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            A New Dawn for the Novella

         

         When it comes to rejecting manuscripts, publishers are required to be creative in their kindness. Normally, this involves the use of euphemism, the most general of these being “it isn’t right for our list”. A novella submitted to a publisher is under these circumstances, something of a gift ― it will allow the publisher to respond with the news that “we’re sorry, but we do not publish novellas” ― because of that eternal kicker ― “there is no market for novellas.”

         When I wrote what I thought might have been my first novel, at the age of 26, I was not entirely sure of the process. All I truly knew was that I had read many novels. I had never been to a creative writing class and did not even know anyone who had published a novel to ask them for advice. I carried on writing my first piece of longer form prose fiction, stopping when I got to the end of telling my story, at about the 40,000 word mark ― and the very first reader I gave it to informed me on that day that I had in fact not written a novel ― but a novella.

         I know that this is an entirely common experience. There was no sense that this novella of mine could have been extended into a novel, because that would have involved a larger structure, possibly more characters, and a greater vision which I did not possess for this work. When I look back on two of the writers who influenced that first novella ― Elizabeth Smart and John Herdman ― I am not surprised to see that they are both great novella writers. Smart’s anapestic short book By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept appealed to me not for reasons of form however ― but for its content. And John Herdman, I now realise, is without doubt one of our country’s greatest novella-ists ― having written many perfectly formed such gothic narratives.

         With my novella finished, I was fortunate to meet and become friends with American novelist Todd McEwen ― so fortunate in fact that he agreed most generously to show my manuscript to some friends of his in the business. Todd had been editor of Granta, and in the 1990s was published by Secker & Warburg, an attractive and exciting UK publisher ― and it was within these circles that my early novella was slushed I believe, for a while. And that is when I first heard the curious news ― that there was no market for novellas.

         I’ve turned this question and its answers over in my mind for a while now, because of course there are so many famous and well-loved novellas out there ― as well as a whole tranche of books which may be on the cusp of novella status ― simply by dint of them being something like 50,000 words long. There are no globally recognised boundaries to help us decide what is and what is not a novella, but for the purposes of Novella Express, we asked for submissions anywhere between 9,000 and 40,000 words ― although we did accept a couple of submissions that are over 40,000 words; and one that is 7,000 words. So there once again, go the rules.

         If there are not to be fixed lengths to say what comprises a novella, or a novel, or a novelette ― there are nonetheless some settled aspects when it comes to defining the novella. For a novel to be a novel, ideal lengths considered by publishers are anywhere between 65,000 and 100,000 words ― although commercial and genre fiction do tend to offer up many mammoth varieties of story ― Stephen King’s It is 438,000 words ― over the length of ten novellas ― providing satisfying experiences on an epic scale. The market for longer books was established a long time ago ― Bleak House is 260,000 words but of course was read in instalments ― and War and Peace, the comedic butt of many a joke about long reading experiences ― is just shy of 590,000 words.

         The preference among publishers for seeking out the epic reading experience, in favour of the short reading experience, is born of benevolence ― an emphasis on value for the reader. What publishers may be implying when they say, as they always have done, that there is no market for novellas, is that readers expect value, and value amounts to weight ― the longer your book, the closer you are tilting towards the epic ― even if it is only longer by 25,000 words.

         Put simply, in a continual effort to analyse the reader, a publisher assumes that a purchaser approaching two new titles with a view to buying one of them, is still assumed to be more likely to choose the longer one, simply because they may feel they are getting more.

         If this were not true however, and it was a myth that there is not, never has been, and never will be a market for novellas ― wouldn’t that be something?

         My first completed piece of as an adult prose writer was indeed therefore a novella ― and it remains unpublished, having sat on a computer hard drive now for twenty five years. The piece is about 40,000 words long and I stopped looking for a publisher for it almost immediately I had heard back from the first few publishers that read it in the 1990s ― “we are sorry but there isn’t market for novellas”.

         My second, third and fourth pieces of writing were also novellas, the second one shorter even than the first ― and I did not find publication for any of them, because once a publisher had said no to one of my novellas with “we are sorry but there isn’t a market for novellas” ― that cut that publisher off not just from that one submission ― but my whole five novella output

         Things changed when I wrote my first full length novel ― called The Machine Doctor, and published in 2001. The word count of The Machine Doctor was in the region of 80,000 words and I was immediately introduced to the concept that “there is a market for novels”. For example, there are numerous prizes out there for novels ― first novels, genre novels and national prizes being the main. In this case my novel was shortlisted for the Scottish Novel of the Year in 2001 ― won by Ali Smith, by the way, with Hotel World.

         From my publisher’s point of view the prize nomination vindicated their choosing me as a prospect and again provided evidence for the fact that “there is a market for novels” ― because none of this would have taken place with a novella. There is not only a lack of infrastructure around publishing novellas, but there is also a lack of will. Novella prizes do exist, but they are few and far between ― and so, to this day, most novellas drift through slush piles, remain with the author, or are self-published ― because there persists this idea that somehow the novella is a slighter form than the novel. It is all well and good when a novella breaks free of this paradigm and becomes a global favourite ― but few if any publishers stake their businesses and reputations on championing the novella.

         To see if things really were stacked against the novella ― having written in my life seven novellas that have never seen the light of day, and nine full length books that have, I was going to have to become a publisher and uncover the conspiracy from the inside. And I confess today, that when we began Leamington Books in 2020, I did so with the aim of championing the novella, in one way or another.

         This is because the novella is such a good form for new writers in all genres, whether it be science fiction, experimental, or romance. It’s because the novella is such a good form for established writers, because writing one requires concentration of all aspects of storytelling. And it’s because the technology allows us to do so. Novella Express is not only a great way to enjoy a diversity of storytelling, while also giving the author a solid profile and the opportunity to sustain, boost or even start their career ― but it is also a platform where individual novellas can thrive as eBooks.

         This is where the old guard of “we are sorry but there isn’t a market for novellas” begin to fall behind the times ― that publisher of old cannot hide from the effectiveness of eBooks, because unlike with a paperback, there is no lower word count which an eBook must have.

         All of my predictions and dreams as a publisher have come true in Novella Express Edition #1. The novellas Little Apples, Albertine and Black Cat and the Japanese Umbrella, are all of perfect length, and it has been a pleasure working on them all. I have been asked if there are any themes in any of the editions of Novella Express, and what the reasons may have been for the grouping of novellas. But to be the honest there is endless variety in the novellas we’ll publish in these paperback and eBook editions. No two are even remotely alike.

         
             

         

         Peter Burnett           
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         This wasn’t our scheduled appointment. Albertine had mysteriously come on short notice. Why?

         Her life was changing into another life. I could feel it. Could she? Was that why Albertine had come? Her life was so long that this shift might have been subtle, like a scratchy throat or a sudden, blustery, snot-spraying sneeze that made you say: Hey! Am I getting a cold? Is that what’s going on? It might have upset Albertine, made her feel like she was losing things she would miss. Given how lengthy her life was, she had had these things—marriage, family, job—for so much longer than anybody used to have them that her feeling of loss was irrational, even entitled. Still, it was helpless, human. Had she come to be diagnosed and consoled? Albertine hadn’t said anything. I’d simply felt it, as I now felt her lymph nodes.

         “Is anything wrong?” she asked.

         I gently pressed the sides of her throat. “No. Don’t worry. Nothing physical.”

         That was unlikely, of course, given the battery of other treatments Albertine had received in vitro to prevent diseases to which she was genetically prone. Weirdly, she was still a hypochondriac; it was her nature, no matter what. (Interesting, right?)

         “That’s a relief,” she said.

         Since she’d realized that I’d intuited something, I decided to admit it. There was nothing of which to be ashamed, after all.

         “It’s just that, well…Maybe you know what I’m going to say?” I held her wrist, the only physical contact I had ever had with her, despite the many years—the decades and decades and decades—I had treated her. Besides the probing and inspections that were parts of our check-ups, I’d never so much as kissed her on the cheek. The touch did the trick. Albertine folded her fingers onto the back of my clasping hand and we sat there, attached, for a few seconds.

         “Yes,” she said, staring right in my eyes as she so often did. “I know.”

         “So, I’m right?”

         Albertine shrugged, too shy to say. Her insecurity also remained, despite the slowness of her aging and the far distance of her death. You would have thought the speed of one and the proximity of the other would have been necessary to provoke neuroses. They weren’t.

         “Yes,” she said. “You’re right.”

         As her confession grew more intimate, Albertine became more clothed, buttoning the blouse and stepping into the skirt she had removed for the exam. She followed me into my office and continued to explain, sitting opposite my desk, in a reversal of our usual post check-up conversations. This was when I would have said, “Keep doing what you’re doing” or “weigh yourself before you go.”

         “I’m in love,” she said.

         I thought so. When it came to love, Albertine was intense, even grave. Living so long, she had had time to be all things, yet this core of her remained. When she loved a person, she let other things slip, was so busy loving him or her, she’d let the house burn down, i.e.. If you were the object of her love, you felt as if you had never been loved before: The minute she moved on, you were uncovered and exposed, stranded in the crater created in her wake. No, her attention was like a spotlight, that’s how strong and shifting, illuminating you when it landed, blinding you when it left. It was hard to explain if you hadn’t experienced it—though, if she kept on existing, maybe one day everyone would commiserate and compare notes about being loved and left by Albertine.

         “What’s the person’s name?” I asked.

         “Well, I was just about to tell Rudolph and Penn.”

         Rudolph and Penn were her husband and son. If she were considering the impact on them, it was already serious. Yet what could I say? “Be careful”? “Look before you leap?” “Do the right thing”? Albertine already knew to do all that.

         Who else would tell her? I wasn’t just Albertine’s friend, witness-bearer, and secret scribe, this book (my first!) the evidence. I was her medician or longevity specialist, “half-doctor, half-magician,” a title which started as a joke, then stuck. I administered the treatments to make her and others age so slowly, after having been treated with them myself, of course. The four genes involved were like a family to me, that’s how close they felt. They converted cells back to an embryonic state, made everything always begin again, changed cells to an Induced Pluripotent Stem Cell, an IPSC. Once only scientists had used this acronym; now the letters were as commonplace as IRS, FBI, or IBS still were. New treatments would one day better this one; the possibilities were always multiplying, like our lives. After your initial treatments, bolstering creams and injections were administered twice a week by professionals in storefront clinics and malls. Then, every quarter, you got an official touch-up from a hack and a quack like me.

         “You know I’ll keep your secret,” I teased. “I have to charge a fee, for the late appointment. Why not get your money’s worth?”

         For Albertine and her ilk, price was no problem. She sold real estate, her emphatic focus on other people ideal for convincing them to rent or buy. And, with so many rich people living so long, there were always more customers, even if there were fewer places to be leased or sold. Our town of Mossy Bend was called a supurb, meant only for the best and longest-lived. Once upon a time, it had been sprawling farmland and Indian country; then it had been mocked for putting gated communities on its open space. Yet those monstrosities must have been better than the stone and steel buildings now obscuring our landscape, so many and so matching that they looked like prison cells placed atop and beside each other, every tiny house and massive apartment complex erasing what green or brown segments of the natural world remained.

         In fact, the homes were so close together that their front and backyards were often shared and the co-owners’ times on them staggered. Given our disintegrating climate, some of the domiciles were set upon meticulously designed stilts raised or lowered according to the ferocity of the rainfall and the severity of the floods. Tunnels had been constructed to connect to downtown office buildings, restaurants, and gyms, people often working, eating, and exercising “out” while shopping, movie-watching and engaging in sexual tourism from home. The population kept increasing as privileged people remained healthy, youthful, and on Earth. So, Albertine had amassed a small fortune providing them with shelter, heat, and light.

         “It started at an open house,” she said, meaning the change, the sort-of sore throat or sneeze that signaled one of her existences was ending and another about to begin. Her pause also suggested what I knew: these shifts were never easy, were often messy, ugly or painful and, like all births, unstoppable and irrevocable.

         “He said he couldn’t make the decision alone to buy the house.” Albertine meant the man she was alluding to—named Zev—had said this. She had been showing a particularly tiny and pricey lodging: two floors with two miniscule rooms on each, wedged between a sixty-story tower and a block-long row of one-floor dwellings. They were nick-named “The Seven Dwarves” by Albertine’s realtor pals, even though the meaning of the reference had been lost to time, and there were eight of them.

         “It’s the only two-story home on the block,” she told Zev, for it was a selling point. Then Albertine groped for anything else positive to say. “You said you don’t like heights.”

         “Right,” Zev said.

         “Which means the tower was out and one-floor wasn’t enough.”

         “Yes. And it’s nice. But, as I said, I can’t make this decision alone.”

         Zev didn’t elaborate, and she didn’t push; a good realtor knew when to let go. Still—as a person, not a realtor—she was curious. Zev was diffident, even withholding, which Albertine found attractive; she had enough enthusiasm for two people. I knew she enjoyed being the kite and letting her lovers be the string. At least that’s how she’d lived with Rudolph and all the others. Would this be an actual change, her finally becoming a new kind of person? Or would it be another iteration of the same self? Albertine was clearly leaning toward the former.

         For whom Zev waited and why he couldn’t seal the deal remained a mystery. So did his profession, last name, and, of course, his age. Age was a fact many people revealed differently now than they had in the past, for it couldn’t be easily seen in their faces, hands, or voices. Now it was more like penis size, something secret that—if Albertine was interested in a man—she would occasionally consider as the evening went on, try to deduce by his attitude and confidence and in many cases never find out. Maybe his age would be whispered to her at some point and, like his penis size, make things better, worse, or just different for her, would complete his picture, make her know what she had to deal with, look forward to or dread. (This is me, not Albertine speaking.)

         “Zev looked older than me,” she said, “for what that was worth.”

         Still, there had been enough connection between them that Albertine waited until the other customers had gone to address him again. Zev waited, too, which was more revealing. He chatted up other people as if his remaining was spontaneous and not calculated, occasionally making eye contact with Albertine to reveal his true intentions, trying to see if she was okay with them, which she was. At last, he looked out the mini-picture window at the patch of shared grass, no longer maintaining the masquerade, displaying he was impatient until the two of them were alone.

         Finally, Albertine stood across from him in the living room’s empty space, which seemed limitless yet was painfully narrow. He turned from perusing what he must have memorized long before. Albertine realized her armpits were wet.

         “You don’t have a car of your own, do you?” he asked, doubtfully, for who did?

         “No,” she said. “I’ll call one.”

         “I’ll do it.”

         “Okay.”

         Someone else might have objected to his taking charge, but she didn’t care. Albertine realized that Zev had been waiting for nobody. So, whoever’s hand held him did so from a distance.

         A driverless car pulled up almost immediately. A must to ease congestion, it was one of our bigger, bus-like vehicles, as always mobbed with passengers in Mossy Bend. These other people created awkwardness between Zev and Albertine on the communal backseat; neither spoke until all of them got off.

         Their silence continued even when they were alone. Albertine sweated more, despite the controlled climate in the car. Was Zev’s proximity more exciting now? She felt the side of his thigh press against hers, and it was no accident, for there was lots of room on the bench seat. Was there even more suspense about what he felt?

         The car veered smoothly from one lane to another. 4-D images of the outside world surrounded them in the air, augmenting those on screens placed all over the interior, providing maps of their journey, ads, and ways to order goods. Was it the pure automation of the experience that made Albertine impatient, agitated, eager? Was it the progression from one place to another, requiring no effort on either of their parts, like her transition from one life to another that was about to begin? Did it make her more anxious to get on with it? (Again, I’m adding this, asking this.) In any case, Albertine was wet now in all ways; she trusted me enough to say.

         When Zev spoke, it wasn’t about the subject preoccupying—even obsessing—her, which was the two of them.

         “This ride seem all right to you?”

         “Sorry?”

         “Something feels off. You agree?”

         She didn’t know to what he referred. He pointed at the tinted window and the road.

         “Oh,” Albertine said. “No. It’s…fine.”

         Then Zev told her what he did for a living. He performed the few tasks still not automated: fixing cars, unstopping drains, painting walls. He had talents once commonplace and now rare enough that he had also amassed a near fortune by having them.

         Since he worked with his hands, didn’t that mean he was capable, dependable, and methodical? So, he was like the other men to whom—in all of her incarnations—Albertine had been drawn? Rudolph worked in home security, protecting the places she leased and sold.

         “Really?” he asked. “It’s fine to you?”

         The ride had been fine, typical of such a service. Yet Zev seemed dissatisfied with and even angered by it. This suggested to Albertine that he was not who she assumed he was. Regardless of his skills, he might in fact be skittish, emotional and high-strung, so much so that he saw trouble when there was none and responded to the smallest glitch in life—the bumps in the road, i.e.—with fear, suspicion and concern. Or was he the type who even had to create a crisis so he could remedy it? Neither trait fit the mold she had made for him in her mind, the mold in which she had laid other men. It made Albertine reconsider him and feel less excited than confused.

         “You mind?” he asked and didn’t wait for a reply.

         Suddenly, Zev left her side, the wet skin of her exposed thigh (she had worn a skirt) sticking for a second to his jeans. As the car kept moving, the roof so high he barely bowed his head, Zev pushed to the front. He reached the pleasingly curved covering by which the controls were concealed. There he felt until he unlocked and removed what had appeared a permanent structure. He laid this to the side and proceeded to fiddle with what lay beneath.

         “I’m going to override this,” he said, more to himself than her.

         His hands went inside the computer, like a surgeon seeking to locate a tumor or blockage. She heard him hum above the soft tinkle of the piped-in, focus group-approved rap music. Zev was happiest, she now understood, when he was adjusting, correcting—directing—his journey, improving on the one that had been chosen for him.

         Soon he began grunting, his back and shoulder muscles working, his ass twitching, as he struggled to do what he wanted, which was override. At last, Zev pulled out and remained, hunched slightly, panting, his back to her. The turn signal was activated, an androgynous voice said, “Right Turn,” interrupting the music. As sleekly as it had gone forward, the car eased out of its lane and into the next and the next. Behind it, cars automatically, using their own impeccable radar, allowed for the shift without a screech of brakes, let alone any crash.

         The car reached the road’s shoulder where it straightened itself: Albertine was reminded of a nervous man pushing his tie back into place in an old film. Then it went into neutral and hibernation.

         “That’s better,” Zev said, and turned.

         He looked different now, exhausted, flushed. In patches he had sweated through his polite, pale blue, button-down shirt. It seemed that another man was buried within and seeping out of him: basic, blunt, unstable. Albertine could smell this man, and—given the improvements made in deodorants—that was impressive. As she had recently been reminded, she sweated a lot and most of her men had stayed dry. Albertine was not crazy about this.

         “Now we can go,” Zev said. He leaned on a sideboard which activated something, and the car took off again.

         Albertine had to admit, the trip was now a little smoother, but the difference almost imperceptible. The one thing she knew for sure: the rap music was still the least aggressive or foul-mouthed kind. This implied that softness, squeamishness, and sentimentality were also inside Zev. Secretly, Albertine liked low, last-century rap, even if it had caused offense and lawsuits. She liked to have sex to it, the harder the better.

         Sighing, she couldn’t deny it, she had preferred their previous, slightly flawed ride. There had been something annoying in Zev’s insistence upon improving it, without even a cursory quest for her approval. Combined with his controlling actions and prudery, it revealed him to be untrusting, tense, and overbearing. How could she have read him so wrong?

         “We’ll drop you off first,” he didn’t ask, announced.

         Had the whole thing been a peacock performance, intended to impress? Would Zev have done it if alone? And which was worse? Or was she nit-picking? Like his gifts, at least he wasn’t automated. Wasn’t that good?

         “I don’t know,” I said, before I realized she was speaking rhetorically.

         Albertine and Zev shook hands when they reached her home. The looks they exchanged were meaningful. His said: This is what I have to offer; it’s up to you. Hers replied: I get it, I get it, we’ll see.

         
            •

         

         Albertine suspected that Rudolph knew something was up. He had noticed her change begin, for he had experienced several of his own; I’d treated him, as I had the rest of her family. He looked at her as he might have a snowfall in the days when seasons still consistently shifted and snows were not freak catastrophes that closed roads, cut power, and threatened lives. Rudolph had been the beneficiary of her last alteration, as she had been of his, so he must have known another one was coming and what it might mean for their marriage.

         “Everything all right?” he asked.

         “Yes,” she said, hoping that her look away didn’t expose much. After all, she didn’t know whether she was ready for anything yet: the cough was still a tickle (and I know it’s a medician’s metaphor, but I’m a new writer, have a heart).

         Albertine escaped up the stairs toward the bathroom, passing their son’s room on the way. It was empty: Penn was on his Junior Journey, the solo Rumspringa-style excursion many took as teenagers because this time of life lasted so long. Albertine felt a pang gazing at the undisturbed bed and barren wastebasket. Before he left, she had found a mound of used and sticky tissues in it. At first, she feared her son was sick. Then she remembered what age he was and had been for so long, how horny he must be all the time and how foolish she was. Anyway, he would be back soon, and she was glad.

         After she left the bathroom, Albertine planned to phone her brother, Cosmo, the third person she loved most in life. Yet she found herself texting Zev instead, arranging another meeting, drifting into this decision as the car had drifted before he fixed it, and this told her something.

         
            •

         

         The next home she showed Zev was even smaller. However, its size was flexible.

         “It’s an expandable structure built out of a shipping container, a micro-home with removable panels for the walls and ceilings,” Albertine recited as they toured it. “It’s held together by a secure steel envelope, has a chameleon main entrance, and an exterior door for the toilet and sauna. It can be a lab, a home, a hospital, or a workspace. It can be just one unit or part of an entire city.”

         “You can almost put it in your pocket,” Zev said with admiration. On his phone, he was recording all corners of the tiny interior which had been assembled for customers.

         Albertine hoped that he might have mocked her monologue, which she had obviously and awkwardly memorized. It would mean he knew she was speaking in a duller and more official voice than her own. Instead, he was either oblivious to or accepting of it, and which was worse? She was asking this question a lot with Zev.

         “I like it,” he said, “but, again, I can’t make this decision by myself.”

         By now, she had looked up Zev’s personal information on every source on which it was legal and a few on which it was not. He was unmarried, seemingly unattached, so to whom was Zev beholden? Everything he did, including perpetuating this mystery, annoyed Albertine.

         Soon Zev compounded the problem by probing the controls of the sauna next door, which he had left the container-house to enter. Through its emaciated wall, she heard him ask,

         “Is it supposed to get so hot?”

         “Well,” she said through the removable panels, “that’s what it does.”

         “I’m going to take a look at it.”

         Again, it wasn’t a question, and he couldn’t leave well enough alone. Zev disconnected the power to the sauna. With a screwdriver he carried on him—kept where?—he removed and fiddled with the thermostat. Finally, he replaced it, for he wasn’t carrying a new thermostat.

         “I’m surprised,” she said, to mock him but she hoped with warmth. Speaking of warmth, now she was in the narrow space with him, and it still retained the high heat he had described. Once again, Zev had sweated in splotches through a pale-blue shirt.

         Albertine was sweating, too, though not from nerves this time. Her own white blouse had turned transparent, and she swiveled to conceal herself, using shutting the door as an excuse.

         “You can achieve complete privacy in here,” she quoted the company line again.

         There was barely enough room for one person, let alone two. Albertine could not move a second time without touching him. And she couldn’t stay at this angle forever.

         So, Albertine turned back, and her soft wet breasts grazed Zev’s hard wet gut. She took his wrist and brought his hand against her. Her blouse was too well made to fall apart but it barely held as she made him squeeze and flick her breasts, her own hand pressing his harder, to say he could be rough with her, she liked to be touched almost to the point of pain. For the first time, I was learning how she made love. Was it being in my private office that made her so open? Or had I known Albertine so long that it was silly for her not to say? I didn’t know, but she avoided my eyes and crossed her legs as she confided it. Setting a boundary? I thought so.

         There were folded towels on the bench in the miniscule room, but neither became naked, since their skins would have been seared coming in contact with the wood. They spread the towels out. Albertine’s dripping hair slapped and stuck to Zev’s abdomen as she sucked him, and she had to peel it off in pieces when she was ready for him inside her. He slammed into her on the narrow slats, one of her feet on the floor, the other on his back, kicking him a little when she came. Albertine was reminded of octopus tentacles, suctions squeaking and snapping, as they pulled apart. By now, courtesy of Zev, the room had started to lose its heat.

         
            •

         

         Albertine went home alone. She looked drenched, and felt self-conscious beside the other passengers in the communal car. It hadn’t rained for days, weeks, she couldn’t remember when; it was as if her brain was damp, too, had been dunked and not dried off.

         She was chilled, and that felt right, as well: she couldn’t ignore her condition, couldn’t sleep in peace, shivered, her teeth nearly chattering. She wanted to be alert, to know what had changed and was still changing.

         Yet despite what had happened—what she had done; screw the passive tense—she still wasn’t sure about Zev. Before they’d parted, he’d told her his age; she’d stayed discreet about her own. As she thought, he was older than her, and this only reinforced Albertine’s opinion about his proprietorial attitude. His love-making, while pleasurable, had been as pushy as his repair work. While, yes, she liked to spank and be spanked, she didn’t feel she had needed as much correcting as the car or the thermostat; she had been working fine, not malfunctioning, no matter what Zev presumed to fix by fucking her that way.

         If only to escape the unceasing stares of other riders, Albertine turned on her device to research him. She wanted to find out something she had missed, a fact that could make her officially reject him, to take the decision from her hands. What she saw changed things again, though not in the way she expected.

         In a picture taken at an official function, Zev was posed in a tuxedo with a teenage girl.

         
            •

         

         Zev waited so long to decide about the first house that Albertine sold it to someone else. The second, smaller house was still available: She felt it had been marked by them—some might have said stained—and so should have more meaning. Yet he didn’t make an offer on that one, either.

         Albertine was tired of receiving no message, secretly hurt that he hadn’t been in touch and too proud—and maybe too old-fashioned—to reach out herself. When she did call, it was to say that she had had an offer for the second house, a fib, just to see what he would do. Even though she was still undecided about him, she wanted to be the one who did the rejecting. The first thing Zev said was, “I’m sorry,” which relieved her and she was free to have mixed feelings about him again.

         Then “Why don’t you come over?” he said.

         Albertine waited. Even though she’d been eager to have Zev communicate and be contrite, she wasn’t so sure she wanted to go. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to make love with him again; she wasn’t too sore from the hard banging they had engaged in, that was just a joke she considered saying but had stopped herself, thinking it snide; she actually felt fine down there. And it wasn’t that he’d asked in such a presumptuous way—“Why don’t you come over?”—daring her to come up with a reason not to accept. Albertine knew the single-mindedness of her attentions, how hard it was to draw them elsewhere once they’d been directed to one place. She feared what she felt for Zev wasn’t for Zev but just the result of the shift in the seasons, the ticking of the watch, the calendar pages falling on the floor as in an old old movie, the cough and the sniffle that said change was on its way, whether she liked it or not, now that she’d been exposed to the germ of longevity (I’m still waxing lyrical using my own imagery, I’m sorry). These mixed feelings made her hesitate. Yet it turned out they were no match for the force of her world moving on.

         “Okay,” she said. “What time?”

         
            •

         

         Zev’s own house was so spectacular that Albertine wondered why he was moving. It was another mystery about him that must one day be resolved. He lived in a quasi-mansion designed for maximum energy retention, subtly rotating two shifts per hour; it avoided heat by facing away from the sun in the summer and chasing it in the winter. You couldn’t feel it move yet it happened all the time. Unlike the swivels of our lives, you only noticed the results, the process was imperceptible: Zev saw the small electric bill but didn’t sense the savings being made.

         “Beautiful,” she said.

         “What is?”

         “Your house.”

         “Oh.” Either Zev was jaded about people praising this place or simply assumed that she would, since she sold real estate. Albertine was annoyed by the first interpretation, offended by the second.

         “Did you fix it up yourself?”

         “Yes. Or corrected what other people did.’

         “You never mentioned it, that’s all,” she said.

         “Mentioned what?”

         “Never mind.” There was a third meaning more offensive: Zev was not paying much attention.

         Then he reached for her. Albertine could have resented it, felt that he was being cavalier, taking for granted that she would acquiesce. He wasn’t even looking at her, he was staring out the window at the lawn he didn’t share, that’s how well he was doing fixing things. So why was he looking at homes where he would have to share?

         Yet there was a plaintive quality in the hold he took of her hand; it wasn’t like mine in the exam room, affectionate and formal. He seemed to be apologizing for his distraction. When Zev looked at her, it was as if he were trying to express how much pressure he was under or how exhausted he was or some other stress he couldn’t come out and explain. They were on the second floor of his fantastic house, up an elegantly twisting staircase, which swirled like gray smoke that disappeared beneath their feet. He kissed her, gently, too gently for Albertine’s taste. Then he drew her into his sparely furnished bedroom and closed the door at the same second the front door downstairs opened and shut.

         
            •

         

         Albertine was preoccupied during their love-making. She was wondering who had arrived or gone out. Had she not noticed someone at home when they entered? Zev had given her just a cursory tour of the first floor, which she had attributed it to the simplicity of the home’s design; there hadn’t been that much to mention. Now she suspected he’d been avoiding someone and who else could it be but the young woman in the online picture, the one whose okay he needed in order to leave his exquisite home and buy a worse one? Albertine heard steps below them—the person was wearing high heels—and suddenly nothing, as if she’d slipped off the shoes and moved in silence.

         She and Zev had slipped off clothes themselves. Unlike the steamy air of the sauna, here the temperature was perfect, and neither sweated or squeaked or stuck to the other. That first session had been harsh and literally hot, and this was neutral in all ways; Zev was in neutral, moved like that driverless car, as if controlled by computer, as if still distracted—well, they both were, weren’t they? Maybe he felt apologetic about his performance the other time, his having pounded home his points in her, so to speak. Yet without this blatancy—sexually taking up all the oxygen in the room, too many seats on the train, pick your favorite old expression—he had little to offer. Albertine could barely feel him in her now, and he was as hard as the last time; it was weird.

         As he finished, Zev looked over her shoulder, as if trying to see through the closed door to downstairs. Albertine turned her head in that direction, too. Then they came apart and lay in silence for a while.

         Zev was like an acceptable meal that kept you alive after you’d been locked in a steel box by a maniac for a month. Albertine had been living in comfort, not a steel box. So why hadn’t she been able to wait instead of agreeing immediately—metaphorically and otherwise—to eat him? Something told her the answer lay, walked, sat, whatever, downstairs.

         “Sorry,” he said, now on the edge of the bed.

         “For what?”

         Zev nodded at the space between them, mildly indented by their bodies, the proof of their underwhelming intimacy, already disappearing.

         “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” she said.

         “It’s just that…” He raised and dropped his hands, as if his sentence had flown out of them. He looked again at the door, or was it her imagination? It was a lot for Albertine to consider on an empty stomach, and Zev read her mind.

         “Want some lunch?” he asked.

         “Please,” she said, and the two rose at the same time. As they exited, Zev tossed a pillow on the spot where they had been, covering it the way you would a sinkhole in the street or a piece of an attic floor eaten away by mold, protecting others from falling in it.

         They emerged from the room onto the second-floor landing. Once again, Albertine admired the quality of the house: its elegant, light-red wood floors, as pale and pretty as an open pussy (her words); its steel railings that encircled everything like beautiful and muscled black arms (again, her). Zev’s house was sexier than he was, Albertine thought. She didn’t feel it turning. Or could she? All of a sudden, she was dizzy.

         “There she is,” Zev said.

         He stood at the open mouth of the staircase, looking down. Albertine closed her eyes to steady herself, which made it worse. Then she opened them. She moved to the railing and held on tight; the home’s rotations felt as obvious and extreme as those in a storm at sea. Below them, a young woman gazed up.

         Albertine knew it was his daughter. Her body was so thin and her head so big she looked like an exclamation point, the emphatic answer to her question, upside down. Albertine imagined the righting of the punctuation and her vertigo increased to the point that her fingers slid from the black steel arms and she fell into the pink lips of the floor.

         “I fainted,” she said, “for the first time in my life.”

         
            •

         

         Albertine wasn’t out for long. She awoke a minute later, as long as it took for someone to climb hurriedly and with concern up Zev’s stairs, for that’s what his daughter had done. She and Zev hovered above Albertine like helicopters over a bomb site.

         “Are you all right?” the girl asked.

         Zev looked off, maybe relieved that Albertine was awake and he was free to disengage; this was the most charitable interpretation. Yet the girl was completely focused, staring into Albertine’s eyes, as Albertine often did to so many of us.

         “I’m fine,” she said, after a pause to decide whether this was true. “Really. I am.”

         “What happened?” Zev asked, ever the tinkerer, looking for a way to learn what went wrong and make sure it never happened again.

         “I don’t know,” Albertine hedged, assessing the girl, for she was the answer, seeing her had made her fall down.

         Zev noticed, got the point, and laughed a little. “It’s the family resemblance.”

         “Well, not just.”

         The girl rolled her eyes, dismayed at being discussed by adults as if not there. And as an adolescent, she was deeply invested in having her emotions appreciated, especially those like compassion that showed her in a sympathetic light.

         Yet Zev was right: she did look like him, improved and corrected. Her face was his face if his face had been brightened and cleaned like a car windshield was of wet dead leaves. As a final touch, freckles had been sprinkled on her cheeks the way shaved strawberry is added to a sundae. (These similes and analogies are courtesy of Albertine.)

         “I’m…”
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