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      for Amelia Kennedy
and for Grace and Max

   
      
      

      
      Beware lest you lose the substance by grasping at the shadow

      – Aesop

      

   
      
      
part one


   

      

      one


      

      It was four in the morning, I hadn’t slept in weeks, and the baby was crying again.

      


      

      The baby didn’t wake me – because I’d been staring at the ceiling for hours when he started bawling. But I was so shell-shocked

         from lack of proper rest that I couldn’t move from the bed. For several numbing minutes, I just lay there rigid as Josh pushed

         his three-month-old lungs to new extremes.

      


      

      Eventually, his repetitive shrieks prodded my wife Beth into a dazed, half-awake state. Nudging me with her elbow, she spoke

         to me for the first time in two days.

      


      

      ‘You deal with him.’ Then she rolled over and covered her head with a pillow.


      

      I did as ordered, my movements mechanical, tentative. I sat up. I put my feet on the floor. I reached over for the striped

         bathrobe that had been flung on to a bedside chair. I put it on over my matching striped pajamas, tying it tightly around

         my waist. I walked to the door and opened it. My day had begun – though, in reality, it had never really ended.

      


      

      The nursery was opposite our door. Up until last week, Josh had been sleeping in our room. But unlike our other son – four-year-old

         Adam, who started sleeping through the night after he passed the eight-week mark – this kid was a serious insomniac. He refused

         to collapse for more than two hours at a stretch – and when he woke, his shrill squawks let it be known that he was requesting

         our full, undivided attention. We’d tried just about everything to knock him out for eight hours straight – keeping him awake

         until late in the evening, stoking him up with two bottles of formula to ward off post-midnight hunger, doping him with the

         maximum safe dosage of baby aspirin. Nothing worked. So that’s when we decided to move him to the nursery, thinking that he

         might sleep better if he was on his own. Not a chance. Three hours was now the maximum respite from his howls.

      


      

      Twenty weeks into his little life, Beth and I had yet to experience a night of unbroken sleep. Recently I’d been trying to

         convince myself that our jangled nerves, our mutual exhaustion, was the main source of the disharmony between us – a disharmony

         which turned rather nasty two nights ago, when Beth let fly with some pent-up venom and called me a totally compromised man.

         Naturally I wasn’t going to take invective like that on the chin, so I counter-punched and told her she was a suburban shrew.

      


      

      Forty-eight hours after that exchange, she still wasn’t talking to me. Just like last month – when she gave me the silent

         treatment for an entire weekend after an argument over our American Express bill. Or two months before that, when she was

         riding the post-natal roller-coaster and accused me of being the most self-absorbed guy in recorded history.

      


      

      So it wasn’t just Baby Josh’s cries that were keeping me awake at night. It was lots of other minor little things. Like this

         house. I now hated this house.

      


      

      Not that there was anything specifically hateful about my house. On the contrary, it was the sort of suburban American classic

         that many a citizen would be proud to own – a two-story white-clapboard New England colonial, with dark-green shutters, four bedrooms, eat-in kitchen, basement family room, a half-acre backyard and a separate detached two-car garage.

         Asking price: $485,000 … but this corner of Connecticut really took a beating during the recession, so we snagged it for $413,000

         in 1991. At the time, several colleagues at work told me I had made a ‘killer deal’. But when I was signing the lease with

         Beth, all I could think was: we really are the architects of our own incarceration.

      


      

      Like every other room in the house, Josh’s nursery is all stripped pine and Early Americana. He sleeps in a mahogany colonial

         crib, circa 1782. He gets his diapers changed on top of a pine chest of drawers from an old York, Maine inn. When he gets older, he’ll

         be able to sit in a tiny rocking chair that once housed the backside of little Nathaniel Hawthorne, and play with a set of

         ancient rag dolls which, no doubt, kept Harriet Beecher Stowe company while she was writing Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

      


      

      How do I know all this bullshit history about my kid’s furniture? Beth, of course. Two years after we moved here from the

         city, she got rid of all that functional, reductionist stuff we once acquired at Pottery Barn and announced: We’re Going Colonial.

         But, to Beth, this didn’t mean driving off to the nearest Ethan Allen showroom and buying some leatherette Williamsburg wing

         chairs. Instead, everything in our new home was going to be 100 per cent Guaranteed Federalist. And for months she went on

         an authenticity binge – scouring every antique shop from here to New London in search of original Shaker bedsteads, genuine

         Boston Whaler footlockers, a pew from a Providence meeting house. Every item also had to come equipped with its own little

         historical pedigree. According to Beth, Thomas Jefferson screwed one of his mistresses on our French divan. And the three

         genuine New England samplers hanging in our bathroom were all hand-knitted by Daniel Webster’s stepsister … or was it his

         blind niece? (I lose track of these things.)

      


      

      It became an obsession with her, this authentic furniture kick. An expensive obsession – which completely soaked up my $79,000 Christmas bonus that year. Still, I let her have her antiques binge – because it kept her preoccupied at a time

         when she was trying to come to terms with a big disappointment. And, for a while, buying up every old curio she fancied did

         help to quell her frustration. But eventually she grew weary of auction rooms and the manic hunt for a matching set of original

         Audubon prints. The house was fully furnished. It was a collector’s triumph. When friends came over, she could spend hours

         discoursing on the origins of a 1789 porcelain shaving mug, once owned by a naval commodore in East Sandwich, Mass. Though

         Beth never said anything to me, I knew that she secretly despised what she had created; that she realized it was a diversionary

         tactic, designed to deflect her attention from certain uncomfortable truths. Like me, she too now hated this house … and all

         that it implied.

      


      

      Josh had gone ballistic by the time I reached his crib – that volcanic moment when a baby’s yelps for attention turn into

         one long inconsolable howl. When Adam was this age, soothing his cries was a three-step cinch: re-insert pacifier in mouth,

         give cuddle, remove pacifier and insert warm bottle. But Josh is a hard sell when it comes to accepting parental comfort.

         He likes to cry – and he certainly doesn’t buy the pacifier/cuddle/bottle routine. You also have to walk him around for an

         hour. You must keep him constantly amused by singing. If you dare to rest your voice for a moment, he will screech again.

         If you sit down in a chair, the wails will automatically resume. He is a dedicated sleep terrorist – and he refuses to give

         in unless you meet all his demands.

      


      

      I combed the floor for the pacifier that he had flung away. When I found it (under the chest of drawers), I sterilized it

         by popping it between my lips and shoved it back into his mouth. Then I picked him up from the depths of the crib, slung him

         across my shoulder, and started in on an off-key rendition of ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’. Immediately, he spat out the

         pacifier and returned to wailing mode. Halfway down the stairs, the pacifier hit the floor again. And when he saw the bottle

         of formula waiting by the microwave in the kitchen, he really did some ear-damage during the very long twenty seconds that it took to heat it.

      


      

      Adam was a real designer baby – the sort of dead cute charmer you’d see in some touchy-feely diaper commercial. But Josh is

         a lump. A little bruiser. With an oversized head, and a boxer’s nose, and the disposition of a pit-bull. Naturally I love

         him … but I’m not sure if I like him yet. He makes me anxious – not just because he cries all the time and doesn’t seem pleased

         to have been brought into the world. I guess it also has something to do with the fact that – like the house itself – he represents

         yet another domestic manacle. A friend of mine put it very succinctly: when you have your first child, you still believe that

         you have room to maneuver; that you haven’t dug yourself so deeply into over-mortgaged life. But when the second kid arrives,

         you are now a serious family man. You have piled yourself high with obligations. And you know that never again will you be

         a free agent, adrift in the world at large.

      


      

      Of course, I have another theory about why Josh cries so much: he’s simply reacting to the enmity between his parents. Kids

         sense these things. Even at five months, they’ve got ferociously acute antennae. And Adam is very much aware that his parents

         haven’t been getting along. Whenever Beth and I have a nasty exchange – or give each other an extended dose of the silent

         treatment – I can discern his fear; the way his big gray eyes plead with us to like each other again. It guts me, seeing his

         little-boy concern; his silent appeal for stability – because it also brings me back to a time thirty-four years ago when

         I was Adam’s age, and I too watched helplessly as my parents pulled each other apart.

      


      

      As soon as Josh saw me retrieve the heated formula from the microwave, his hands began to flap until I turned it over to him.

         Then I pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down, cradling him against me while he slurped away. There were at least five minutes

         of quiet ahead while he finished the bottle – so, with my one free hand, I reached out and hit the remote control for the

         little nine-inch television that is tucked away on a counter top. I never believed I would end up living in a house with a television in the kitchen – but Beth insisted that it was handy for cooking programs, so I didn’t argue the issue (even

         though I felt like pointing out that the Sony Corporation wasn’t exactly up and running at the time of the Revolutionary War).

         Like the other three sets in the house, this one is wired for cable, so I immediately flipped it over to McNews – a.k.a. CNN.

      


      

      As the screen flickered to life, I immediately saw something that made me flinch. Not something, actually … someone. Her name was Kate Brymer – CNN’s current star war correspondent. At that moment she was dressed in designer fatigues and

         a flak jacket, reporting from some bombed-out hospital in Sarajevo. Behind her a team of doctors was amputating a soldier’s

         leg. They were so short of medical supplies that they were operating without anesthetic. You could hear the poor bastard’s

         shrieks over the somber, yet impassioned commentary that had become Kate’s trademark. I noticed that her bobbed chestnut hair

         was looking well coiffed for someone in a war zone. Then again, she always had a thing about her hair. When we lived together

         at college, she used to brush it incessantly. Just as she would always turn up for classes dressed to kill, and armed with

         the sort of intelligent yet easily fieldable questions that would play to the vanity of a male professor, allowing him to

         shine. Even back then, she was a shrewd political player. And she understood that – as a woman with big ambitions – flirtation

         would be a necessary, if distasteful weapon in her quest for importance. I remember her lying in bed one wet Sunday afternoon,

         browsing through a stack of borrowed library books by Martha Gellhorn, Oriana Fallaci, Frances FitzGerald – to her mind, the

         three great women war correspondents of the past forty years.

      


      

      ‘I’ll write a memoir like this one day,’ she said, her voice so matter-of-fact, so certain about her professional destiny.

         Then she held up a collection of battlefield photos by the great Robert Capa, adding: ‘And you’ll be this guy.’

      


      

      Josh suddenly flung the bottle to the floor – his way of letting me know that he’d had enough to drink. Within seconds, the crying game started, developing quickly into the sort of high lamentations that threatened to wake Adam and Beth. So I

         tossed him back over my shoulder, opened the door next to the fridge, and walked down five steps to the basement.

      


      

      The basement had become my haven – my island of retreat, filled with lots of gadgetry. ‘A place for all your toys’, as Beth

         once put it.

      


      

      It’s not a big area – around sixteen feet by twelve, with two small rooms off the main area – but I think I’ve managed to

         use the space shrewdly. It’s also the one corner of the house that Beth hasn’t managed to Martha Washingtonize: paneled in

         bleached Finnish wood, with a neutral gray fleck carpet on the floor and recessed lighting in the ceiling. As you come down

         the stairs, you immediately see my exercise area – a Nordic-Track cross-country ski machine, a StairMaster and a SolarFlex

         mini-gym. I try to do a forty-minute workout every morning – ten minutes on the Nordic Track; ten on the StairMaster, the

         final twenty pumping iron – to keep my body trim at a constant 175 lb. My doctor tells me it is the perfect weight for a 5’11” non-smoking

         thirty-eight-year-old with a normal 5.5 cholesterol level – and he always compliments me on my ability to stay lean. But perhaps

         the real reason why I’m so fit is because, anytime I ever feel like punching a wall with my fist, I just come down here and

         drain the rage with bench presses.

      


      

      Or I play music. I own over 1,200 compact discs, all stored in a seven-foot-high revolving carousel of solid American cherrywood.

         It was custom-built for me by a cabinet-maker in a little Connecticut town called West Cornwall. It cost $1,830 – but anyone

         who’s ever seen it has always admired its Shaker simplicity. Just as they’ve also admired my hi-fi equipment. I go to a serious

         audiophile outfit on West Forty-Fifth Street in Manhattan which sells only high-end British components – the best in the world,

         if you know what small brands to buy. And I’ve put together a pretty formidable system for just under $5,000 – a pair of Mission

         753 speakers, an Arcam Delta CD transport and Black Box DAC, and a truly stunning Cyrus 3 amplifier which combines diamond-hard

         clarity with an impressive soundstage.

      


      

      My disc collection is largely based on recommendations from the Penguin Guide to Classical Music. I am serious about music – and I try to listen to an entire work (or an act of an opera) while exercising. Unfortunately, anything

         over forty or so minutes doesn’t fit into my program, so I have to do without long-winded neurotics like Mahler or Bruckner

         during my morning workout. But I do like to blare their symphonies at night, when I bury myself in the one place where I am

         truly content – my darkroom.

      


      

      It used to be the laundry room – but one of the first things we did after moving in was to transfer the washer and dryer to

         a pantry off the kitchen. Then the carpenter and plumber got to work. All existing cabinets and fixtures were torn out. A

         pair of professional stainless steel sinks were installed. The one existing window was bricked up. The walls were replastered

         and painted light gray, then a sleek unit of customized steel-gray cabinets and worktops was built into one wall. And I dropped

         $2,300 on a real indulgence: the latest light trap revolving door; a cylinder within a cylinder which is guaranteed to create

         the perfect darkroom blackout.

      


      

      Following the advice of a photojournalist guy I know at Newsweek, I also invested in top-range reproduction equipment: a Beseler 45mx enlarger; a Kindermann film dryer; a mechanized Kodak

         tray rocker. I only use top Ilford-brand laboratory chemicals, I only print on Galleria bromide paper (the paper of choice

         of all leading American photographers). And like most serious photographers, I favor two top-grade monochrome films: Kodak

         Tri-X and Ilford HP4.

      


      

      Opposite this work area is a large floor-to-ceiling cupboard. It’s fire-resistant. It’s waterproof. It has roll-down aluminum

         shutters, secured by two pick-proof locks. Maybe all this sounds a little overcautious – but if you have a camera and lens

         collection that has been valued at over $45,000, you cannot afford to take any chances.

      


      

      I started collecting cameras in 1963. I was six years old, visiting my maternal grandparents at their retirement condo in

         Fort Lauderdale. I picked up an old Brownie that was left on a side table, looked through the viewfinder and was captivated. Here was a whole new way of seeing things. It was like squinting

         through a peephole. You didn’t have to look at everything that was going on around you – you could narrow your vision down

         to one single image. But most pleasing to my six-year-old sensibility was the discovery that you could hide behind the lens

         – using it as a barrier between you and the rest of the world. And for the remainder of our stay – during which my parents

         squabbled, my grandparents squabbled, and then both couples turned on each other – I spent much of the time glued to the viewfinder

         of that Brownie. In fact, anytime I was around an adult I’d shove the camera in front of my face, refusing to lower it even

         when spoken to. My father was not amused. When we were seated at the dinner table one night, and I tried to eat a shrimp cocktail

         while still keeping the Brownie at eye-level, his patience cracked. He snatched the camera away from me. My grandfather Morris

         thought his son-in-law was being unduly harsh, and came to my defense.

      


      

      ‘Let Benny have his fun.’


      

      ‘His name is not Benny,’ my father said, a hint of old Yalie contempt in his voice. ‘It’s Benjamin.’

      


      

      My grandfather refused to rise to this WASPy bait.


      

      ‘Betcha the kid’s gonna be a photographer when he grows up,’ he said.


      

      ‘Only if he wants to starve,’ my father said.


      

      That was the first (and mildest) of many confrontations I would have with my father on the subject of cameras and photography.

         But at the end of that brief, shrill visit to Fort Lauderdale, my grandfather made a point of handing me the Brownie at the

         airport, telling me it was a going-away gift to his favorite Benny.

      


      

      I still have that Brownie. It’s stored on the top shelf of my cabinet, next to my first Instamatic (Christmas ’67), my first

         Nikkormat (my fourteenth birthday), my first Nikon (high school graduation), my first Leica (college graduation, 1978 – a

         present from my mother six months before an embolism snuffed out her life at the age of fifty-one).

      


      

      On the three lower shelves are the cameras I have collected since then. There are a few rare museum pieces (a Pentax Spotmatic,

         an original Eastman Kodak box camera, and a first-edition Kodak Retina). And then there is my working gear: an original SpeedGraphic

         for gritty journalistic shots, a new Leica M9 (with a $5,000 Leica 300 Sumicaron lens), a LeicaFlex, a Hasselblad 500 CM,

         and a solid cherrywood DeoDorf that I only use for very special landscape or portraiture work.

      


      

      One wall of the basement is filled with a selection of my landscapes – moody Ansel Adams-style vistas of the Connecticut coast

         under low threatening cloud, or white clapboard barns against a blackened sky. Another wall is all portraits – very Bill Brandt

         stuff of Beth and the kids in a variety of domestic poses, using only available light and an open aperture to give them a

         grainy, naturalistic tone. And the final wall is what I like to call my Diane Arbus phase: a man with no legs and an eye patch

         begging in front of Bloomingdales; an elderly West Indian woman wearing a surgical mask and clutching a walker on Central

         Park West; a drunk on the Bowery (with a cankerous sore on one cheek), pulling out a discarded, half-eaten Big Mac from a

         garbage can.

      


      

      Beth really hates these freakshow images (‘They’re too show-offy; too intentionally sick’). She doesn’t care much for the

         gritty family portraits either (‘You make us look like we live in Appalachia’). But she does approve of the landscapes, always

         telling me that I have a real eye for the dark side of pastoral New England. Adam, on the other hand, loves my collection

         of urban sickos. Every time he toddles down here to visit me while I’m working, he climbs on to the gray studio couch beneath

         them, points to the Bowery dipso, giggles with delight, and says, Yucky man! … Yucky man! (He’s my kind of critic.) And Baby Josh? He notices nothing. He just cries.

      


      

      He was certainly crying that morning. Ever since I brought him down from the kitchen, he hadn’t let up. Twenty minutes into

         this pre-dawn outburst and I must have done at least forty laps on the basement floor. I had also depleted my repertoire of

         baby songs – to the point where I was repeating ‘Twinkle Twinkle’ for the fourth time. Eventually a wave of exhaustion hit me and I had to sit down, bouncing Josh on my knee in an

         attempt to make him believe he was still moving. For a moment or two, he did fall silent and my eyes wandered, focusing briefly

         on a blank patch of wall near my stereo equipment. I’ve always reserved that bit for my war photos – the big Bob Capa action

         shots that Kate Brymer said I would take one day. But I’ve never been anywhere near a war zone, a front line … and I now know

         that I never will.

      


      

      End of brief respite – Josh was roaring again. Maybe his diaper was the problem. I laid him down on the couch, undid the snaps

         at the bottom of his onesie and peered into his Pamper. A full load. Never a pretty sight – but especially grim with no sleep.

      


      

      So it was back upstairs to the nursery. I deposited Josh on the plastic changing mat that covers the top of his pine chest

         of drawers. Josh suffers from incurable diaper rash (since birth his backside has been a constant red, always festering) –

         so, for him, being changed is like a trip through the chamber of horrors. As soon as he felt that plastic mat under him, he

         began to twist and shout – his movements so violent that I had to hold him down with one hand while I again undid the snaps

         and struggled to free his legs from the feet of his onesie. When this was finally achieved (after considerable effort), I

         pulled back the lower part of his suit, ripped off the plastic fasteners on his Pamper and stared straight into a diaper from

         hell: gooey diarrhea which covered Josh’s bottom and stomach so completely that I couldn’t see his belly button. I shut my

         eyes in disgust – but not for long, as Josh started thrashing his legs, slamming them into the dirty diaper. Now the stuff

         was smeared across his feet and imbedded between his toes.

      


      

      ‘Ah, Christ,’ I muttered, and turned away from him for a moment to grab a handful of baby wipes from the windowsill where

         they were stored.

      


      

      But in the three seconds that my steadying hand was off his chest, the unthinkable happened: Josh writhed around so wildly

         that he managed to dislodge himself from the changing mat. When I turned back from the window, I saw that he was about to roll right off this four-foot-high chest of drawers.

      


      

      I roared his name and dove towards him, just as he toppled off the edge. Somehow I managed to get myself under him as he fell,

         my head crashing into the bottom drawer as he landed on top of me. He screamed in shock. And then the nursery door flew open

         and Beth was bearing down on me, yelling:

      


      

      ‘Goddammit! I told you I told you I told you …’


      

      I managed to say, ‘He’s all right … he’s not hurt,’ before Beth snatched Josh from me. As she picked him up his diaper fell

         off, landing directly on my stomach. But I didn’t care that my robe was now smeared with diarrhea, as I was more preoccupied

         with the big new bump on my head, and with Beth’s unforgiving voice.

      


      

      ‘You never listen, do you?’


      

      ‘It was an accident, that’s all,’ I said.


      

      ‘“Don’t leave him on top of the mat … never let him go.”’

      


      

      ‘It was just a second, that’s all …’


      

      ‘But I told you over and over …’


      

      ‘All right, all right. I was …’


      

      ‘Wrong.’

      


      

      ‘Fine.’ I was on my feet. As I stood up, the soiled diaper slid off me and, with a soft plop, landed face down on the rug (an original hand-loomed 1775 rug from a Philadelphia boardinghouse where John Adams once stayed).

         Beth stared at the mess on me, the mess on the historic $1,500 rug, the mess now smeared across her own dressing gown from

         still-hysterical Josh.

      


      

      ‘Terrific,’ she muttered, her voice weary, defeated. ‘Just terrific.’


      

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


      

      ‘You always are.’


      

      ‘Beth …’


      

      ‘Just go, Ben. Go get a shower. Go to work. I’ll deal with this. As usual.’


      

      ‘Right – I’m out of here.’ I beat a fast retreat from the room. But as I entered the hallway I saw Adam standing by his door.

         His favorite stuffed toy (a smiling koala bear) was clutched against him – and his eyes were so wide, so anxious that I knew

         our shouting had woken him.

      


      

      I knelt down and kissed his blond head, saying: ‘It’s okay now. Go back to sleep.’


      

      He didn’t seemed convinced.


      

      ‘Why are you fighting?’


      

      ‘We’re just tired, Adam. That’s all.’ I didn’t sound too convincing either.


      

      He pointed to my splattered robe and pajamas, wrinkling his nose as the smell hit him.


      

      ‘Yucky man, yucky man.’


      

      I managed a small smile.


      

      ‘Yeah, real yucky man. You go back to bed now?’


      

      ‘I go to Mommy,’ he said and ran into the nursery.


      

      ‘Don’t tell me you’re up too,’ Beth said as he entered.


      

      I returned to the bedroom, stripped off everything, put on a pair of gym shorts, a teeshirt and my Nikes, then headed downstairs,

         dropping my soiled clothes in the washing machine before withdrawing to the basement. I spun the disc cabinet until I found

         the Bs, then traced my finger along a dozen or so discs before pulling out a recording of Bach’s English suites played by

         Glenn Gould. It was a morning for headphones, so I popped on the Sennenheims (‘World-class sound’ – Stereo-Review), turned up the volume, and then tried to get the necessary momentum going on the StairMaster. But I found myself unable

         to move, my fingers clutching the hand grips so hard I thought I’d rupture my knuckles.

      


      

      Eventually I forced myself into action, my legs building up a steady rhythm. Soon I was climbing upwards at a rate of 3 m.p.h.,

         my neck now beaded with the first hints of sweat. My stride accelerated. I pushed down harder, willing myself on as if in

         a race. Higher and higher I climbed – the equivalent of twenty stories, according to the machine’s digital readout – my tempo

         now manic as I edged into overdrive. I could hear the rapid thuds of my heart, felt it strain to keep pace with my frantic

         movements. The Bach played on, but I was now oblivious to it, listening only to the booming timpani in my chest. And for a few brief moments, my head emptied. No rage, no domestic

         despair. I was free of all obligations, all ties that bind. And I was anywhere but here.

      


      

      Until, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Adam climbing down the stairs, dragging a big brown leather satchel behind him.

         My briefcase. When he reached the bottom, he gave me one of his huge smiles and started carting the bag around in two hands,

         mouthing something as he marched about. I whipped off the headphones. And over my rapid panting I heard him say:

      


      

      Wawyer wike Daddy … Wawyer wike Daddy … Wawyer wike Daddy.

      


      

      I felt my eyes water. No kid, you really don’t want to be a lawyer like Daddy.


   
      
      two

      
      It is a seven-minute walk from our house to the train – and though it was only six-thirty in the morning I counted ten other
         early risers marching purposefully towards the station. As I joined them – pulling up the collar of my Burberry against the
         autumn chill – I remembered (as I do every morning) the sales pitch of the real-estate broker who showed us the house. He
         wore a blue blazer and Black Watch check trousers and deck shoes; he was in his fifties and his name was Gordy.
      

      
      ‘At the end of the day,’ Gordy said, ‘you’re not just buying a great house. You’re also buying a great commute.’

      
      Our road is called Constitution Crescent. There are twenty-three houses – eleven clapboard colonials, seven Cape Codders,
         four split-level ranches, and two redbrick Monticellos. Each house has a half-acre front lawn and a driveway. There are children’s
         swings and slides in front of most of these houses; the rest have mini-playgrounds or pools in their backyards. The favored
         car on the road is the Volvo station wagon (with the Ford Explorer coming a close second). There are also a handful of sports cars: a Porsche 911, owned by Chuck Bailey (a creative director at some big Madison Avenue ad agency); a
         battered MG that belongs to a local (and not very good) photographer named Gary Summers; and a Mazda Miata that sits in my
         driveway, next to the Volvo which Beth and the kids use.
      

      
      At the end of Constitution Crescent there is a clapboard Episcopalian church. In front of it is a large old New England town
         sign with gold-leaf lettering:
      

      
      NEW CROYDON, Est. 1763

      
      I turned left at the church, walked on past the post office, three antique shops and a deli which sells thirty-two brands
         of mustard, and then reached New Croydon’s central drag: Adams Avenue. A terrace of single-story white-shingle shops, a modern
         bank, a fire station, a big redbrick high school with a massive Stars and Stripes dangling from its flagpole. A real suburban
         small town with all the usual cozy attributes that realtors like Gordy incorporate into their sales pitch:
      

      
      ‘You’re talking low taxes, virtually no crime, forty-seven minutes to Grand Central, great public schools, five minutes to
         the beach, and the fact that, unlike the city, four-fifty buys you a lot of house up here.’
      

      
      Making a right on Adams Avenue, I cut across the parking lot shared by Colonial DryCleaners and New Croydon Fine Wines and
         Liquor, and started climbing the steps to the bridge that spans the railway tracks. The 6.47 was due in three minutes, and
         as I hurried towards the southbound platform I saw that it was already black with suits. There must have been eighty of us
         waiting for that dawn express, all dressed in subdued corporate colors: dark shades of gray and blue, frequently bisected
         by pinstripes. Almost all the women wore white blouses and skirts that touched the knee. There was only one guy in a double-breasted
         Italian number (pearl gray with pearl buttons – he must run some family hauling business); the rest of us played it conservative
         in single-breasted suits.
      

      
      ‘Never show up here again in anything double-breasted,’ my mentor Jack Mayle told me shortly after I joined the firm. ‘They
         make a lawyer appear shifty – and our clients don’t associate Lawrence, Cameron and Thomas with shiftiness. Loud shirts are
         also out: stick to plain white or light blue and simple striped ties. Remember, if you eventually want to make partner you’ll
         have to look the part.’
      

      
      So I did as instructed, and shelved the $1,100 Armani masterpiece I bought on an expensive whim after I landed this job. Then
         I spent an afternoon in Brooks Brothers buying several versions of the prescribed outfit. No doubt every other guy on this
         platform had also dropped some serious cash at Brooks – because anyone who can afford to live in New Croydon also has to play
         the corporate game. And playing that game means wearing the uniform they demand.
      

      
      Ever since I made partner two years ago, I haven’t bothered taking early trains – as I no longer need to demonstrate my gogettingness
         by being at my desk by 7.30. But I certainly wasn’t going to wait around home today for either the 8.08 or the 8.38 (my usual
         trains) – because Beth made it very clear that she wouldn’t entertain any of my attempts to broker a détente between us.
      

      
      When I came downstairs after my post-exercise shower, she was sitting in the kitchen feeding Josh and Adam, while Today in New York hummed away in the background. She glanced at me as I entered, then quickly shifted her gaze back to the baby. She had changed
         into a pair of leggings and a bulky black sweatshirt which didn’t disguise her new-found leanness. Beth was never fleshy –
         but when I first met her seven years ago, she looked like the captain of some hard-drinking field hockey team: an exuberant,
         big-boned blonde who could talk books and football all night, and liked to guzzle beer. She also had the most mischievous
         of laughs. Especially in bed – a place, back then, where we happily spent a considerable amount of time. Now, at thirty-five,
         she had become aerobically gaunt – as thin and lanky as an Olympic sprinter. Her cheekbones had become sharply defined, she
         had no waist, and her once-long hair was now cut short in that chic, mannish style favored by French movie actresses. I still found her enticing – and at suburban
         soirées she still turned heads, especially when decked out in a slinky black Donna Karan dress that accentuated her angular
         allure. But most of the time, the tough-girl ebullience had been replaced by all-purpose world-weariness. There were dark
         permanent crescent moons beneath her eyes. Her nerves seemed constantly frayed. And she had gone off me in such a big way
         that she hadn’t let me come near her since Josh was born – always fobbing me off with excuses like, ‘I’m just not ready yet.’
      

      
      I walked over to where she was sitting, put my hand on her shoulder and tried to plant a kiss on her head. But as soon as
         I touched her she flinched, shrugging me off.
      

      
      ‘Jesus, Beth …’

      
      She ignored me, spoon-feeding Josh some orange goo from a Heinz baby food jar.

      
      ‘I don’t get this,’ I said, ‘I just don’t get this.’

      
      ‘Don’t you?’ she said, not looking up at me.

      
      ‘No, I don’t.’

      
      ‘That’s too bad.’

      
      ‘What the fuck is that supposed to mean?’

      
      ‘Work it out.’

      
      ‘Why are you doing this?’

      
      ‘I’m doing nothing.’
      

      
      ‘Cold-shouldering me for months, treating me like some useless asshole … that’s nothing?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not going to talk about this now.’

      
      ‘You always say that, always avoid the goddamn …’

      
      ‘Not now.’ Her tone was dangerous.
      

      
      Silence. Adam stared into his bowl of Cheerios, stirring them listlessly with his spoon. I stood there like a helpless idiot,
         realizing there was nothing to do but leave. So I kissed my two sons goodbye and picked up my briefcase.
      

      
      ‘I might have a meeting at 5.30,’ I said.

      
      ‘Doesn’t matter, Fiona’s working late tonight,’ she said, mentioning the Irish nanny who looked after Adam and Josh.

      
      ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Call you later.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be out,’ she said.

      
      ‘Anything interesting going on today?’ I asked absently.

      
      ‘No.’

      
      I opened the back door. ‘See you,’ I said. She didn’t look up or respond.

      
      As I bought The New York Times and this month’s Vanity Fair from the station shop, I felt a little drop of acid hit my stomach. I winced. More bile trickled down, scorching my gut.
         I bit my lip, shut my eyes. It didn’t staunch the pain. When the train rolled into the station, I staggered on board, almost
         doubled over. Falling into the first available seat, I pulled open my attaché case, dug out a bottle of Maalox from beneath
         a half-dozen legal briefs, shook it frantically, and downed a good third of it in one long slurp. Then I looked around, wondering
         if any of my fellow passengers were staring at me, filing me away under ulcerated or stressed-out. But everyone was preoccupied with their laptops, their pressing paperwork, their mobile phones. This was the 6.47, after
         all – domain of the workaholic junior executive, still chasing a partnership or a vice-presidency; still willing to give fourteen-hour
         days in pursuit of that quest. And the atmosphere within this car was so supercharged with nervy ambition and self-absorption
         that, even if I had been puffing on a crack pipe, it would have been a source of little interest to anyone around me … though
         I’m sure somebody would have eventually told me that smoking was prohibited on this train.
      

      
      I prefer liquid Maalox to its tablet form, as it instantly douses my stomach fires. And in the five minutes that it took the
         train to rumble to its next stop – the village of Riverside – the agony abated. But I knew that, before the day was out, I’d
         be reaching for that Maalox bottle again and again.
      

      
      First Riverside, then Cos Cob, then Greenwich, followed by Port Chester, Rye, Harrison, Mamaroneck, Larchmont, New Rochelle,
         Pelham, Mount Vernon, Hundred and Twenty-Fifth Street and finally Grand Central Station. After three years, I know every stretch
         of this commute; every minor detail. Like the yacht with a pink hull and a torn mainsail which is always bobbing in the middle of Riverside Harbour. Or the chipped toilet door on the Port Chester platform which says LEMEN (the
         first four letters having long vanished). Or the ruminative graffiti on a pillar at Hundred and Twenty-Fifth Street: White Men Can’t Jump … But They Sure Can Fuck You Up Good.
      

      
      Riverside, Cos Cob, Greenwich, Port Chester, Rye, Harrison, Mamaroneck, Larchmont, New Rochelle, Pelham, Mount Vernon, Hundred
         and Twenty-Fifth Street, Grand Central. My morning litany. Similar to the one my late father sang every weekday morning for
         thirty-five years. Only whereas I travel Metro North, his beat was the old Hudson River Line that coasted through the upscale
         heart of Westchester County.
      

      
      He too had a good commute. His brokerage firm was on Madison and Forty-Eighth: a fast ten-minute walk from Grand Central.
         When I was ten he once brought me to his office during a school holiday. Dressed like a midget executive in a blue blazer
         and gray flannels, using my school satchel as a makeshift briefcase, I accompanied him on the 8.12 into the city. On the train,
         he introduced me to his commuting cronies: men who all seemed to call each other by their last names (‘Hey, Cole … Morning,
         Mullin … How’s it playing, Swabe?’). They indulged me, asking my dad if I was that new whiz-kid broker he’d been telling them
         about; demanding my opinion on such crucial matters of the day as whether the Mets would trade their star pitcher Tom Seaver,
         did I prefer Rowan or Martin, would George Romney win the Republican nomination for President next year? At his office, I
         met his secretary – a matronly woman named Muriel with bad teeth. I was shown the company board-room, the executive dining
         room, and the executive suite where my father had one of four offices. It was a dark, plush world of big mahogany desks and
         overstuffed leather armchairs. Just like the India Club where my father brought me for lunch. That was down in the financial
         district, right near the Stock Exchange. The atmosphere was very Bostonian, very old Yankee: lots of wood paneling, and heavy
         oil portraits of nineteenth-century burghers, and venerable models of bygone naval vessels. The dining room was high-vaulted
         and formal. The waiters wore starched white livery. And all around us was a landscape of pinstripes and horn-rimmed glasses and polished
         black wingtips: Wall Street at lunch.
      

      
      ‘You’ll be a member here one day,’ my father said. And I remember thinking at the time: looking down the viewfinder of a camera
         was fun, but wearing a suit and having a big office and eating every day at the India Club really must be the pinnacle of
         adulthood.
      

      
      Eight years later, I vowed never to set foot in the India Club again. It was the summer of ’75, I had just finished my freshman
         year at Bowdoin College and had landed a vacation job as a junior salesman at one of the big camera shops that line West Thirty-Third
         Street. My father was appalled. Not only had I turned down his offer to ‘start learning the bond business’ as a trainee runner
         on the floor of the Exchange, but I was working in a shop for $70 a week. He also couldn’t stand the fact that I was living
         away from home at a crash pad on Avenue B, where I was shacked up with a Wellesley drop-out from Scarsdale named Shelley who
         described herself as ‘a macramé artist’.
      

      
      After a few weeks of hippy-dippy bliss – during which I answered all of my father’s increasingly annoyed calls in an advanced
         doped-out state – he summoned me to lunch. When I said, ‘Lunch, like, is a hassle,’ he told me that if I didn’t show up at
         the India Club on Thursday at one, I could forget about going back to my fancy New England college in the fall, as he wouldn’t
         be paying the tuition.
      

      
      A real hard-ass negotiator, my dad – and I had no choice but to make an appearance. I even put on a suit for the occasion
         – a 1940s gangster-style pinstripe suit I picked up in some second-hand shop in the East Village. And I had Shelley braid
         my shoulder-length hair into a ponytail.
      

      
      ‘You are a disgrace, an embarrassment,’ my father said as soon as I sat down at his table.

      
      I gave him a stoned smile and said something Gertrude Stein-ish along the lines of: ‘What I am I am what I am.’

      
      ‘You’re coming home.’

      
      ‘No way.’

      
      ‘I’ll expect you to meet me at Grand Central tonight in time for the 6.10. If you’re not there, you can find the $9,000 for
         Bowdoin next year.’
      

      
      I made the train. I went home. I kept my summer job at the camera shop, but commuted in every morning on the 8.06 with my
         father. I got rid of the zoot suit and had my hair trimmed to just over my collar. I tried to see Shelley at the weekends,
         but in less than fourteen days my place in her bed was taken by a glass-eating performance artist named Troy. And for the
         next two summers I did as my dad demanded and worked for his firm as a runner on the floor of the Exchange.
      

      
      I capitulated, gave in, wimped out. Why? Because it was easier that way. And safer. I mean, what would I have done if he had
         cut off my funds? Continued working in the camera shop? Tried getting a start as a photographer? Perhaps – but that would
         have meant going against the huge investment that had been made in me: the private day school in Ossining, the expensive summer
         camps, the tennis lessons, the four years at Andover, my acceptance at an élite New England college like Bowdoin. When you’ve
         been raised and educated in such a select East Coast realm, you don’t suddenly throw it all away to sell Nikons on West Thirty-Third
         Street. Not unless you want to be considered a total loser – someone who was offered all the breaks, but still couldn’t achieve.
      

      
      Achieve. That most American of verbs. As in, ‘You’ve been given the most privileged upbringing imaginable – now you achieve.’ To
         my father, to just about everybody I ever went to school with, it all meant one thing: making serious money. Six-figure money.
         The sort of money that you can most readily obtain by climbing the corporate ladder or embedding yourself in one of the safer
         professions. But though I did take the prelaw courses that my father suggested (in addition to photography classes), I always
         told myself that – when I finished college and was no longer economically beholden to him – I would finally kiss his ‘achieving’
         world goodbye.
      

      
      ‘Don’t let him intimidate you,’ Kate Brymer always told me.

      
      Kate Brymer. As the train pulled out of Harrison, I found myself flicking through the glossy pages of Vanity Fair. I skipped a story about some pretty-boy actor who’d finally found ‘his spiritual center and his star power’. I skimmed a
         ‘murder among the rich and moronic’ tale of an airhead heiress turned serial killer who strangled six tennis pros in Palm
         Springs. Then I turned the page, and there she was.
      

      
      It was just a one-page feature in their Vanities section, much of it taken up by an Annie Leibovitz portrait of Kate. She
         was standing in front of some Bosnian killing field – a few fresh corpses reddening the snowy landscape. As always, she was
         wearing stylish fatigues and stared at the camera with her now-predictable Mother-Courage-Dressed-by-Armani look. The headline
         read:
      

      
      IN THE REAL LINE OF FIRE:
 CNN’s KATE BRYMER BRINGS GUTSY CHIC
 TO BOSNIA

      
      
         ‘What’s the secret to being a good war correspondent?’, asks CNN’s Kate Brymer. ‘Two things: boundless compassion … and knowing
            when to duck.’
         

         A little bit of classic New England patricianism doesn’t hurt either. And this flak-pack beauty from Newport, Rhode Island
            certainly calls to mind another thoroughbred Kate (Hepburn, that is) when it comes to chiselled cheekbones and true grit in
            testing situations.
         

         ‘She’s the most dazzling television war correspondent in years,’ says CNN supremo Ted Turner, who has twice invited Brymer
            to vacation with him and wife Jane Fonda at their Montana ranch. But Brymer – who has been romantically linked with such cerebral
            hunks as ABC anchor Peter Jennings and French film director Luc Besson – rarely gets well-earned respites from the world’s
            hot spots. Having first made her name with a series of hard-hitting reports from the mean streets of Belfast, she’s also dodged
            sniper fire in Algiers, and is now gunning for an Emmy Award for her flinty yet deeply felt reports from war-ravaged Bosnia.
         

         ‘My job is to bear witness to the worst in human behavior,’ she says on a crackly phone line from the Sarajevo capital. ‘But
            the challenge for me is to fight off the temptations of cynicism that comes with seeing too much carnage. You can’t just observe
            a war, you have to feel it too. And so, I am always reality-checking my capacity for empathy; always making certain that I am in sorrowful harmony
            with Joe Bosnian as the world he knows is destroyed around him …’
         

      

      
      Jesus-fucking-Christ. Talk about Pulitzer Prize-winning bull-shit. Reality-checking my capacity for empathy? … sorrowful harmony? You cannot be serious, Kate.
      

      
      She was always clever on the self-promotion front; always knew which buttons to push to move her career forward. Do I sound
         envious? I am envious of Kate. Always was. Especially after we left Bowdoin in the summer of ’78 and (much to the consternation of my father)
         moved to Paris. We were going to play the romantic expatriate game for a while, and though my father refused to support me
         while I tried to get established over there as a photographer, Kate had the sort of sizeable trust fund which enabled us to
         rent a cozy little studio apartment in the Marais. Within a fortnight of arriving in the city she also had a job – working
         as a gofer in the local office of Newsweek. After three months, her French was almost fluent and she was taken on as a production assistant at the Paris bureau of CBS
         News. Eight weeks later, she arrived home one evening and announced that our relationship was history; she was moving in with
         her boss, the CBS bureau chief.
      

      
      I was stunned. I was shattered. I begged her to stay, to give us another shot. She was packed and gone by morning. Within
         two months, so was I – on a one-way ticket back to the States – because I couldn’t afford to keep the apartment, let alone
         continue living on in Paris. I was broke, having struck out on the job front. I’d knocked on the door of every newspaper and
         press agency in town, but bar selling a couple of café photos (for a nothing 1,000 francs) to a crappy little tourist magazine,
         I simply couldn’t find work.
      

      
      ‘These shots aren’t bad, but they’re nothing special,’ the photo editor of the International Herald-Tribune told me after I showed him my portfolio. ‘And I hate to say this, but I must get six guys like you coming in here every week,
         just arrived from the States, all thinking they’re going to make a living here from their camera. But there’s just not enough
         work to go around, and the competition’s kind of rigorous.’
      

      
      When I landed back in New York, every picture editor I met told me the same thing: my photos were ‘all right’, but being just
         ‘all right’ wouldn’t get me far in the Big Apple.
      

      
      It was a miserable time. Still reeling from the abrupt way Kate kicked me in the teeth, still not on speaking terms with my
         dad, I ended up crashing in the cramped Morningside Heights apartment of a friend who was doing graduate work at Columbia.
         While I desperately hunted for some sort of start in the photographic game, I kept myself fed by working part-time as a salesman
         in Willoughby’s Cameras on West Thirty-Second Street. And then my mother died. And panic set in. I was a failure. A no-hoper.
         Opening up magazines like GQ and Esquire and Rolling Stone only underscored my status as a failure, for their glossy pages were filled with guys my own age who were already big deal
         success stories. And I began to convince myself that I would never make it as a photographer; that I would end up fossilizing
         behind the counter of Willoughby’s – a seedy middle aged clerk with terminal dandruff, reduced to validating his worth by
         telling customers, ‘You know, Avedon buys his Tri-X from me.’
      

      
      Panic, of course, has its own crazy momentum. Once you’re in its grasp, you refuse to survey your position with a calm, detached
         eye. Instead, you surrender to the melodramatic. Your situation is hopeless. There is No Way Out. You must find a solution
         now. And you end up making decisions. Very wrong decisions. Decisions that alter everything. Decisions that you come to loathe.
      

      
      Achieve, achieve, achieve. I now look back on those few months of mid-twenties angst and wonder: why didn’t I go easy on myself and have a little more
         confidence in my photographic abilities? I should have told myself that at least looking down a viewfinder was something I enjoyed; that it
         was a craft which took time to master, and therefore I shouldn’t be in such a mad rush to get to the next rung of the professional
         ladder.
      

      
      But when you’ve been schooled in the achieving ethic you think that, if you don’t move upwards at the speed you believe you
         deserve, you must be doing something wrong. Or you mustn’t really be cut out for this line of endeavor.
      

      
      I fell victim to this delusion. I allowed the failure alarm bells to drown out every rational thought in my head.

      
      Four months after starting work at Willoughby’s my father paid me a surprise visit, showing up unannounced around lunchtime.
         We’d been in nominal contact since my mother’s death and as soon as he saw me in my salesman uniform (a cheap blue jacket
         emblazoned with the name of the shop), he had to work hard at containing his disdain.
      

      
      ‘Here to buy a camera?’ I asked him.

      
      ‘Here to buy you lunch,’ he said.

      
      We retreated to a little coffee shop on Sixth and Thirty-Second.

      
      ‘Not the India Club today, Dad? Or would the jacket embarrass you too much?’

      
      ‘Always the smartass,’ he said.

      
      ‘So the jacket does embarrass you …’
      

      
      ‘You really don’t like me, do you?’ he replied.

      
      ‘Maybe that’s because you’ve never particularly liked me.’

      
      ‘Stop talking nonsense …’

      
      ‘It’s not nonsense. It’s fact.’

      
      ‘You’re my only child. I’ve never hated you …’

      
      ‘But you think I’m a disappointment. A professional disappointment.’

      
      ‘If you’re happy doing what you do, then I’m happy for you.’

      
      I looked at him carefully. ‘You don’t mean that,’ I said.

      
      He laughed a bronchial laugh. ‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘I don’t. In fact, I think you’re wasting time up here. Valuable time.
         But you’re twenty-three now – and I’m not going to tell you how to run your life. So if this is what you want, I won’t say a word against it. I just want to establish contact again’.
      

      
      Silence. We ordered.

      
      ‘But … I will tell you this. There will come a point, maybe five years from now, when you’ll wake up one day and rue the fact
         that you have no money; when you’re finally tired of slumming it and want to live well for a change, but can’t afford to do
         so. Whereas if you had something like a law degree behind you, you’d not only be able to live the way you want, but use your
         free time to concentrate on the sort of photography that really interests you. And you could also afford the best equipment,
         maybe even set up your own darkroom …’
      

      
      ‘Forget it.’

      
      ‘All right, all right, I’ll say no more. But remember this: money is freedom, Ben. The more you have, the bigger your options.
         And if you ever decide to go back to school – get a law degree or an MBA – I’ll pay for it, and pick up your living expenses
         as well. You won’t have to worry about supporting yourself for three whole years.’
      

      
      ‘You can really afford that?’

      
      ‘Easily. And you know it.’

      
      I did know it, but I still refused to consider his Faustian bargain … for at least a month. It was early August. I’d just
         had four job applications rejected from assorted newspapers (even the picture editor of the Portland, Maine Press-Herald turned me down, saying I needed more photographic experience), and the new manager of Willoughby’s didn’t like my patrician
         face and had demoted me from the Nikon/Pentax department to the film desk. One Sunday afternoon, a tall, angular man in his
         sixties wandered in and asked for a half-dozen rolls of Tri-X. When I rang up the purchase, he handed over his Amex card,
         and that’s when I saw the name: RICHARD AVEDON.
      

      
      ‘The Richard Avedon?’ I asked, sounding far too star-struck.
      

      
      ‘Maybe,’ he said, a little bored.

      
      ‘God … Richard Avedon,’ I said, making an imprint of his credit card. ‘You know, I am just the biggest fan of your “Texas
         drifters” photographs. Really amazing stuff. Like, I’ve been trying out a lot of the same contrast techniques – that white-on-black shading you do so brilliantly – in a sequence I’m shooting
         right now in Times Square. Drifters, pimps, hookers, general low-life. And, like, I’m not trying to give them the same sort
         of urban contextualization like Arbus, but really adopt your the-face-is-the-landscape separation of subject from vista. But what I was going to ask was …’
      

      
      Avedon interrupted my manic monologue.

      
      ‘We finished here?’ he asked.

      
      I felt as if I had taken a left to the jaw. ‘Sorry,’ I croaked, and handed him the credit card slip for signature. He scribbled
         his name, picked up his film and left, shaking his head with weary amusement towards the leggy blonde waiting for him at an
         adjoining counter.
      

      
      ‘What was he on about?’ I heard her ask him.

      
      ‘Just some no-hope camera geek,’ he said.

      
      A few days later I signed up to take a review course for the LSATs. I took them in early January and – much to my amazement
         – scored high. Six hundred and ninety-five high. Good enough to get me accepted at three of the top law schools in the country:
         NYU, Berkeley and Virginia. I was jubilant. After all the rejections I had been receiving at nowhere newspapers around the
         country, I finally felt like a winner again, the class act I was supposed to be. And I convinced myself I had done the right
         thing. Especially since – for the first time in my life – I had actually made my father happy. So happy that, after I told
         him that I had decided to enter NYU Law that autumn, he sent me a check for $5,000, accompanied by a two-line note:
      

      
      
         I am so proud of you.

         
         Go have some fun before buckling down.

         
      

      
      So I cashed the check, quit my job at Willoughby’s, and hit the road. I roamed the Pacific Northwest for a couple of months
         in a battered Toyota, a camera on the seat beside me, a joint always in my mouth, Little Feat blaring away on the tape player.
         And at the end of that indolent road movie of a summer, I sped back to New York, sold my car, put my camera on a shelf, and began my study of the law. The year after I passed my
         bar exams – and was already comfortably positioned in a major Wall Street firm – my father died. A massive coronary after
         a massive lunch at the India Club. The attending doctor later told me he collapsed as he was collecting his coat from the
         club’s hatcheck girl. He was dead before he hit the floor.
      

      
      Money is freedom, Ben. Sure it is, Dad. Until you buckle down. And find yourself singing a daily morning litany that goes: Riverside, Cos Cob,
         Greenwich, Port Chester, Rye, Harrison, Mamaroneck, Larchmont, New Rochelle, Pelham, Mount Vernon …
      

      
      Hundred and Twenty-Fifth Street, One-Two-Five Street. Grand Central, next stop.
      

      
      The conductor’s voice jolted me awake. I had slept through the suburbs. And for a few befogged moments, I wasn’t exactly sure
         where I was. Or how I’d ended up on this commuter express. Surrounded by suits. Wearing a suit. This can’t be right. I must
         have made a big mistake. I am the wrong man on the wrong train.
      

   
      
      three

      
      There were nine pills laid out across my office desk. One 150 mg capsule of Zantac for gastric acid. Two Korean Ginseng softgels
         for natural energy. Two 5 mg tabs of Dexedrine for chemical energy. A monster 5 mg dose of Valium for stress. And three tabs
         of Beta Carotene to keep my system detoxified.
      

      
      ‘It’s the big jolt of Beta that really gets me,’ Estelle said, eyeing my morning pharmaceutical intake.

      
      ‘Keeps me clean and pure,’ I said with a smile.

      
      ‘You mean, like a Diet Coke after two Big Macs and a large fries?’

      
      ‘Have you seen my Maalox?’

      
      She handed me the bottle from the office fridge. ‘If I was your stomach, I’d consider industrial action.’

      
      ‘It already has,’ I said, scooping up the pills, popping them all into my mouth, and washing them down with a Maalox chaser.

      
      ‘Now I suppose you want your morning coffee?’ she asked.

      
      ‘No decaff this time, Estelle.’
      

      
      ‘Caffeine on top of all those pep pills? Pu-leaze …’
      

      
      ‘I can easily handle it …’

      
      ‘Everyone here’s worried, Mr Bradford. Everyone sees how beat you look …’

      
      ‘A hint of fatigue is no bad thing. Makes people think you just might be working. But decaff, Estelle … Decaff is a dismissible
         offense.’
      

      
      Estelle pursed her lips. ‘You’d be lost without me.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘Milk and one sugar?’

      
      ‘Please. And the Berkowitz file, while you’re at it.’

      
      ‘It’s already on your desk. You might want to look at Article Five, subdivision A of the will. There was a violation of the
         rule against perpetuities because the trust never ended.’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t it end on the death of the beneficiary’s wife?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Well, according to a New York County Surrogate’s Court ruling concerning fertile octogenarians, the trust would not have
         ended – so it still could violate the rule.’
      

      
      I looked up at Estelle and smiled.

      
      ‘Well spotted,’ I said.

      
      ‘All part of the service.’

      
      ‘You’re the one who should really be sitting behind this desk.’

      
      ‘Don’t want to be drinking Maalox for breakfast,’ she said. ‘Don’t need the tsuris.’ She opened the door to her outer office. ‘Anything else, Mr Bradford?’
      

      
      ‘My wife … would you get her on the phone, please?’

      
      A quick glance at her watch. I could tell what she was thinking, and what she would tell her coffee klatch colleagues come
         lunchtime: calling his wife fifteen minutes after he reaches the office … and, I mean, gevalt, if you saw how the poor guy looks … I tell ya, it’s tsuris. And tsuris always ends in tears.
      

      
      But being the consummate legal secretary that she is, Estelle said nothing except: ‘I’ll buzz you when I reach her.’

      
      Estelle. Forty-seven years old, divorced, with a retarded teenage son, built like a Buick, comes equipped with a voice that sounds like a three-car pile-up in Secaucus, New Jersey.
         If she’d been working in any of the sexier divisions of Lawrence, Cameron and Thomas she would’ve been sacked by now – because
         her girth, her foghorn vowels and her Filene’s Basement dress sense wouldn’t be in keeping with the bullshit dynamism of Mergers-and-Acquisitions
         or Litigation. But when she joined the firm twenty-five years ago, she fortunately found her way into the decidedly unsexy
         world of Trusts and Estates. And now, she really should be running this division – because nobody in Lawrence, Cameron and
         Thomas knows more than her when it comes to the labyrinthine complexities of inheritance law. She has a microchip mind – once
         she has digested and processed even the tiniest morsel of information, she can call it up years later at random. Ask her about
         an obscure loophole in some trusteeship ruling, and she can quote chapter and verse from an appellate court decision eleven
         years ago in Glens Falls, New York, that completely changed the nature of the law. Tell her about a ‘power of appointment’
         problem you’re having with an executor, and she’ll remember a similar case the firm handled in 1972. And she is probably the
         world’s leading expert on the rule of perpetuities – a law which states that a trust can last no longer than ‘lives in being’
         at the time of the creation of the trust, plus twenty-one years. A law which only makes sense to a T&E lawyer.
      

      
      T[image: image]E. Trusts and Estates. We’re the folks who are here to remind you that, alas, you can’t take it with you. So, with an eye towards
         your inevitable demise, we will help you plan how to disburse all your accumulated temporal booty. What’s more, we will maximize
         the accrued wealth of your estate through the creation of assorted trusts, cannily constructed to minimize ‘negative Internal
         Revenue impacting’ (e.g., killer taxes). We can, if directed, offer refuge for your capital in assorted tax shelters. We can devise rigidly governed trusts to ensure
         that your prodigal son will not blow his inheritance on blow. We can easily exclude said son from any share in your estate
         by setting up a series of contingencies – legally binding clauses in your will that can even block his mother/your widow from subsidizing his profligate habits. And, of course, we will make certain
         your last will and testament is so rock-solid and uncontestable that your beneficiaries will never come into contact with
         the dreaded rule of perpetuities.
      

      
      Of course, Lawrence, Cameron and Thomas will not represent you unless your net worth is more than $2 million. We’re a small
         department, T&E. One senior partner (Jack Mayle), one junior partner (moi ), three associates, five secretaries. And since T&E is considered a lucrative but decidedly nerdish branch of the law, we’re
         tucked away at the back of corporate HQ, with only one corner office to our name.
      

      
      The offices of Lawrence, Cameron and Thomas are located on the eighteenth and nineteenth floors of Hundred and Twenty Broadway
         in Lower Manhattan. It’s one of those Roaring Twenties testaments to boom capitalism; the skyscraper equivalent of a Wurlitzer
         organ. Legend has it that, after the Crash of ’29, more than a dozen brokers flew out of its windows – and those lucky enough
         to have had an office on the southwestern corner of the building got a terrific view of Lower Manhattan as they made their
         final tumble to the street. Hello, God; goodbye, Mammon. Splat.
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