Devon offered. “Just pulled up to the house a couple of hours ago.”

“We surprised you,” she said, while offering me a cheek to kiss. “My lovely daughter-in-law was the one who suggested it. She says she has news.…”

“She got a client for her interior design business,” Devon said dismissively.

I introduced Matteo to my aunt, who immediately went into “good son” mode, asking about their trip and if they took the ferry or drove (“Ferry … what an ordeal.”) and if Mr. Forten was also here (“He’s recovering.”) and where Marla was (“The darling fell under the weather.”).

“And you weren’t too tired to come to a party at a clothing store?” Matteo asked. “I wish my mom had that kinda energy.”

“Well, I’ve never been to the Hamptons—we’re a Vineyard family—so I was a little curious,” Auntie Tricia said. “And, of course, so keen to meet this designer that my son is so bullish on.”

“He’s a regular matador,” Matteo offered with a smirk, and I noticed Devon wince.

“Well, Auntie,” I said now, “we were just leaving—”

“Don’t forget lunch tomorrow,” Devon said.

I squeeze Matteo’s hand to channel my shock. Yes, there was meant to be a lunch. Us having reluctantly agreed to attend under the now-expired understanding that Marla was not aware that her husband was having an affair. Us having agreed before we saw the painting. The painting my aunt now would soon see.

“Gigi is coming too,” he now offered to his mother. Like a madman! Like someone who didn’t know that painting existed! “I also have some news.”

“Actually, dude,” Matteo offered, “I may have to head back and deal with some shit for work—”

“What’re you gunnin’ for, employee of the month? It’s August in New York, mothafucka—”

“Devon,” my aunt said with an eye roll. And I wasn’t sure if it was about his using motherfucker or dropping his r’s and g’s. “But really, Alicia, your uncle and I came all this way; it would be a shame to not get a little time with you. And you too, Mr. Jones.”

There was no way I could miss this and not hear the ire of my father, which would turn into the exasperation of my mother. It was already bad enough that I had skipped the Vineyard completely this year. But there was also no way I was going alone.

“We will both see you tomorrow, Auntie,” I said, kissing her on the cheek.

“I was sorry to hear about James,” my aunt whispered in my ear as she squeezed my back with affection, “but this one’s handsome.”

It defied explanation, but my flesh goosepimpled then, upset about something my body hadn’t yet told my mind.



The next morning, I was in the kitchen getting more coffee when I heard Matteo yell out, “Well, shit!” from the porch.

“What?” I asked, coming out.

He’d gone to town to pick up the papers; an open Newsday was in front of him, the Post and the clunky New York Times draped over his arm.

“Look who got arrested last night,” he said, handing me the paper. I was expecting it to be a story about a D-list celebrity and was so shocked to see someone I actually knew, I spilled coffee all over myself.

DIRTY MONEY IN EAST HAMPTON, the headline read, and beneath that, a photo of two men, handcuffed, in what looked like a concrete parking lot. One was very clearly Omar; the other tried to block his face with his hands but was identified in the caption as Donnie McCormick of Brookings Brokerage in Ozone Park, Queens. They were found exchanging two duffel bags of cash in an East Hampton parking lot. The arrests part of a larger investigation of Brookings Brokerage for insider trading and market manipulation.

I stopped reading. They were both in the outfits they were wearing last night. I could just make out the Ed Hardy logo on Donnie’s shirt in the photo.

“They had eyes on her party the whole time,” Matteo said, shaking his head. “I said not to mess with Augie and this shit.”

I told him about the offer she’d made for me to make some “extra cash” with Augusts.

“I’m sure she offered Omar the same,” he said. “How can somebody be so smart and so fucking dumb at the same time?”

“Do you think she’ll be OK?” I asked.

“It depends on who said what. How would they know this was going down in the East Hampton Stop & Shop parking lot if someone didn’t tell them?”

I couldn’t picture La Garza snitching on anyone if her life depended on it. And I didn’t find it plausible that Omar would either. If you weren’t from here, I could imagine that this sounds naïve. But it simply was not the Brooklyn way. Fucking people up that you felt wronged you? Yes. Being a bitch and snitching to save yourself from consequence? No. All I knew for sure was that Omar was fucked and Garza was likely in some shit. And that there was no way she’d be at lunch that day. A revelation that, frankly, filled me with a sense of relief. Matteo and I scoured the other papers and only Newsday found the incident newsworthy.

“Honestly,” Matteo had said, “if it had happened in Nassau County, I bet they wouldn’t have cared.”

“If Omar was white, they would have cared even less,” I countered.



Despite it being a Saturday afternoon, I forced Matteo to put on his Sunday best. I also made sure we were at least ten minutes early, because to my aunt and uncle, on time was basically late. I regretted neither.

The rental was extravagant—nothing like Matteo’s bungalow, though if he was envious, he didn’t show it. When Marla let us in, I actually gasped at the ocean view through the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined the back of the house; a private boardwalk leading off the porch, where my aunt and uncle were relaxing with Bloody Marys.

“Where’s Devon?” I asked after we all exchanged greetings.

“He went to go and get that woman,” his mother said, sipping her drink.

We didn’t say anything. Both of us shocked that she was still coming. But my aunt must have mistaken our reaction for confusion.

“Apparently, she doesn’t drive, and there must not be taxis here,” she added.

I offered to help Marla with our drinks, and though she tried to protest, I followed her into the house anyway. Sometimes when I’m nervous, I talk too much. As Marla mixed drinks and stabbed gherkins and baby onions with toothpicks, I found myself chattering about what a nice surprise it was to see my aunt and uncle and how I heard that she had gotten her first client and that I hoped she was feeling better than the night before. Marla, eventually, threw her hands in the air in frustration.

“Obviously,” she said to me, “she’s not a fucking lesbian.”

What I wanted to say was a painting isn’t proof of anything, a painting is just a painting. But Marla had gone to Yale and NYU and had, at one point, overseen all the marketing and promotion for her father’s national food brand. She might act dumb, but she wasn’t. So I said nothing.

Marla turned her focus now to chopping celery.

“You know what I did after I saw that piece-of-shit painting? I made a lot of calls. The first was to my mother-in-law,” she said, “and I told her they needed to come down here and get their son in check before I made a big show of taking my half of everything. The next call was to that Brutus’s gallerist. And I offered to buy everything that didn’t sell on the condition that Felix be blocked from the show—”

“Marla, no,” I said. I knew I was supposed to be sympathetic, but I felt the cruelty of that in my stomach.

“Let me see, who else did I call? Oh, right! The landlord. I had him lock that lying queen out.” She was starting to sweat at the temples. “He asked if I wanted Felix’s shit out in the street, and I said no. That I would pay for someone to come and haul it all to a dump, because that’s where he and his stuff belong.”

I was stunned. At what she’d done and her capacity, but also at her cold-blooded delivery of this information.

“And you let her make a damn fool of me too,” Marla said as she set the four drinks on a tray. “So, if I let you think that’s permissible … well, you should know now that it is not.”

She handed me the tray, held the door to the porch open, and pushed me out. Just enough that the drinks sloshed around, but not so hard that I fell.

I’d just gotten settled and was marveling at how well Marla was able to switch right into small talk, as though nothing had just been said between us, when the door opened and Devon and La Garza walked in. There was a smile on her face, but behind her sunglasses were tearstains. She was wearing one of her shoulder-baring summer dresses and carrying overpriced flowers from Citarella. It was remarkable, because they must have cost four times what bodega flowers did in the city, and while they were nicer, they somehow had the same effect: a gift that hints at the need for a gesture, rather than thought or consideration to the person you were gesturing toward. And it dawned on me then that it was not the baby’s breath or the plastic wrap. It was that they signaled that you cared more about seeming impolite than taking time to be thoughtful.

“Mrs. Forten!” Garza exclaimed, lowering herself to kiss my aunt, who pushed her cheek out into the air. “And you must be Mr. Forten,” she then offered to my uncle.

My uncle and my father were spitting images of one another: slender, handsome. My father just a bit more broad-shouldered and serious than Devon’s dad. Normally, any pretty woman would have caused him to turn up the charm—he was an incorrigible flirt; all the men in my father’s family were—but he had clearly been given his marching orders.

“Nice to meet you,” he said a little coolly as he extended his hand. “Is this one of your dresses?”

Devon must have described his father this same way to La Garza, because now she stood straight up, gestured toward her garment, and gave him a big smile and a half twirl.

“It is! Resort ’08, but obviously works for summer here too,” she said.

This remark was met with absolute silence. La Garza braced herself for a moment before turning toward Marla, arms extended. I suppose because I had glimpsed the scorned woman behind the façade and now knew the venom Marla held, I found La Garza’s expression all the more distressing. She wore the conciliatory smile that one might extend to a competitor you’d just vanquished at a sporting match. The paper-wrapped flowers she handed Marla, the equivalent of a handshake. The look wasn’t smug or condescending; it was simply victorious. If it could speak, it would say, “I respect you and what you’ve done here. Better luck next time.” And as Marla took the flowers from her hand—her nails digging into the paper just a bit as she did so—there was a flash of mercilessness in her eyes. A fresh spark of rage ignited. Indignant that La Garza thought this would be so easy.

“Marla,” La Garza said, offering an air-kiss, “how are you enjoying the Hamptons? I was so happy to hear you guys were going to give Out East a chance!”

“Well, it’s very beautiful, I can’t knock that,” she said, “but it’s a bit vulgar, I must admit. The money here is so new, it’s barely out of diapers. Let me get these in some water, and then we can sit down to eat.”

One could hardly believe that the house was a rental with the amount of china and flatware Marla had managed to procure. It was just a brunch, but she’d made sure to set the most complicated place settings possible: lobster crackers, fish forks, artichoke plates, ramekins of warm butter, and finger bowls. As soon as I saw it, I understood. This was not a normal meal; it was death by etiquette. And it was a coordinated assault. As I sat—our seats were assigned, like at a wedding—I recognized that it was my grandmother’s china. Schlepped all the way from Massachusetts. Marla hadn’t just called her mother-in-law; she’d enlisted her.

“Auntie,” I said, “is this Mama Forten’s china? I haven’t seen this in ages.”

“Well, I felt terrible Devon missing the whole summer on the Vineyard. We used to eat on this every Sunday; I thought it would be sweet.”

“It’s amazing, Mom,” Devon said. “Almost as good as being at her house.”

“Almost,” Marla said, before she excused herself to get the first course. And no, she didn’t need any help. It became obvious then that Marla intended to keep her hands clean, hidden inside the kitchen, while her mother-in-law did her dirty work.

“How about your mother, dear?” Auntie asked La Garza.

“You know, she’s not into formal stuff like this,” Matteo interjected, “but she does have a beautiful collection of mid-century pottery that, since I’m the only child, I’ll probably get.”

“That’s lovely, Matteo, but I was asking … Gigi?”

Garza smiled.

“Oh, Gigi is just a pet name Devon has for me; my first name is Garza. Like my company—La Garza.”

Marla came out then with a platter of artichokes.

“I always thought,” Marla said as she went around the table serving each of us, “that Garza was just a surname. There was a very beautiful girl from Ecuador at Miss Porter’s, Dominica Garza.…”

“It has a meaning, Marla,” Devon chimed in now. “It means ‘heron’ in Spanish.”

“My mother liked birds,” La Garza now offered, before turning her attention to the artichoke, seeming slightly baffled by it.

I cleared my throat before I pulled a leaf off, dipped it in the butter, and then pulled it through my teeth, placing the leaf carcass on the artichoke-shaped plate. Catty-corner across the table, La Garza took a sip of wine and then mimicked me. It was the first time I’d ever seen her move without confidence. Devon must have noticed it too because suddenly he was speaking.

“Dad, Gigi’s gonna need to take your measurements before she leaves; you have never met somebody make a suit quite like her.”

“Is that so?” Mr. Forten asked, barely glancing over his artichoke.

“It’s absolutely so,” Matteo offered. “Garza made me my very first custom suit. Made all my suits till she started in women’s clothing.”

“Oh!” Marla said now, surprised. “So you two are old friends? I had no idea.”

“We’re all very old friends,” La Garza said now, a bit of her confidence back. She took a sip of her wine for a little more. “I met Tayo and Devon more than ten years ago. Devon and I just lost touch.”

“She made me my favorite suit,” Devon said, barely hiding his affection. “Well, minus the one you made me this spring.”

“Isn’t that remarkable,” Mrs. Forten noted. “And then you just reached out and asked my son to help you with your business after all those years?”

“I think,” I said, surprising myself, “Devon made a nice amount of money on this IPO. So everybody helped everybody. Right?”

“Well, I just mean,” Mrs. Forten said, “aren’t you in the same line of work, Matteo? I’m just surprised you didn’t want in on this opportunity.”

“And didn’t I miss out!” Matteo said. “The ones that get away…”

Marla left again to bring out the next course.

“So, Garza, this was a big undertaking, going public,” Mr. Forten asked. “Takes a lot of acumen. Where did you go to business school?”

“The school of life,” Garza replied with a tight smile. “I’m self-taught.”

“But you must have taken some business courses in college?”

“I got an associate’s degree from FIT,” she said flatly. She was a street fighter, but unused to playing these games. She wasn’t going to give up easily. “Most people are really impressed by that, you know? That I put myself through school and all, made this business out of nothing. To most people, I’m the American dream—”

“So I’ve read!” my aunt said. “This certainly seems to have been the story in the press. You pulled those bootstraps!”

“You know something?” La Garza said now. She was calm, but I noticed her Brooklyn accent cracking through just a bit more than usual. “I just remembered something. There was something about your voice just then that reminded me. I actually spoke to you on the phone a few times, Mrs. Forten.”

My aunt couldn’t hide the surprise on her face.

“I had been dating your son—for months, actually—back when he lived in New York the first time. Oh my God, we were so in love! Never saw two kids in love like that, I’m telling you. And he went up to visit home before he started at Tuck. And he left town without giving me his number, and he never called me again. Can you imagine? But I had your number. And I called and I called, and you would always say he wasn’t home.”

Marla had reemerged now, a platter of poached salmon in her hands. But the tension at the table created a force field, kept her hovering a foot away. Frozen in time, the tray just lifted in the air like a lost thought.

“And I really had no idea why he stopped calling me, you know? The not knowing made it much, much worse. And finally, I called again. But this time, instead of saying he wasn’t home, you said to me—maybe you could tell that I needed to be put out of my misery—because you said to me, ‘You know, dear, people come from many different paths of life; they aren’t all compatible. Maybe it’s best to move on to your next chapter, the way Devon’s moved on to his.’”

Garza said all of this as calmly as if she were reading network news. Flat and emotionless, before she continued.

“And then you hung up, and I just cried, like, the kind of tears that make your chest heave? Where you lose your breath? Have you ever cried like that, Mrs. Forten?”

Only the birds and the wind and the waves could make a noise just then. The humans were still as stone.

“Not for a long time,” Mrs. Forten eventually said.

“Welp, when I was done, you know what? I did exactly what you said. I moved on,” Garza said, life back in her again. “And then, all these years later, guess what? Your son and I? We ended up on the same path. Different starting places, but the same fucking path. Practically the same damn street.”

Marla finally approached now and placed the salmon on the table.

“Devon,” La Garza said, standing, “I’m going to go. Are you going to come with me?”

In the telenovela version of events, Marla would have lunged toward her, pointed a finger, and cursed her for trying to steal her man. But in real life, Marla didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. La Garza stood and watched as Devon set his napkin down, pushed his chair away from the table. And rose.

“Marla,” Devon started to say before my uncle interrupted.

“Son,” his voice was firm, the short word carrying volumes of meaning, “there are responsibilities, and then there are dalliances. You have responsibilities. Sit down.”

And that hung in the air for maybe ten seconds. The command. La Garza didn’t look at him. It was almost as if she already knew what he was going to do and was disgusted in anticipation. Or maybe it was just me that was disgusted. I stared straight ahead, watching the wind blow the tall grass in the dunes. I saw two deer run by in the distance. I could feel Matteo’s gaze, tasted the salt of a tear that had run down my face. And then I heard the scraping of a chair as Devon pulled himself back in to the table and the clomps of La Garza’s stack heels against the wood of the deck as she walked away.

Matteo didn’t bother making an excuse. He just said that we should probably be going too and grabbed my hand, and I didn’t even say anything to my aunt or my uncle or anybody. I just wrapped my fingers into his and let him lead me out to the car.

We drove for ten minutes in one direction without finding her, and then drove back for twenty in the other—unsure of where she could have gone or how she could have gotten away so fast. She didn’t answer her cell. We went by the pop-up, but no one had seen her. We realized we didn’t even know where she was staying. Augusts didn’t answer our calls. Omar was God knows where after being arrested, his phone still going straight to voicemail.

We decided to drive back to the city and get very, very drunk.






TEN


I woke up at Matteo’s just before dawn, uneasy about La Garza. I had three missed calls from Devon and even more texts, but I didn’t even read them. I was certain there was nothing he could say that would enable me to ever look him in the eye again.

My head was pounding and, though clammy and damp, it was clear the sun would turn the air into hot August tongues soon enough. I got a buttered roll and what I was told was the first coffee of the day from an assiduous deli owner who prided himself on being the “early bird of Broadway” before I hailed myself a cab. We sailed through lower Manhattan, past the courthouse looking majestic with the gilded morning sky coming up behind it. On the bridge, I opened the windows to enjoy the breeze before it turned oppressive. Day had broken, but the sun was low enough that the WATCHTOWER still glowed in the distance. The time on the clock was 5:25 AM.

Matteo told me that they were selling off the land, the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Two or three parcels had gone already; there were plans to convert them to luxury condos. In the distance were countless cranes, ready to raise the Brooklyn skyline up with their iron wings. How much longer would we be watched over? I wondered. Did anyone care about this stupid sign but me?

The light in La Garza’s window was on, but the door was bolted shut. I tried her cell and could hear it ringing, but she didn’t answer. I tried the landline and the cell again. Finally, I just screamed her name. She poked her head out—her mane hanging around her kohl-stained eyes—and threw down the key.

“Lock the door behind you,” she commanded and tucked her head back inside.

Upstairs, she was seated at her kitchen table, a three-finger-deep pour of tequila in front of her. There was a window AC in—too small to cool this vast space—and fans going, but it was warm. Every window was shut. La Garza was still in the dress from the day before, but it was filthy and worn. Her hands held a deck of cards, thin scratches all over her arms, as she spread out a hand of solitaire.

“It’s the only thing that calms my mind,” she told me.

“Where did you go?” I asked her. “We drove up and down the road trying to find you.”

“I couldn’t get out of there fast enough,” she told me, never looking up. “I walked off the deck and then faster to the front door, and then, when I got outside, I was just booking it—heels and all—down that long driveway. But then, when I got to the end, somebody was there.”

“What do you mean, ‘somebody’?” I asked.

“Off the side of the road was a car, with a dude parked in it. I got scared when I saw it. So I waited behind some brush at the end of the driveway.”

“You saw us leave?” I asked. She nodded. “And you heard us call you, and you didn’t pick up?”

“I shut the ringer off; and I wasn’t gonna pick up, because I didn’t want him to hear me,” she said. “The guy works for Augie’s uncle. I’ve met him a few times.”

“Why was he there?”

“Well, I never gave nobody my itinerary, so that meant he followed me. And that can’t mean anything good,” she said, never looking up from her cards.

“How long did you wait?” I asked.

“Hours,” she answered flatly, “and he wasn’t budging. I was so fucking scared I almost went back to your cousin’s house, and then I thought to myself, What’s that pussy going to do? His fucking wife has more balls than him.”

“I’m sorry that happened,” I said.

“It’s fine. I know how he really feels,” she said, pressing the area around her eyes. “You know, it was a lot to ask of him, to be honest. In front of his whole family. I shouldn’t have done it like that—”

“He just would have gone back.”

“You don’t know that,” she replied. And I felt it too cruel to force the truth on her.

When Garza started to fear that the goon wouldn’t leave without her, she decided to try to make her way through the brush on the side of the road, until she got far enough that she felt safe to hitch a ride. Apparently, having a Prada bag and Manolos is a common vibe for hitchhikers in the Hamptons. “You just say you got into a fight with your husband,” she said. She had them take her to the Long Island Rail Road, and by the time she got back to her house, it was nearly 1:00 AM.

“There was another car here, though,” she said.

“Here?” I asked, concerned. “How did you know?”

“I dunno, Alicia, you have some Latvian mob guys hanging out near your house, you sort of notice,” she said, perhaps understandably frustrated. “So I was scared to fucking shower or go to sleep or … whatever.

“And then I called Augie, and he said he’d fix it,” she said. “It’s all just a misunderstanding with his uncle. He’s gonna come here this morning, and we’re gonna make a plan. And he’s gonna do that, because he fixes everything, right? And I’m not gonna press my luck, but as soon as I get shit sorted with him, I’ll get shit sorted for Omar.”

“Do you think Omar tipped off the cops?”

“Fuck outta here, Alicia! Never!” she said, offended. “He was so shook when I went to bail him out, there’s no way. I gave him some cash and put him in a car service to the airport. I didn’t ask him where he was gonna go, but I’m gonna fix it. As soon as Augie gets here.”

“Of course,” I said, wanting to believe her. Wanting to forget that terrible smile on Augusts’s face when I’d seen him last. “Do you want me to go? So you can rest before?”

“No, actually,” she said. “I can’t sleep. Or I don’t wanna. Maybe I’ll make coffee and we’ll just shoot the shit for a while?”

I nodded and, in fact, got up and made the coffee. She had one of those greca pots and was surprised I knew how to use it.

“I’m only half,” I said with a laugh, “but the best half!”

“Put on the oldies station,” she commanded.

I did that too; BLS was playing Sister Sledge. I sat with her, the light coming through the window, and we were just two ladies having un cafecito together. She could have been my mother or any of my Brooklyn cousins. And up close, in the bright light of day, her makeup worn off, I could see that her countenance held more years than I’d ever noticed before. The lines around her eyes just starting to show how many nights she’d cried. The tiniest of wrinkles around her mouth showing the many, many times she’d laughed it off. It occurred to me then that she wasn’t really our peer. In spirit, yes. But she was older than she pretended to be—older than Devon, certainly. I almost asked her then how old she was. But then, I realized, like the rumors about her, she’d never really lied. She just let all of us perceive her as whatever we wanted her to be.

She told me her whole life story that night: about 9/11 and her sister, about Augie saving her, and how she came to fall in love with Devon, the first person who made her feel beautiful—“You know, as a woman,” she said. And he burst open her understanding of everything. “I also didn’t know about any of this world. All these old-money, uppity Black people. And he didn’t want anything to do with that, that was the whole thing.” How she’d found him so independent—eschewing Morehouse for Harvard, coming to New York to make his own money and start his own legacy! She felt certain they would do this side by side. And then one weekend, his parents came to visit. And he didn’t ask her to meet them. And when they left and she returned to his place, her things were hidden in a closet. “And I never said anything, and he never explained it,” she said. But after that, suddenly there were GMAT classes and talk of business school. “My mother wanted to hang on to every man so fucking bad,” Garza told me. “I wanted to do whatever the opposite of that was. If he wanted to go away to school, beautiful. Do it.” He took them out for one last night on the town: They went to a concert in Central Park, he rented them a room at the Plaza, because they’d both always wanted to stay there. And in the morning, he woke her up early, saying he had to beat traffic. “And he looked me in the eyes—his hand was on my chin, I remember—and he said, ‘I’ll never love anybody like this,’” she said. “And I knew it was true then, and I know it is true now.”

I’ve thought about this many times and feel certain that had I heard the story from her mouth in the first place instead of secondhand? Well, I never would have told my cousin about the free suit. Because I would have heard the timbre in her voice when she spoke about him and seen the tiniest curl of a smile grip her face when his name crossed her lips—even after he’d abandoned her yet again. And I would have known that to really have helped La Garza out would have been to keep her away from Devon at all costs. Had I heard it from her from the outset, I would have recognized that this was not the type of love that ameliorates and nurtures but the kind that sparks and immolates, leaving nothing behind but ash.

Or maybe I wouldn’t have. At least not back then. Because maybe you can’t perceive what you yourself have yet to know.

That night, watching her face talking about him—this man who could never comprehend her worth—I wanted to tell her not to give him another thought. That she had much more important things to worry about. I wanted to tell her to clean up this mess with Augusts and shut the business down or sell it and meet a nice guy who worships her and takes her traveling all over the world. I wanted to tell her to find someone who gives her nothing to worry about anymore, because she’d already worried about so much in this life. I wanted to tell her that he never, ever played with those Lego sets after he finished putting them together. Just let them sit there. And maybe if she knew that, she could move on. Because this is just who he was. Who he always was. And that he wasn’t nobody worth this kind of trouble. But I knew that there was no use.

Around ten that morning, La Garza got a text, I presumed from Augusts.

“Mama,” she said, “I gotta clean myself up. You go get some sleep, OK?”

It was like the word sleep triggered some sort of Pavlovian reflex, because just then, I yawned.

“Nah, I’ll wait,” I said. I felt I couldn’t leave her. She, her underbelly exposed to me now, seemed so vulnerable. And I wanted to protect her. From what, I didn’t know.

“While I bathe? Get outta here,” she said, giving me a playful kick. “You got my life story, you wanna see me naked now too?”

As I got up to say goodbye, she called me over to her.

“No, no, no! Dame un beso!” and she put her little cheek toward me. After I kissed her, she put her hand on my chin and drew my face close toward hers and kissed me, softly, on my lips.

“You’re more one of us than one of them, you know,” she whispered, and I was too tired to untangle her cryptic prose.

Our street was empty. There was not a creepy car, or even a car, in sight. Which struck me in that moment as not out of the ordinary for a Sunday.

I got into my house, stripped and took a shower, looked out the window, and couldn’t see anything across the street. I texted Tayo to tell him everyone was all right on this side of the bridge, and I crawled into bed to try to forget about the whole terrible weekend.



It was too hot to really sleep; I tossed and turned through the early afternoon before I got up and began mindlessly roaming the neighborhood. I wandered past bars on Myrtle and restaurants crowded for brunch on DeKalb, spotting acquaintances and purposefully avoiding eye contact. Too stuck in my malaise to engage with anyone. Uncertain of what on earth I would say at that moment if I did. Oh, how I had delighted in collecting the stories of others when those stories were inconsequential. I had coveted being the one in whom everyone confided. I’d always thought it was because I had a trustworthy face, or at least one of nonjudgment, and maybe that was true. But what I enjoyed about it, I could see now, was not the sense of intimacy forged by sharing things but the sense of power holding all of that information seemed to give me. I was not the most fun one of our group, I was not the most successful. I didn’t have the hot nightclub connections or the hookups with the doormen. What I had, though, I now could see, were confidences. Perhaps because I had hovered, with my status as an engaged person, as slightly above it all. I was here for the party, but my “life”—the real things—existed somewhere else. I don’t know exactly why, but I was the person that it was safe to tell who you liked and who you secretly slept with. And I took great enjoyment of holding that information. But also in doling it out. Carefully. Such that I was always the one in demand for dinner dates and cocktails. I was the person with the true tea.

And now, I was disgusted by all of it. Being here, where I didn’t belong, in the center of these other people’s crumbling lives. With my own in such a shambles. I thought of another saying my grandmother used to have: Let every stick hold its own candle.

Part of me wanted to go back to my grandmother’s. Have her make me food and numb me with the troubles of people I didn’t know, but then I thought, Maybe that’s where all of this started. This fascination with gazing at everyone’s business but our own. And at my grandmother’s was inevitably my mother, the nagging specter of who, in this moment, I couldn’t handle.

Something else had happened that weekend. Something I remembered being glad to push out of my mind in the moment but that, in the heat and my hangover, I lacked the acuity to avoid. It was after we’d left Garza’s opening. Tayo and I had driven out to the beach and lit a small fire. We were just shooting the shit about my stuck-up aunt and he was telling me about his stuck-up white grandparents, and we found ourselves laughing—like, belly laughing. And that wasn’t unusual, but maybe it’s because of what we were talking about, but he stopped and looked at me and said, “You know, I feel like I can be every version of myself when I’m around you.” And I felt my throat close up and bit my lower lip hard to try not to cry. Because, I mean, it’s this beautiful thing to hear, you know? So frickin’ honest. And I couldn’t make a word come out of my mouth. So instead of talking, I leaned in and kissed him, and I felt myself then, perhaps for the first time, a true Forten. Too cowardly to face the truth: that I still had no idea who I was.

To stop myself from thinking, I wound my way over to BAM and bought a ticket to whatever the next thing showing was. I was early, and in the not-quite dark, I took my seat in the old cinema. I could see the ornate plaster molding from when this was a larger theater, abruptly cut off by a wall of Sheetrock. A giant arch of molded vines and pomegranates and fruits painted once gold, I’m sure, was now a dark brown to make it disappear for greater moviegoer enjoyment. But wasn’t that beauty also part of the moviegoing thrill? The idea that what was on that big, flat screen was so magical, created purely for the delight of the people seated in front of it, that it deserved a gilded frame?

The film started, and I realized I was now watching Hairspray: The Musical. And that under any other circumstance, I would never have willingly subjected myself to this. I’d grown up on the original; one of my “uncles”—aka my mother’s gay friends—had taken me to see it at the Marboro Theatre when he was babysitting me once. Kids, my uncle seemed to intuitively know, love camp. They just don’t know that it’s campy. I was no exception. I would rent it from the video store obsessively over the years, coming to appreciate it, and John Waters, in a very different way. This was the story of outsiders, of people that don’t fit the rigid standards of our shallow, material world and then expose that world for the sham it is by simply being themselves. I almost threw my popcorn when John Travolta came out in Divine’s part. Divine was a drag queen; this was just a man in drag. I didn’t care that he’d been in Saturday Night Fever. And why did it need to be an actual musical? It was over the top and musical enough. Why did it need to be reduced to the most obvious version of itself? To make it more digestible to the very people it was intended to skewer.

Despite the comfort that being in a dark, cold theater on a hot, muggy day usually brought me, I felt myself too irritated to enjoy it, and the musical just too synthetic to tune out. I scooted to the exit and finished my Diet Coke out on the steps of BAM.

I had missed a call from Matteo while I was inside.

“Did you hear?” he asked.

“What? I was in the movies.”

“Oh. OK. Well, I called Devon today to tell him we think he’s a piece of shit.”

“I appreciate you relaying that, actually.”

“She’s pregnant,” he said.

“Who?” I said, though after it came out of my mouth, it was obvious.

“Marla,” he replied, almost laughing. “That was gonna be her big announcement!”

“So did he know, or did he not know, when he sat his ass back down?” I asked.

“Funny, that’s actually exactly what I asked,” he said. “And the answer is no. As a matter of fact, he started the damn call all giddy. ‘I’ve been trying to call you, dude. You left before Marla’s big news!’ He just went on and on, like the other thing never even happened. Like she’d never even been there.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Alicia?” he asked. “You OK?”

“Is it messed up to say I don’t believe her?”

“You said it, not me.”

“I feel a little sick,” I said, and I did.

“Do you want me to come out there and keep you company?”

And I didn’t need to even think about it. I knew I didn’t.

“I think,” I said as kindly as I could, “that I want to spend some time alone.”

There was a bit of quiet on his end. He inhaled, or maybe did a line of blow for all I fucking knew.

“Understood,” he said, some weight in his voice. And I don’t know if he hung up or I did, but the call was over.

It was hard not to notice, as I sat outside the theater, the stream of beautiful Black and brown bodies passing me, everyone in states of dress and undress that evaded easy summation of who they were or what they did for a living or where they shopped. There were pum-pum shorts and net tops in the colors of Jamaican and Puerto Rican flags, there were Moshood T-shirts that had been cut and reconfigured into couture. There were shirtless, tattooed bodies draped with dreadlocks. There were braids and Dominican blowouts and wet curls that hung long down backs. Brass jewelry and gold jewelry and wooden bangles. They filed past, from the Atlantic Center, from the G train stop across the street, in singles and twos and triplets and posses. They were young and not so young. And then it dawned on me that they were all going to the same place. To the park.

By the time you were on the corner of South Elliott and DeKalb, you could hear it. The bass line of whatever house beat was carrying the floor. By the time you reached the old stone steps that led up to the park, the melody became clearer, the electric keyboard riding over the beat. The place was packed, as it always was on a hot day. Families—both genetic and self-selected—camping out on sheets and blankets, drinking wine and taking the sun. But the energy, the swarm, was headed up the hill. To the source. To the root of the commotion: the DJ. Because, of course, how could I have forgotten? It was Sunday. It was Soul Summit.

The crowd was gathered just beyond the soldiers’ memorial at the peak of the hill that was Fort Greene Park. The DJ set up such that the monument towered over their shoulder, like the weight of pleasing the whole of the assembled was on their back. The dance floor was a patch of cracked concrete stones, whose original purpose I’d never been able to deduce. But it was surrounded by lush trees, which kept it cool when the bodies—sometimes a thousand bodies—were inevitably in motion, as they were that afternoon. Brooklyn used to be known as the city of churches, that’s how many houses of worship there once were here. And for this congregation, the dance floor was for the believers, and the DJ was giving a sermon: Afro house and old techno and disco soul. There were two young cats battling in the center, their bodies long and elastic. Around the memorial was an older Puerto Rican couple ballroom dancing on frickin’ roller skates. Three drummers accompanied the DJ on bongos and congas, their hands banging out their whole hearts. Around the periphery, I saw people I knew, but it didn’t matter, because in this circle, in this park, everyone was friends with everyone. All of us, our physical selves, one degree of separation from each other. I found an older guy selling Nutcrackers, and for three dollars, I found myself drinking a red mixed with some kind of grain alcohol I might regret later. But not in that moment. In that moment, I wanted to do nothing and be nobody but a physical being in motion.

It felt like the DJ heard me, because the volume turned up, or I tuned everything else out. I don’t know. I could feel the bass from my feet up my spine and the sun on my face and my shoulders. And together, they decimated every sense of doubt or worry or fear that I would never figure this shit out, that I had just, over the course of one summer, fucked up my whole life. One song after another, my whole being lost in the drums and the bass and the melody. He played Crystal Waters and Deee-Lite and some shit I didn’t know. And my body was drenched with sweat. I got up to leave, bought a water, and poured it all over myself. And then, just then, the DJ blended into a new song, and it stopped me cold. He dropped the music out, so that all you could hear were the drummers and the vocal track. The lyrics, and her voice, crystal clear.


Say I want to leave a thousand times a day,

It’s easier said and done when you just can’t break away.



He dropped the beat back in, returning to that line, echoing, again and again and again, until it became a chant. An invocation for mercy almost. Then the DJ let it go, and Candi Staton was belting it out in all her glory. And I felt like I’d never heard this song before even though I knew every word. My heart raced, faster and faster. The salt from the sweat on me stinging my eyes. And around me, the crowd was rabid with life. We smelled like perfume and cocoa butter and perspiration as everyone sang along.


Young Hearts. Run Free.

Never be hung up, hung up like my man and me.



With every step and every note, it felt like I and all of us were dancing our collective pain away. We sang like our lives depended on it. Sang this song that our mothers sang in our kitchens, that others danced to when they were teenagers themselves. And I closed my eyes and remembered how much my mom used to love this song. How she would sing it and dance around the living room, dancing with me and my grandmother. Singing these lyrics like a warning to me before she decided to instill in me her own fears. Oh, and I remembered a time before I discovered how sad she was. Before her sadness started to shape me. I remembered a time before I felt I wasn’t enough. A time before ambition. A time where I was just happy. Happy to dance in the house with my mother, who I thought then was so beautiful. I could feel, mixed with the sweat, tears now coming down my face. The lump growing in my throat. But I never stopped singing. I, Alicia Canales, felt suddenly free and boundless but also scared and sad and unsure. And then the song changed and everything suddenly around me got blurry and I felt as though it all slowed more than it should. The volume suddenly quiet.

Quiet.

And then black.



“She’s fine, just got overheated,” the woman selling waters was telling somebody.

Someone else I didn’t know was sitting next to me, had wet a handkerchief in the woman’s cooler of ice, and put it on my forehead.

“Mami,” the man said to me, “you gotta hydrate. Be high on life; no necesitas alcohol. You just went down like the Twin Towers out here.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I’m OK now.”

“Just rest there for a second, Mami, OK?”

And I nodded. The woman gave me a water to drink, refused my money when I tried to pay her.

I felt a little embarrassed. I’d never passed out before like that. But somehow, like after a good cry, I felt comforted. That I was surrounded by the kindest people in the world. And looking around, some of them were strangers, but also, so many were familiar faces.

And I gasped.

Rushed to my feet.

“Siéntate, nena,” the man commanded me.

“No,” I said, “I have to find my friend.”

I had gone to Soul Summit many times, and I’d never not seen La Garza. Looking tired. Tipsy from brunch. Other times bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. But always there.

I found myself walking out of the park, faster, until on Myrtle, I broke into a full trot, and by the time I got to our street, I was breathless. I had to steady myself, gasping for air as I reached her unlocked front door, before I bounded up the stairs.

It just isn’t true, that New Yorkers are indifferent to suffering. Or at least, I can say it didn’t used to be. My screams were loud enough—bloodcurdling enough—that the viejito who sat outside my building all day and the dude perpetually fixing his car across the street both came over to see what was happening. I was still screaming as they pulled me out of the loft and onto the sidewalk. They never left my side. Not even when the police came and blocked off most of the street. In fact, all our neighbors had come over to be some sort of comfort to me.

“Can you imagine?” they were saying. “You go to check on your friend and they’re dead in the bathtub?”






ELEVEN


Garza’s Wikipedia page, riddled with inaccuracies as it is, explains her death in one sentence: “La Garza died on August 5, 2007, under mysterious circumstances at her home in Brooklyn.” Probably because the FIT student, or whoever it was that made the fucking mediocre page in the first place, couldn’t decipher which of the many conflicting tabloid stories about her death they should presume to be true. Fashion is sexy, and therefore, so had been the news of her passing. La Garza’s face plastered on newsstands for days; these stories “reporting” on her demise more incredulous and sensationalized than the rumors that had abounded about her life. That she was a drug dealer, shot up in a bust gone awry. That she was a high-end call girl. That she was a high-end madam. That the business had been merely a front for a shady operation. One could quibble over the veracity of this last point. It absolutely had been a legitimate business that produced and delivered, to retailers and clients, clothes. It also was completely unprofitable. The books cooked for the stock prospectus, the stocks driven up by a grand pump-and-dump scheme orchestrated by men some would call criminals and others executives. None of whom ever faced the music.

It had been a bloodless death. And she hadn’t actually died in the bathtub. The autopsy revealed that she was strangled; the apartment showed signs of a struggle. The killer, whoever he was, placed her in the tub after she died. Took the time to take off whatever clothing she’d been wearing to receive his visit. Took the time to refill the tub. To place her in there, with care, as if she were just relaxing in the bath. Without a worry in the world. When I thought of it, I wondered if he sat there and stared at her after. When I thought of it, I wondered if he cried over what he had done. Or if his rage stayed with him even as her life drained away.

Of course, Tayo and I knew who killed her. It was as clear as day. And equally clear that I should put as much distance between myself and Augusts as possible. Matteo and I agreed that I’d say nothing, other than that I wanted to check in on her after her busy weekend. He phoned in an anonymous tip encouraging them to look into her books. Something I suspect they never would have bothered to do had the SEC not raided Augusts’s brokerage firm a couple of weeks later for insider trading. But, it turns out, the dude in the Ed Hardy shirt had apparently flipped. Suddenly, every company they ever took public was under scrutiny, including La Garza’s. If New York found fashion sexy, it was only after finance—and this story that mixed both—put her, briefly, back in the headlines again.

And even still, they never managed to successfully connect the dots of La Garza to Augusts or his uncle’s larger operation. You can’t even begin to imagine the police visits and police stations and fruitless lineups of suspects that were presented to me in the days and weeks following Garza’s death. Not only people I had never seen but people I was insulted they’d deign to think capable of murdering someone as formidable as she was. Low-rent drug dealers from the projects, a pimp they swore up and down knew her from her days back at 8th Avenue Garden. Ignoring the obvious because, I could only assume, it was simply too sophisticated, in their minds, for a Spanish girl from Brooklyn.

I never saw Augie again after that night in the Hamptons; his name never showed up in any of the articles about Brookings Brokerage or the investigation. It was like he never existed. And soon, it was like La Garza never had either. One night, we awoke to the sounds of sirens. The entirety of the garage she’d inhabited engulfed in flames. The roof we’d once celebrated her on, burned out to nothing but a few charred beams. Through the hole where the garage door used to be, I could see the deformed sculptures of melted-down clothing racks and burned-out dress forms. The cops determined immediately that it was arson but, again, seemed unable or unwilling to resolve exactly who or why someone would want to burn the office and home of a deceased young fashion designer in the first place. New York did a piece on it online, but soon after, the housing market collapsed and everyone lost their jobs and then there was the election. And La Garza began her journey to becoming a story that you’d probably only heard if you’d been in the neighborhood when it happened.



It’s a little messed up to say that a memorial was off the chain, but La Garza’s was. The whole thing was held at Piro’s, the local funeral home. The room was too small; but no room could have been big enough. With Omar still MIA, the planning fell largely to committee. Carmen and Tamika, the fit model, thought it more important that it be in the neighborhood. I guess if this had happened now, we probably just would have posted some shit on our Facebook pages. People would have left condolences on our walls or publicly mourned her death on their own pages. Cozying up to tragedy, hunting for likes. But that wasn’t a thing yet. We spread the word the old-fashioned way, the way people did when any local old-timer died: color-copied flyers posted on every lamppost and store window in a fifteen-block radius. All with her beautiful face on them, inviting anybody who knew her—even if they never knew her name and just recognized her—to join in our celebration of her life. To say goodbye to their good neighbor.

There were flowers everywhere, the smell in the room so thick with the scent of lilies that you could barely breathe. There were famous people La Garza had dressed and gotten to know and people we didn’t even know how she knew. But that was just window dressing for those who didn’t know what to look for. What marked it as the service of a life well lived was the breadth and depth of Brooklyn that came out to celebrate her—all of New York, really. Lorraine cut her tour short. Marcus came back. Raquel was there with Felix and Tony. There were her seamstresses, of course, and her fabric suppliers and her UPS and FedEx guys. Every waiter or waitress who’d ever worked one of our local spots and told La Garza their troubles. Even a couple who’d moved to LA and heard through the grapevine. I mean, who does that? And who inspires that? It was more than standing room only; people were spilling into the streets. And of course there were people there I didn’t know at all. People who predated my time in this neighborhood, who predated the time anyone aspired to live here. When nobody cared about the good bones of the brownstones or the tree-lined streets, because they couldn’t see past the nearby projects or the crackheads wandering in the park. People who lived here because they loved it, not for what it could become but for what it was.

Had La Garza not so recently told me her life story, I might not have noticed the tall man around my age wearing a military uniform, who came and stood in the back of the visitation room. Who stood standing even as people began to file out and across the street to Old Man Cellar’s bar for the repast. But one good look at his face and it was plain as day who it was.

“Soto?” I said as I approached him. “You must be Garza’s little brother.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said to me with that politeness the military seems to instill in people.

“I’m so glad someone called you,” I said, feeling guilty that I hadn’t thought to do so.

“I was her emergency contact, ma’am,” he said. “The hospital called me, and I was able to get a bereavement leave. I got back to New York a few days ago.”

For all the people La Garza knew in her big life, there was something very sweet to me that she still had her baby brother as her emergency contact. And then it dawned on me that she’d selected him and not the more obvious choice of her mother.

“Was, um, your mom able to come out? Is she here?” I asked. “I was Garza’s neighbor and would love to meet her.”

He looked down at his own feet then, as if he was embarrassed by the question. But then he seemed to decide on the answer he wanted to give and just as quickly looked me right in the eye with those same dark, sparkling eyes as his half sister’s. Eyes they must’ve gotten from their mom.

“My mother’s husband doesn’t like to fly, and my mom doesn’t like to leave her husband,” he said.

I just nodded and felt my throat close. Even in death, the love of men betrayed her.

“Would it be OK,” he asked me then, “if I put these in the casket to be buried with her?”

In his hands, he held a stack of letters, and I could make out that bubble handwriting of hers immediately.

“She’s your sister,” I said. “You can do whatever you want. But wouldn’t you want to keep them? To remember her?”

He smiled then.

“I don’t need to keep them to remember her,” he said. “My sister’s written to me once a month like clockwork for almost six years. Through boot camp and four tours in Afghanistan. Sometimes about her life, sometimes with random advice. How the past doesn’t predicate the future kind of stuff. But sometimes, she’d just copy, like, Dr. Seuss and shit. She just wanted me to feel encouraged. We didn’t get a lot of that from our mom. I wanna give them back so she knows I was grateful.”

“She was real proud of you,” I said, feeling grateful myself that she’d shared that with me and that it was something I could share with him.

“Gigi loved this country, man,” he said, smiling now. “Loved this country and this city even more. Because here, she felt, here, anybody could become anything.”

He shook my hand before he headed up to Garza’s casket to pay his last respects. And I cursed Devon under my breath, realizing that she’d allowed him access to something as personal as her family pet name. And he’d been so unworthy of such intimacy.

He didn’t so much as send flowers to the memorial.

We spoke twice more after she died. Once, shortly after I found her body. After the cops first left. I think I just needed somebody else who loved her to be as shocked as I was. I needed another person to say, “But we just were with her.” To remember the corporeality of her.

“Devon,” I said, barely able to get out the words. “Devon, she’s gone.”

“Who?” he asked.

“Garza,” I said.

“What?” he replied, a strange tone to his voice. I could hear him walking out onto that big wood deck. “What do you mean?”

“I found her in the tub,” I said, and started crying again. “Somebody killed her.”

He’d been breathing, and then he stopped. Held his breath, and then all I could hear was the stilted exhale of a sob. The wet of his tears nearly coming through the phone. He was muttering under his breath so low, I never knew what he said and never had a chance to ask. I listened to him cry for a few minutes, and then, without saying anything, he hung up.

The next time we spoke was once we planned the memorial. I guess it was dumb of me to think it would matter to him. Dumb of me to think he’d ever have the balls to walk in and pay respect to this woman he had loved, at least the best his weak and warped self could.

“I don’t know why you’re calling me,” he said quickly the second time. His voice was tight. “Why would you call me about that?”

“Because you loved her,” I replied.

“Don’t call me about this again,” he said. “And don’t tell anybody that you called me.”

With that, he hung up the phone. And I’ve hardly seen him or Marla since.

Between his pedigree and job and whatever he told the cops, if they ever even questioned him, he managed to keep his name out of the story. They left Brooklyn shortly after that. Put the house up for sale real quick—just before the bottom dropped out of the market—and made a killing. Some white couple bought it. They were featured in Architectural Digest and everything. So much for preserving Hiram Thomas’s legacy. But as Matteo said, that was nothing but a lie, anyway. Another myth born of marketing.

I thought often over the past few years about what Garza said to me the last time I saw her. How I’m more “us” than “them.” I thought, in the moment, she’d meant Puerto Rican, and I realize now how stupid an interpretation that was. What she’d meant, of course, was that I was more Brooklyn than Forten. And yes, I could play at being feckless with other people, turning our backs on our mistakes as if they never happened. But at the end of the day, that wasn’t who I really was. And if there was any doubt in that, well, Garza’s death wiped that away. Because people like me and Garza and Matteo? We couldn’t help caring, and we weren’t raised to leave our messes for other people to clean up.



Some people say that the greatest party that ever happened in Fort Greene was the night Obama was elected. But I think, to me, Garza’s repast at Old Man Cellar’s might be a close second. The funny part is how tied up in Matteo my memories of both nights are.

Old Man Cellar—always known for offering a plate of food to the young and hungry looking—pulled out all the stops for La Garza. A hot buffet, an open bar. It had the incongruity of her parties, just with everyone wearing darker colors. And maybe because at her parties you never knew how or even if anyone knew her, this was more special. Because you’d start shooting the shit with someone you were standing next to at the bar, and the next thing you know, you’re hearing about La Garza scheming them into the Yankees’ locker room Jeter’s rookie year, or her recruiting them as models off the streets of the Village. A mysterious life suddenly rendered less opaque by the gathering of stories.

Like these things tend to do, a solemn event turned on a dime into a full-on party—the discomfit of sadness desperately needing an outlet of laughter or dancing or something. Something more in spirit with the person we were mourning. People were drunk or quickly on their way when Matteo asked me to step outside with him so he could have a smoke. He’d been a rock since La Garza’s death, barely leaving my side, and for that, I was grateful.

“Listen,” he said as he lit his cigarette. “I woke up with an idea I wanted to run by you.”

“Shoot.”

“This city, I don’t know, it’s just getting to me, man. You know, I feel like we’ve all got our heads up our asses and just making and spending and going and it’s, like, twisting our little souls, you know?”

I nodded in agreement, because my soul too had felt, as the summer wore on, not just twisted but tangled.

“And like, well, it turns out, my mom has, um, cancer—”

“Oh my God, Matteo,” I said. “I am so sorry.”

“Nah, it’s all good. Because that, and then this fucking situation? Well, it’s making things feel really clear all of a sudden, you know?”

“Yes,” I said, because even amid the chaos of the days since Garza’s death, I felt myself coming to some clarity too.

“Anyway,” he continued, “my mom’s always wanted to go to Hawaii. Have you ever gone?”

“Can’t say that I have, actually,” I said, feeling my heart flutter because I wasn’t sure where this was going.

“Well, it feels like the world is out here screaming at me, ‘Bring her there now, Matteo!’ So, I’m just gonna take a couple of weeks and fucking do it. I’m gonna buy these tickets tonight, as a matter of fact. I wanna leave as soon as possible. Like, I’d leave tonight if we could. But I wanted to talk to you first.”

“OK.”

“To see if you wanted to come,” he said, and I looked in those rum-colored eyes of his, and they were filled up with sincerity. He was so earnest that it was heartbreaking. “I’ll take care of it; I know you’re not making those bucks—yet! But it just seems like this city is maybe giving us the worst of ourselves right now and we should go someplace pure, you know?”

And I couldn’t breathe. And I could barely think. Here was this guy who was so many things James wasn’t. But this wasn’t it either. At least not right then. I didn’t want Garza and Devon’s kind of love—mad and reckless and destructive—but I desperately wanted something I knew Garza had before Devon had come back into her life: that fucking sense of self.

People say that having regrets is useless, but I will admit now to having one about this moment. Not my choice—at that moment, it was the right choice. I know it now. But how I expressed myself about it. What I should have said—the true thing that I was only beginning to put my finger on but that my gut understood—was that the absence or presence of men has shaped my entire existence. My father, James, Matteo. My whole worth—my whole perception of women’s worth—had only been given space to exist relative to its value to a man. I had love for Matteo, but I needed to discover love for myself with or without him. Or anybody else, for that matter. I’d never had the chance to even think about that. And to go along to Hawaii as he embarked on a journey about him and his life? Well, it could be beautiful. But it was one more distraction from me doing the really hard thing and embarking on a journey of my own. But did I say any of that? Did my dumbass twenty-eight-year-old self articulate any of these things that I have no doubt he would have understood—hated, but understood? No. Instead, I said:

“I don’t think I can get the time off work.”

For a second, I thought he might ask me if I wanted to check in at the office first and then let him know, but he didn’t. He just closed his eyes and absorbed it. What I loved about him most—oh, besides the way he smelled and the way he danced and the way he always nuzzled my belly button when we were in bed together—was how quick he was. He was book smart. But more than anything, he was life smart. He might not have heard my real explanation, but he got the message so quick. So quick that I started crying just looking at him looking at me, knowing so fully well exactly what was up.

“Well, figured I’d offer.”

“I hope it’s a great trip,” I said, now completely sobbing. “And that your mom enjoys it and that she gets better real soon. I’m gonna pray on it.”

“Yeah, I appreciate that,” he said, and he took one last drag of his cigarette before he crushed it to the ground. “And Imma wish you a lot of luck. Figuring all this out.”

He leaned down and gave me a kiss goodbye before he headed back into the bar. And I found Lorraine and we headed home so I could put my head on her lap and have the kind of cry that makes your chest hurt. The kind I think only women know: that makes you feel you can’t even breathe.



Like I said, I saw Matteo again after that. The night Obama won. The last night in Brooklyn I remember it feeling like our version of the place. It was an electric day. Nobody but Aaron Francis had moved yet. So me and Marcus and Leti and Lorraine voted as soon as the polls opened and then hopped in a car to go knock on doors in Pennsylvania before heading back to Brooklyn to watch the returns come in. It seemed like everybody had the same idea to convene at Madiba, maybe hoping that the spirit of South Africa’s first Black president would help to usher in ours. I don’t know how the bartenders kept up with the nervous demand for drinks the crowd had that night. I saw faces I hadn’t seen since La Garza’s memorial. Faces I hadn’t seen since La Garza’s last big bash. And yet, despite the crowd, you could have heard a pin drop in that room while we watched the news on the giant screen they’d put up for the occasion. And when they called the state of Pennsylvania for Obama—the state that put him over the top and made him the victor—my God, that place exploded! Burst into stomps and cheers and shouts and tears. The music turned up, and we bounded out into the street. There was a city bus, and when the driver realized what happened, he stopped it. The passengers flooded out and started a dance party, car radios serving as their music. People leaned out their windows banging pots and pans. It was like everyone in Brooklyn ceased whatever they were doing in that moment to partake in the celebration.

I’d run back into Madiba to use the bathroom, and when I came out, there was Matteo, getting a drink at the bar. He looked thinner and more tired than the last time I saw him—I had heard his mother wasn’t well—but he put on a genuine smile when he saw me.

“Can you believe it?” I asked as I gave him a hug.

“Your horse from the beginning,” he replied, and I remembered that he was right. I had almost forgotten that. After we exchanged pleasantries, and I asked after his mom (“Getting by”), I couldn’t help noticing he seemed a little less elated than the rest of the world, so I asked him.

“Come look at this,” he said as he walked me toward the window. “Check out the dude over there.”

There was so much pandemonium outside that it took me a second to notice where he was directing my attention. Catty-corner across the street, a tall white dude had climbed the entirety of a streetlamp, standing on it, tall, like a conquering monkey, high over DeKalb Avenue. King Kong, but without anybody trying to take him down. He’d pulled off his shirt and, with one free hand, was spinning it over his head. He was screaming something, again and again.

“He’s wildin’,” I said. “What the hell is he saying?”

But as soon as I asked, I could hear him screaming, “We did this! We did this!”

“Get ready,” Tayo said. “America made history tonight, and white people are gonna ask us to pay them back for the rest of our lives.”

Truth is, time might prove him right, but I wasn’t in the mood for such cynicism. Right then, I was high—like everyone else—on hope for America.

“How was Hawaii?” I asked.

“Beautiful,” he said. “How’s solitude?”

“Beautiful,” I answered. Because in that moment, it was.



I’d said that I was half hoping to run into Garza at Freddy’s last night, but the truth was, I fully held the more realistic hope to see Matteo again. Not because I thought we should get back together—though Lord knows, this online dating shit is tedious—but because I thought maybe enough time had gone by that we could be friends. Two old-school Brooklyn heads just commiserating as we watched our world be wrecked. The rubble cleared for some other people’s futures. But he wasn’t there. Very few people I knew were. So many of the old familiar faces were gone. Like I said, only time can reveal meaning, and it’s easy now to see the story of that summer was the story of La Garza, but also the beginning of the end. The start of the dispersal that real adulthood would bring. Time stopped operating like it used to. I worked more and traveled more and was doing all the things I swore I was gonna do. That my friends believed I could do. I made a tiny film last summer. Short. But it was a film. And everyone was proud. Lorraine moved back to Philly to run a theater company. Marcus moved to LA for work. Aaron Francis met a girl in London and got married. Others drifted, to come back into my life from time to time. Many moved altogether, started their existences in other cities and other towns. Morphing, over time, from people into digital squares I only kept up with online.

And still. Freddy’s last night was a fucking good time. It wasn’t my bar, but it was loved. And that night, everyone was welcomed like a regular. We danced on the bars, we spilled out of the place and drank in the streets, we smoked inside even though it had been long banned, we did drugs that were illegal next to cops partying alongside us. We danced till we sweated all the alcohol out and then drank some more. I made out with a stranger. (Two!) Someone ordered pizza in for everybody. Nobody paid for drinks anymore, just threw down cash for the bartenders. At 4:00 AM, if you hadn’t left, they locked you inside, and we kept the party going. More to drink, more coke, more cigarettes. More of everything that we had been told was bad for us. Because it was the end not of us, just this place, and who were they to tell us how to live? And when day broke and we all stumbled outside, we gathered across the street, and somebody sang a song as they locked the doors for the final time.

I should have gone home then but instead found myself drinking deli coffee on a corner that soon would no longer exist. That would be wiped away and rendered unrecognizable by a sixty-story condo, uglier than something you’d see in a Soviet block, but marketed as “luxury Brooklyn living.” A phrase that my brain struggled to make sense of. I went on a walk. I wandered down Pacific past Vanderbilt, over to Washington and walked up to Dean Street, when suddenly, I found them: the condos.

Devon was long gone, but his development had recently gone up.

I almost passed them. Because, in my drunken, high self, I’d been looking for the buildings that had once been there and not the ones he’d erected in their place. But I couldn’t help noticing them. Gone were the brownstones and the old brick walk-up with its fire escapes. Gone was the music from the windows and the people sitting on the stoops. In their place was shiny architectural newness—modern white stucco things trimmed with cedarwood and glass that looked more appropriate for Miami Beach than Brooklyn. They were newly finished, almost all of them already occupied by people who wanted luxury kitchens and a backyard or a private roof deck.

Across the street, someone else had the same bright idea as my cousin. A lot, probably three former brownstones wide, now replaced with shiny structures a story or two higher. Only construction there was still underway. Too early in the morning for the crew to have arrived. But almost time. There wasn’t a moment to waste. It wasn’t fair to those poor people. They didn’t know what it meant that they’d bought into this. But it also wasn’t fair that we lived in a world where a place with heart, a place like Freddy’s, gets torn down, only to be replaced with shit like this. I strode to the construction site and pulled a newly fired brick off its pallet, raced back to the condos, closed my eyes, and hurled that fucking thing as hard as I could. And when I heard the glass shatter, I ran home as fast as my legs would carry me.
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