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        To Amy Einhorn and Jake Morrissey,
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            ‘Nobody ever became a writer by just wanting to be one.’

            – F. SCOTT FITZGERALD,

            
        in a letter to his daughter and aspiring writer, Scottie
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            CLIFF

         

         Greenwich Village in ’58 was a madman’s paradise. In those days a bunch of us went around together drinking too much coffee and smoking too much cannabis and talking all the time about poetry and Nietzsche and bebop. I had been running around with the same guys I knew from Columbia – give or take a coloured jazz musician here or a benny addict there – and together we would get good and stoned and ride the subway down to Washington Square. I guess you could say I liked my Columbia buddies all right. They were swell enough guys but, when you really got down to it, they were a pack of poser wannabe-poets in tweed and I knew it was only a matter of time before I outgrew them. Their fathers were bankers and lawyers and once their fascination with poetic manifestos wore off they would settle down and become bankers and lawyers, too, and marry a nice debutante. If I’m being honest, I’ll admit I was mostly pissing away my time in school and not trying very hard, on account of the fact I’d lost the interest. With every passing day I was becoming increasingly convinced academia was for the birds, and the more time I spent below Fourteenth Street, the more it was becoming obvious to me that the Village was my true education.

         When I finally threw in the towel and dropped my last class at Columbia, My Old Man came poking around my apartment in Morningside Heights. He ahemed quietly to himself and fingered the waxy leaves of the plants in the window and finally sat with his rump covering a water stain on a hand-me-down Louis XVI sofa my great-aunt had deemed too ugly to keep in her own apartment. Together we drank a couple of fingers of bourbon neat, and then he shook my hand in a dignified way and informed me the best lesson he could teach me at this point in my life was self-reliance. His plan mainly involved cutting me off from the family fortune and making long speeches on the superior quality of earned pleasures.

         Once My Old Man broke the news about how I was going to have to pave my own road, it was all over pretty quickly after that. I threw a couple of loud parties and didn’t pay my rent and then the landlord had me out lickety-split and I had to go looking for a new place.

         Which is how, as I entered into my study of the relative value of earned pleasures, I found myself renting a one-room studio in the Village with no hot water and a toilet down the hall. The lid was missing on the tank of that toilet and I remember the worst thing I ever did to my fellow hallmates was to get sick after coming home drunk one night and mistake the open tank for the open bowl. But even without my whiskey-induced embellishments the building was a dump. It was a pretty crummy apartment and when it rained the paint on the walls bubbled something awful, but I liked being near the basement cafes where people were passionate about trying out new things with the spoken word, which was still pretty exciting to me at the time. In those days you could walk the streets all around Washington Square and plunge down a narrow stairway here and there to find a room painted all black with red lightbulbs screwed into the fixtures and there’d be someone standing in front of a crowd, telling America to go to hell or maybe acting out the birth of a sacred cow in India. It was all kind of bananas and you were never sure what you were going to see, but after a while you started to come across the same people mostly.

         I had seen Miles, Swish, Bobby, and Pal around the Village, of course, and they had seen me, too. We were friendly enough with one another, all of us being arty types. I knew their faces and I knew their names but the night I really entered the picture I was in such a sorry state, it was a real act of mercy on their part. I was slated to read my poems for the first time ever at a place called the Sweet Spot. Earlier that afternoon I had been looking over my pages when it suddenly struck me they were no good. The discovery had me seized up with fear until my whole body was paralysed and I sensed I was rank with the stench of my impending failure. The poems were bad and that was the truth of it. My solution was whiskey, and by six o’clock I had managed to put down half a bottle before the poems finally started to look better than they had at 3 p.m. In my foolish state I decided finishing the other half of the bottle would be the key to gaining at least a few more increments of poetic improvement. By the time I took the stage I could barely hold myself upright. Somehow I managed to get off two poems … more or less … before I heard the wooden stool next to me clatter to the ground as it fell over and I felt the cold sticky black-painted floor rise up like a swelling wave to my hip and shoulder and, seconds later, my face.

         When I came to I was lying on a couch in Swish’s apartment with the whole gang sitting around the kitchen table, talking in loud voices about Charlie Parker while a seminal record of his spun on a turntable near my head. After a few minutes Pal came over and handed me a cool washcloth for my bruised face. Then Bobby whistled and commented that I had ‘some kind of madman style’ in an admiring tone of voice that made me think perhaps the two poems I could remember getting off hadn’t been so bad after all and maybe it was even true that in getting wasted I had actually made the truest choice an artist could make, like Van Gogh and his absinthe. I could see they were all deciding whether I was a hack or a genius, and the fact they might be open to the second possibility being true fortified me and filled me with a kind of dopey pride. Then Swish boiled some coffee on the stove and brought it over to me. He told me his religion was coffee and he couldn’t abide his guests adding milk or sugar and so I shouldn’t ever expect him to offer any of that stuff. The coffee was so thick you could have set a spoon in the centre of the mug and it would’ve stood up straight and never touched the sides. Later when I learnt more about Swish he told me that was how you made it when you were on the road and once you’d had your coffee like that everything else tasted like water. I guess some of Swish’s romantic passion about cowboy coffee wore off on me, because after that night I sneered at anything someone brought me that happened to have a creamy shade or sweetened taste.

         Swish’s given name was Stewart and he was nicknamed Swish because he was always in a hurry. He was one of those wiry, nervous guys with energy to spare. After I’d taken a few sips of Swish’s coffee and managed to work my forehead over some more with the washcloth, I was feeling well enough to join them at the kitchen table and dive into the talk about Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker, and all of a sudden it was like I had always had a seat at that table and had just never known it. The frenzied tempo of their chatter was contagious. They conversed like musicians improvising jazz and I hoped some of this would find its way into my writing. Between the five of us we finished off a pot of coffee and two packs of cigarettes and fourteen bottles of beer and shared the dim awareness that a small but sturdy union had been formed.

         Swish regaled us with his adventures riding the rails across America like a hobo and about the year he’d spent in the Merchant Marine. Even though he’d never finished high school he had still managed to feed his mind all sorts of good solid stuff. In talking to Swish I realised all those guys at Columbia who thought they had the edge over you because they went to Exeter or Andover were all pretty much full of horseshit because here was Swish and he was better read than anybody and his education had been entirely loaned out to him from the public library for no money at all. I worried that maybe I’d offended Swish because I said something to set him off and he went on to give a big argumentative lecture all about John Locke and Mikhail Bakunin and about Thoreau. But my worries about having offended him were unfounded because I later realised Swish was one of those guys with a naturally combative disposition.

         After he’d finished harping on old Mikhail’s theories about anarchy, I asked Swish what he did for a living now that his hobo days were over.

         ‘Bicycle messenger,’ he replied. ‘Miles here is, too.’

         I regarded Miles, who seemed like an odd fit for this group. He was a slender, athletic-looking Negro with sharp cheekbones that would’ve made him appear haughty if they had not been offset by his brooding eyes. He wore the kind of horn-rimmed glasses that were popular all over the Village just then. He nodded but didn’t comment further and I gathered that being a bicycle messenger wasn’t his primary passion and figured him for a jazz musician. He had the name and the look for it, after all.

         Anyway, the topic of conversation turned to me and what my ambitions were, and sitting there at the table I already felt so comfortable and everything seemed so familiar, I found myself confessing to the fact I’d recently come to the conclusion that I’d decided to become a writer. Only problem was, ever since I’d arrived at this decision, I’d been having a spell of writer’s block.

         ‘I’ll tell you what you do,’ Swish said, his wiry body tensing up with conviction. ‘You hop on the next boxcar and ride until you’re full up with so many ideas you feel your fingers twitching in your sleep.’

         ‘Well, I for one think a good old-fashioned roll in the hay would do the trick,’ Bobby chimed in. ‘It’s important to keep the juices flowing.’

         ‘Says the fella who’s so busy balling two girls at once he can’t make it to any of his auditions,’ said Swish. I asked them what they meant. It turned out Bobby wanted to be an actor but his great obstacle in achieving this ambition was his overwhelming beauty. Under ordinary circumstances this wouldn’t be a problem for an actor but in Bobby’s case it kept him far too busy to get onstage much. Wherever he went, loud-shrieking girls and soft-spoken men alike tried their best to bed him and because Bobby liked to make everyone happy he went along with all of it and was loath to turn anyone down. He was presently keeping two girls in particular happy. One girl lived with a roommate over on Morton Street and the other lived in the Albert Hotel on East Eleventh and this left Bobby constantly hustling from one side of the Village to the other.

         Bobby’s recommendation that I ought to ball a girl (or two or three) to get over my writer’s block appeared to disturb Pal’s sense of chivalry and make him shy: he shifted in his chair and set about studying the label on his beer. He was by far the quietest and most difficult guy to read of the pack. Later I found out Pal’s real name was Eugene and he was named after the town in Oregon where he was born and, as far as first impressions go, he often struck people as something of a gentle giant. He was a couple of inches over six feet and had the sleepy blue eyes of a child just woken up from a nap and when he read poetry or, even when he just spoke, his voice was always full of a kind of reverence that made you think he was paying closer attention to the world than you were.

         ‘How ’bout it, Miles?’ Swish said, continuing the conversation. ‘What do you think helps with writer’s block?’

         I didn’t know why Swish had directed the question to Miles. It unnerved me that after I mentioned dropping out of Columbia, Bobby had let it slip that Miles was due to graduate from that very institution come June. The lenses of Miles’s glasses flashed white at us as he looked up in surprise.

         ‘Well,’ he said, considering carefully, ‘I suppose reading always helps. They say in order to write anything good, you ought to read much more than you write.’

         ‘Oh, I don’t know about all that,’ I said. I was suddenly in an ornery, contrary mood. The way he had spoken with authority on the subject antagonised me somehow. ‘The most important thing a writer’s gotta do is stay true to his own ideas and write. I don’t read other people’s books when I try to write, I just read my own stuff over and over and I think that’s the way the real heavyweight authors do it.’

         Miles didn’t reply to this except to tighten his mouth and nod. It was a polite nod and I sensed there was a difference of opinion behind it and I was suddenly annoyed.

         ‘Anyway, fellas, I think I’ve given you the wrong idea about me because I’m not really all that stuck,’ I said, deciding it was time for a change of topic. ‘I’ve written piles and piles of stuff and I’m always getting new ideas.’

         This was mostly true, and the more I thought about it now the more I began to think perhaps it wasn’t writer’s block at all but more a case of my energies needing to build up in order to reach a kind of critical mass. Back then everyone in the neighbourhood was talking about a certain famous hipster who had written an entire novel in three weeks on nothing but coffee and bennies and about how he had let it build up until it had just come pouring out of him and about how the result had been published by an actual publisher and I thought maybe that was how it might work for me, too. If I just soaked up the nervous energy of my generation and let it accumulate inside me until it spilt over the top, I was sure eventually a great flood would come. Swish and Bobby and Pal all seemed like part of this process and I was very glad they had inducted me into the group. Even Miles was all right in the way that a rival can push you to do better work. Perhaps it was the mixture of the whiskey and coffee and beer and bennies but I suddenly had that high feeling you get when you sense you are in the middle of some kind of important nerve centre. I closed my eyes and felt the pulse of the Village thundering through my veins and all at once I was very confident about all I was destined to accomplish.
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         Looking back on it now, I see that New York in the ’50s made for a unique scene. If you lived in Manhattan during that time, you experienced the uniqueness in the colours and flavours of the city that were more defined and more distinct from one another than they were in other cities or other times. If you ask me, I think it was the war that had made things this way. All the energy of the war effort was now poured into the manufacture of neon signs, shiny chrome bumpers, bright plastic things, and that meant all of a sudden there was a violent shade of Formica to match every desire. All of it was for sale and people had lots of dough to spend and to top it off the atom bomb was constantly hovering in the back of all our minds: its bright white flash and the shadow of its mushroom cloud casting a kind of imaginary yet urgent light over everything that surrounded us.

         Shortly after the fellas revived me at Swish’s apartment, I fell in regularly with the gang and soon enough I found out Miles was a writer, too. I should’ve known all along because everyone who was young and hip and living in New York at that time all wanted to do the same thing and that was to try and become a writer. Years later they would want to become folk musicians or else potters who threw odd-shaped clay vases but in ’58 everyone still wanted to be a writer and in particular they wanted to write something truer and purer than everything that had come before.

         There were a lot of different opinions as to what it took to make yourself a good writer. The people in the city were always looking to get out and go west and the people out west were always looking to get into the city. Everybody felt like they were on the outside looking in all the time; really it was just that the hipster scene tended to turn everything inside out and the whole idea was that we were all outsiders together.

         I had always scribbled here and there but I didn’t try to write in earnest until I left Columbia and got cut off and moved to the Village and this was maybe a little ironic because My Old Man was an editor at a big publishing house. He had wanted to be a writer himself but had gone a different way with that and had become an editor instead, although he never said it that way to people who came for dinner. When people came over for dinner he mostly just told jokes about writers. It turns out there are lots of jokes you can tell about writers.

         I had a lot of funny feelings about My Old Man. On the one hand, there was some pretty lousy business he’d gotten into in Brooklyn that he didn’t think I knew about. But on the other hand, he was one of those larger-than-life types you can’t help but look up to in spite of yourself. He had a magnetic personality. Back in those days My Old Man was king of what they called the three-martini lunch. This meant that in dimly lit steakhouses all over Manhattan my father made bold, impetuous deals over gin and oysters. That was how it was done. Publishing was a place for men with ferocity and an appetite for life. Sure, the shy, tweedy types survived in the business all right but it was the garrulous bon vivants who really thrived and left their mark on the world. Lunches were long, expense accounts were generous, and the martinis often fuelled tremendous quantities of flattery and praise. Of course all that booze fuelled injuries, too, and the workday wasn’t really over until someone had been insulted by Norman Mailer or pulled out the old boxing gloves in one way or another.

         I was passionate about being a writer and My Old Man was passionate about being an editor and you would think between the two of us this would make for a bang-up combination, but my big problem was that My Old Man and I had our issues and I hadn’t exactly told him about my latest ambitions. He’d always expressed disappointment over my lacklustre performance in school and now that I’d dropped out and was spending all my time in the Village, he thought I was a jazz-crazed drunkard. His idea of good jazz was Glenn Miller and it was his personal belief that if you listened to any other kind you were a dope fiend of some sort.

         But whether or not My Old Man ever helped me out, I was determined to make it as a writer. In fact, sometimes it was more satisfying to think about becoming a writer without My Old Man even knowing. I’d written a couple of short stories that, in my eyes, were very good and it was only logical that in time I would write a novel and that would be good, too. I thought a lot about what it would be like once I made it, the swell reviews I would get in The Times and the Herald Tribune about my novel, the awards I’d probably win, and how all the newspaper men would want to interview me over martinis at the ‘21’ Club. But the problem with this is sometimes I got so caught up in my head writing imaginary drafts of the good reviews I was bound to receive, it made it difficult to write the actual novel.

         On days when I was having trouble punching the typewriter, I began to find little errands to run in the evenings that usually involved going down to the cafes in order to tell Swish and Bobby and Pal something important I had discovered that day about writing and being and existence. After I had delivered this message of course it was necessary to stay and enjoy a beer together and toast the fact we had been born to be philosophers and therefore understood what it was to really be. Sometimes Miles was there and sometimes he was not and I didn’t always notice the difference because he was so reserved and only hung around our group in a peripheral way.

         But Miles was there one afternoon when I went to a cafe to write. I had decided my crummy studio apartment was partly to blame for my writer’s block and that I ought to try writing in a cafe. After all, Hemingway had written in cafes when he was just starting out in Paris and if that method had worked for Hemingway then I supposed it was good enough for me. The cafe I happened to choose was very crowded that day and the tables were all taken when I got there but I spied Miles at a cosy little table in the far corner of the room and just as I spotted him he looked up and saw me, too.

         ‘Miserable day outside,’ I said, referring to the rain.

         ‘Yes.’

         Miles and I had never spent time together on our own and naturally now that we were alone there was an awkwardness between us and it dawned on both of us how little we truly knew each other. I squinted at the items on the table in an attempt to surmise what he had been up to before I had come in.

         ‘Are you writing something, too?’ I asked, seeing the notebook and the telltale ink stain on his thumb and forefinger.

         ‘I’m only fooling around,’ Miles answered, but I could tell this was a lie because peeking out of his notebook were a few typewritten pages, which meant whatever Miles was working on he cared about enough to take the trouble to type it up.

         ‘I see you own a typewriter,’ I said, pointing to the pages.

         ‘The library does,’ he said, looking embarrassed. I couldn’t tell whether the embarrassment was due to the fact that he was too poor to own a typewriter or because it was obvious he took his writing more seriously than he’d wanted to let on.

         ‘They charge you for that?’ I asked, trying to make conversation.

         He nodded. ‘Ten cents a half hour. It’s not too bad. I’ve taught myself to type at a fairly good speed now.’

         ‘That’s swell,’ I said. ‘Say, do you mind if I settle in here and do a little scribbling of my own?’ I asked, finally getting to my point.

         ‘Of course not,’ Miles said, pushing a coffee mug and some papers out of the way on the table. He had a very polite, formal way about him and it was difficult to tell whether he truly minded. But whether he minded or not didn’t matter because after all he’d said yes and I needed to write and there really weren’t any other tables and I wasn’t going to go look for another cafe because by then it was really coming down cats and dogs outside. I pulled out my composition book and fountain pen and set to work staring at the thin blue lines that ran across the white paper. About ten or so minutes passed and I had made a very good study of the blank page. Then my nose started to itch and my knee began to bounce under the table. I looked up at Miles and watched him scrawling frantically in his notebook. I was curious what it was that had gotten him worked up in a torrent like that. He was so absorbed in his writing he didn’t notice me staring at him. Finally, I asked him what he was working on. The first time I asked he did not hear me so I cleared my throat and asked again, more loudly. He jumped as if I’d woken him out of a trance and blinked at me.

         ‘It’s a short story, I suppose …’ he said. This was news to me because, like I said, nobody had bothered to tell me Miles wrote anything at all, let alone fiction. Between his attending Columbia and writing, I was beginning to feel a little unsettled by all the things we had in common. Something about Miles was making me itchy around the collar.

         ‘I don’t know if it’s any good,’ he said.

         ‘Say, why don’t you let me have a look at it?’ I replied, catching him off guard and reaching for the notebook before he could put up a fight. ‘I know good fiction. My Old Man is an editor at Bonwright.’ His eyes widened at this and I knew it had temporarily shut him up. I flipped the notebook open and moved my eyes over the tidy cursive on the page.

         It wasn’t terrible. Miles was a decent enough writer, all right – save for the fact that he wrote in a careful, old-fashioned voice, and that was probably on account of him being an educated Negro. All the educated Negroes I’d ever known were always a little stiff and took their educations a little too seriously in my opinion. But all and all, I could see he had a way with words and it wasn’t half-bad. I had to admit I liked the story okay. It was about two boys on the war front who discover they’re half-brothers but they’ve always been competitors and don’t like each other. When they get into a real bad scrape one has the option to let the other die and be off the hook for the death, but he hesitates.

         ‘How are you going to end it?’ I said, coming to the place where the cursive trailed off.

         Miles shrugged.

         ‘Maybe just like that,’ he said. ‘It was the hesitation that interested me.’

         I shook my head. ‘He should hesitate all right,’ I said. ‘And decide against his better sense to save his brother. But then when he does, the other fellow shoots him with the dead German’s gun, like the sucker he is.’ Miles looked at me with raised eyebrows. I could see my suggestion was unexpected.

         ‘I suppose that would … make quite a statement.’

         ‘Exactly,’ I said, feeling magnanimous for loaning out my superior creativity. ‘It’s not worth writing if it doesn’t make a statement.’ Miles looked at me and I could already see he wasn’t going to write it the way I suggested, which was a mistake. It was a good twist and I had made a nice gift out of it for him and it was awfully annoying that he wasn’t going to take the wonderful gift I had just bestowed upon him.

         ‘Well, anyway,’ I said, ‘suit yourself with the ending.’

         I handed the journal back to him and attempted to get back to work. Miles sat there a moment looking at me with a wary expression on his face. Then he turned back to his own work. We were silent together and all at once the words started coming and I found I could write and for several minutes the only sound you could hear at our table came from the scratching of our duelling fountain pens.

         But it was no good. I had helped Miles along with his plot and now I couldn’t get it out of my head. I was off and running and writing something but soon enough I realised I was just writing his story all over again, but better. The thing that really got to me as I wrote was that it really ought to have been my story in the first place. You should always write what you know and I was something of an authority on unwanted relatives, but of course Miles couldn’t know that. Now that he had started writing that story, I couldn’t go and write anything similar, even if he was going to botch the ending.

         ‘How’d you come up with the idea for that story, anyway?’ I asked, feeling irritated that I hadn’t thought of it first. Miles looked up.

         ‘I was trying to remember some of my father’s stories about the Battle of the Marne; that’s why I picked the setting. And the idea of brothers and all the rest of it’ – he shrugged – ‘just came out of my imagination. Like I said, I’m not sure it’s any good. I usually can’t tell about my own work until several drafts and a few months later.’

         ‘Well, it has potential. I wouldn’t take it too hard,’ I said. ‘You strike me as a guy who works pretty hard at it, and that’s what counts, right?’

         Miles looked at me, not saying anything.

         ‘Say, I’m thirsty,’ I said. ‘Why don’t we order up something stronger than coffee?’

         After a brief bout of resistance he could see I wasn’t going to take no for an answer. We spent the afternoon drinking and talking about the Pulitzer and the Nobel and the differences between French writers and Russian writers and to tell the truth I had a decent enough time talking to Miles. I decided it would be fine if we ran into each other on our own again, so long as I didn’t have to sit across from him as he scribbled away in his notebook, writing the kind of stories I should’ve been writing but with all the wrong endings.
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         After that day in the cafe with Miles, I decided to try to jump-start my writing by going on a bender and hitting each and every party I could. The idea was, I was a young guy and I ought to be gathering experiences and then once I had a bunch of wild stories inside me the writing would just flow. This had an unfortunate side effect other than the obvious, because besides hangovers this was also how I made the acquaintance of a one Mr Rusty Morrisdale.

         Rusty Morrisdale was the assistant to a very important and well-known literary agent who, before the war, had been credited with making a handful of writers very famous. Rusty’s boss was quite old; no one knew exactly how old the famous agent was and just like the man’s career his age had become the stuff of legend. I won’t mention his name here but if you know anything about publishing at all then you will know exactly whom I mean. According to most people in the industry, you were not an important writer unless this literary agent had discovered you and anointed you and introduced you to all the best editors. Anyway, that’s what they all said and here Rusty was, the personal secretary to this man.

         I think it must’ve been because of Bobby that Rusty came around at first. Rusty was a scrawny, rat-faced dandy of a kid who acquired his nickname by virtue of his rust-coloured hair. I mentioned Bobby was beautiful in a way that even guys who went around with girls noticed and Rusty was not the sort to go around with girls at all and so was even more likely to pay his respects to Bobby’s beauty. There was something kind of dopey and all-American about Bobby, and yet he and his lopsided grin were difficult to resist. He was a tanned, gangly kid who looked like he had spent half of his youth going to Sunday school and operating farm equipment and the other half stealing eggs out of chicken coops and lamming from the police for petty crimes. He’d taken the bus to New York from Utah and was desperate to do anything or know anybody who might scrub some of that squeaky Salt Lake rime off his skin. Bobby had great intellectual aspirations and always wanted to talk about important books but, unlike Swish, if you actually entered into a conversation with him you discovered he had not read that many important books so much as seen and admired their jackets. I’m guessing Rusty saw Bobby from afar and got the bright and thoroughly unoriginal idea it might be nice to bed him and after getting a little closer to Bobby and speaking with him, this desire had only increased in both magnitude and intensity.

         When a guy named Rex Taylor who I’d been pretty chummy with at Columbia invited me to a house party he was throwing, I invited Bobby. He’d recently broken things off with both of his girls and was primed for some fun. It was always a smart thing if you were going to a party to invite Bobby, because all the prettiest chicks flocked to Bobby and if you were standing next to him it was like they were flocking to you, too. He was supposed to go drinking with Rusty that night and he told Rusty he couldn’t go because now he was going to go to the party with me, but then I guess Bobby felt pretty bad about leaving Rusty out in the cold like that because he ended up telling Rusty he could tag along if he liked and of course Rusty liked. It was a BYOB party and when Rusty met us at my apartment he showed up carrying six bottles of eighteen-year-old Scotch and so we thought maybe in the end it was all right to have him along. I didn’t know who Rusty was or who he worked for then, but I figured the math was right because anyone who showed up places with six bottles of eighteen-year-old Scotch was OK in my book and so we loaned him a shirt and helped him peg his pant legs to match ours and then set out as a group to find the party.

         Rex lived rent-free in a swanky brownstone on West Seventy-Fourth Street. His parents owned the building and evidently his old man felt differently than mine did about the value of earned pleasures. The Taylors were old money and their fortune slid from one generation to the next with ease. My family was old money, too, but only on my mother’s side. This meant My Old Man had come up in the world. He had that way about him that people who are raised poor and come into money later in life do in that sometimes he was a spendthrift and other times he was a tightwad. He blew hot and cold when it came to giving me money and I guessed this was partly because of that business out in Bensonhurst. In any case it was irritating because it meant he was an unreliable source of income. Sometimes when he was in a generous mood after having drunk a lot of martinis with his lunch or else wine with his dinner he would remember how he had been the recipient of a lot of people’s benevolence and then he would soften up and slip me fifty bucks here or there but I always had to ask.

         Together Bobby, Rusty, and I rode the train up from the Village, carrying two bottles of Scotch apiece. Bobby got the idea to open one of his bottles and we passed it around some on the train, our breath coming alive with the hot caramelised odour of malt and oak as middle-class businessmen with their newspapers and umbrellas frowned at us and scandalised mothers scooted away from us and hugged their children tighter. At Forty-Second Street, a real-life Indian got on the train wearing a beaded belt and a feathered headband and long black braids and all of that business and Bobby, already feeling warm and friendly from the Scotch, held out the opened bottle to the Indian and said, ‘Little sip of fire-water for ya, Chief?’ Bobby could be as obnoxious as he liked because somehow it still came out charming. No one ever said no to Bobby and neither did this Indian. The Indian regarded Bobby with a black-eyed stare, then nodded in a serious way and took a decent-sized swig of the bottle and handed it back to Bobby. Then he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stared straight ahead again as stoic and sombre as anything and it struck me we had just had ourselves an uneasy sort of peace-pipe ceremony the way heroes did in all the westerns. We got off the train at Seventy-Second Street and it looked like the Indian was continuing on and I felt a little embarrassed when Bobby stood on the platform and raised his hand and said ‘HOW’ in a deep voice because I doubt the Indian liked that but then maybe he got it from people all the time and was used to it. Then the train doors closed and the Indian slid sideways out of our view and we went above ground where it smelt like wet leaves because we were so near Central Park and we walked westward for a few blocks until I finally recognised Rex’s brownstone.

         I’d only been to Rex’s pad once before and that was for another house party and much of that night had been lost to my crummy alcoholic memory. But even if I’d forgotten what the brownstone looked like, we still would’ve been able to tell which one it was by the coloured Christmas lights blinking like a hundred tiny Roman candles going off in every window and by the sound of Latin jazz drifting into the open street. The music was some sort of bossa nova business: the sound of a xylophone being busily worked over a few sassy chords on the piano, some easy bongo drumming, and the steady shake of maracas throughout, all punctuated by the occasional angst-ridden blast of a trumpet or sax. It was frenetic and easy all at the same time.

         Once inside we looked for Rex so we could present him with the six bottles of Scotch, which at that point had transformed into five and a quarter bottles of Scotch.

         ‘Rex!’ I shouted.

         The record player was turned up full blast and Rex was in the living room tinkering with it to see if he could make it go even louder. We shouted our hellos and Rusty was quick to jump in and take credit for having brought the booze. Later I came to find out that Rusty hadn’t even paid for the Scotch at all but had swiped it instead from a delivery intended for his employer’s wet bar. He was very proud when he told the story about swiping the Scotch to me and Bobby because he bragged that the famous literary agent trusted him so much he didn’t even bat an eye when Rusty blamed it on the delivery boy, he just picked up the telephone and had the delivery boy fired right then and there. Rusty avoided mentioning this was the same six bottles he had ‘generously’ brought to Rex’s party but the math was the same and once you got to know Rusty better it was hard to picture him paying for anything at all, let alone six bottles of very expensive Scotch, and so it didn’t take a genius to figure it all out.

         ‘Make yourselves at home, fellas!’

         Rex always had a generous indifference about him and never went in much for who paid for what. The volume on the record player suddenly got louder and Rex smiled at us. We asked Rex a few more questions but he just went on smiling and shook his head as though he couldn’t hear what we were saying over all the music and commotion, and finally just waved an arm in the direction of a table overflowing with bottles of every sort of liquor. We understood from the wave that we could deposit our bottles there if we liked or we could keep them to ourselves; it didn’t matter much to him what we did as long as we were having a swell time and enjoying all of Rex’s unearned pleasures.

         It wasn’t very long until we were surrounded by girls, most of whom made it pretty clear as they clambered over one another that all the fuss was for Bobby. A lean and wiry brunette with heavy black eye make-up gave out a hoot of recognition and threw her arms around Bobby to hug him hello, then simply remained hanging on his neck as though her body were some sort of soggy scarf that had been knotted there and forgotten. A second girl – a chubby bottle-blonde who was pretty in a way but had a piggish sort of nose – stood off to the side touching Bobby’s shoulder and trying in earnest to have a conversation as he nodded and smiled and tried to listen with one ear. But it was a shy toffee-skinned girl standing in a corner who ultimately caught Bobby’s eye and who I could tell Bobby would probably ball before the night was over. I glanced over at Rusty and could see his jaw clenching and I could tell already he’d fallen in love with Bobby’s beauty in a way that reduced him to feeling stingy and mean about things. He was watching the coloured girl with a look of pure hate in his eyes and I could only guess about the kinds of ugly names he was probably calling her inside his head just then.

         The roof of Rex’s brownstone had a pretty decent view and later that night Rex and Rusty and I and also Bobby and his coloured girl all ended up on it. The three of us stood there drinking and talking and flicking cigarette butts off the top while Bobby nuzzled and necked with his girl until he had her in a corner pressed up against the roof’s ledge. Bobby was always a man for steady progress and eventually he worked that coloured girl’s skirt up enough to expose the majority of her toffee-coloured buttocks and it wasn’t long afterwards that he began to press himself against her and the slow peal of a zipper sounded. We adjourned to the other side of the roof in order to give Bobby some privacy to do what he needed to do with the girl. I had tried to get the little plump blonde girl up on the roof for myself but once I’d gotten her alone she kept talking on and on about the boy she was going steady with and so eventually I got bored and gave up and had decided smoking cigarettes on the roof with Rex and Rusty wasn’t such a bad idea after all. It was a nice night out, one of those unreal reprieves from winter when you find you hardly need your coat, and we smoked in silence and looked up into that vacuous space above New York where the stars are supposed to be. We tried to relax and there was a lot of sighing but it was difficult. It was clear from the sneer on Rusty’s face he was sore about Bobby and the coloured girl, and his bitterness smouldered in a way that filled the air all around the three of us. Then finally someone spoke and it was Rusty and he was asking me what I did for a living.

         ‘Cliff here is going to be a writer. An important one,’ Rex answered for me, and in his voice I heard the pride he had for his friend and immediately felt myself cringe with embarrassment.

         ‘That true?’ Rusty asked.

         ‘That’s the idea, I guess,’ I said, not catching on to how the bitterness in Rusty’s sneer had twisted into something else now and he had suddenly perked up with alertness, his eyes as clear and sharp as a hawk’s. He looked me over, studying me from head to toe with what I took to be a freshly interested appraising air. I had no clue why I suddenly interested him so much. He narrowed his eyes and smiled and when I looked at him again it struck me that the expression was the Machiavellian smile of a tiny tyrant. The moans of Bobby’s coloured girl grew louder and floated over to us from the other side of the roof and we all did our best to ignore it. Then Rusty cleared his throat and looked me in the eye and told me in that deliberately slow, over-articulated way he had what it was he did for a living and who he worked for. He paused and waited for the information to blow me over sideways as he knew it would. I must’ve had a look of great hunger on my face after he told me this because the tiny tyrant’s smile stretched wider and his eyes narrowed in increased smugness and I became vaguely aware of the fact he knew he had me on the hook then.

         Rex rejoined the conversation and changed the topic and we all went on talking amiably as ever about baseball and about communism and about whether or not the two things could ever exist simultaneously together in a single culture and it was a good talk and all real groundbreaking stuff, but when I think really hard on the origin of things I realise that night on the roof was when all the trouble with Rusty truly started. He knew he had me on the hook, and I knew he had me on the hook, and the only person who didn’t know it was Rex because Rex didn’t care about who wrote what or published it and how. The only thing Rex cared about was would the Cubans ever really have a league as good as the Americans.
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         Once I found out about Rusty’s boss, I kept my eyes peeled for Rusty in the Village. Besides Rusty, there were a handful of young publishing types who ran around the hipster scene. You could tell them apart from the other Village kids because they wore turtlenecks and jackets and glasses and skewed more to the bookish side of things. They arrived in New York on Greyhounds from all over America with an air of great optimism about them; young, single people willing to live in terrible apartments and work for peanuts so long as Manhattan dazzled them with her bright lights and taxi-horn siren song. Mostly the publishing folks were young men but there were tons of young women who worked in publishing, too, mostly as typists and secretaries. They came to the city after graduating from Vassar or Mount Holyoke or some women’s college in the Midwest whose name you were bound to forget two minutes after it was mentioned. Generally, they tried to behave like the good girls they had been brought up to be and confined themselves to women’s hotels uptown so you weren’t as likely to see them down in the Village as you were the fellas. Mostly these girls were waiting to meet their husbands. Once that happened they were destined to quit working and return to the suburbs from whence they came and throw bridge parties and tell one another stories about the madcap year they lived as single gals in the city.

         But there was one girl who Swish started bringing around on a regular basis and that was Eden. He had met Eden as he was cutting through Central Park and riding his bike very fast through a section where bikes aren’t really allowed and where Eden was sitting on a park bench reading a book and as he dodged between a schnauzer and an old lady Eden yelled after him to slow down. Like I said, Swish was always in a hurry, but he was never in too much of a hurry to enter into a great debate with a willing adversary over his ‘goddamn God-given rights’, as he liked to call them. Differences of opinion excited him and arguing was like making love for Swish: he did it with passion and vigour and really it was his way of loving you and loving all the differences. When Eden yelled at him, Swish circled back and the way Eden tells it Swish was already wearing an eager grin as he turned and pedaled furiously back to her. The way Swish tells it, his grin got bigger when he saw the book in her hands was The Secret Agent by Conrad because there were few things Swish loved more than a book with a plot that revolved around a bunch of anarchists. When he saw the book he knew right away to invite her to the Village to come hear Pal’s first poetry reading.

         I guess I didn’t think much of Eden when I first met her because even though Swish had twigged to her the way he did I took one look at her dark hair combed into a tidy ponytail and her sweater sets and figured she was only slumming it and as soon as some nice bond salesman proposed, that would be the last we saw of her.

         ‘Hey, Cliff!’ Swish shouted to me that evening as I strolled into the San Remo. ‘Over here!’ He was standing at the bar with Eden. The San Remo was one of Swish’s favourite watering holes, as it was always buzzing with lively debate and on any given day you could find someone willing to engage you about politics or art or philosophy. Swish made the introductions and I shook hands, finding Eden’s how-do-you-dos every bit as buttoned-up and boring as her sweater sets.

         Eden was very petite with elfin features. She had pale skin and large black eyes. Later, people would say she looked a little like Audrey Hepburn but that was only after she went and got her hair cut very short. When I bumped into her again later that year, I saw right away Eden had reinvented herself with that haircut. She was all right to look at before, but afterwards she was really something because the thing about Eden that got everybody in the end was her style. She became one of those sharp-looking chicks with very dark hair and her bangs cropped in a very precise line high up on her forehead, running around the Village in boat-neck shirts and black capri pants, shimmying to jazz with a mysteriously aloof, blasé look in her eye.

         But that’s not how she was on the day I first met her. On the day I met Eden she hadn’t transformed yet and her ponytail swung high atop her head and her Sears, Roebuck & Co. sweater hung lumpy and dull on her small frame and she looked like any other girl you might see walking the street in Des Moines or Wichita or what have you.

         ‘We were just talking about Sputnik,’ Swish said, by way of inviting me into the conversation. Back in those days Sputnik was one of Swish’s favourite topics of conversation because Swish loved a good conspiracy theory and they had just announced in January that the satellite had burnt up as it fell from orbit and re-entered Earth’s atmosphere. The physicists said this was to be expected but Swish insisted this was proof it had never existed in the first place and the whole business was a hoax. I’d had an earful of these theories because Swish could always manage to bait someone into a debate on the topic: young and old, liberal and conservative. Space travel was getting to be the great leveller of our generation.

         ‘I mean, c’mon,’ Swish said, making his argument to Eden now. ‘That Khrushchev is one mad cat! Mad enough that no one’ll call his bluff, but you can see it in his eyes. The whole thing was a big theatre production.’

         ‘Do you really think so?’ Eden asked. I could see from her expression she was less concerned with the question of Khrushchev’s sanity than she was with Swish’s. Swish often had that effect on people, especially girls, and it was really too bad because it was only a question of too much intensity and sincerity because beneath his wiry, paranoid-seeming exterior he was really a sharp and decent guy.

         ‘You bet I do!’ Swish replied. ‘These governments, they have to control people somehow, brainwash them with patriotism and get them to comply, get them to pay their taxes and never ask where their money went when all they ever do is build more and more missiles. Right, Cliff? You agree, don’t you?’

         I’d been over this with him before and grown tired of the subject and I decided to say so. ‘I don’t know, Swish,’ I said. ‘I don’t know about any missiles and maybe I should’ve lived during a different time because I can’t seem to get very excited about the Soviets one way or another. But Russian poets, on the other hand … now, that’s a conversation I’d be willing to weigh in on …’

         At this, Eden whirled about and her eyes lit up. ‘You like Russian poetry?’

         ‘Well, I like Pushkin, of course,’ I said, naming the one poet everyone knew so as to not make her feel too dumb. ‘You?’

         ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘And Tsvetaeva and Akhmatova and Pasternak, too.’

         This caught me off guard. She was far smarter than I’d expected and I wondered if she hadn’t just said some kind of sentence in Rooskie.

         ‘Keep it down,’ I said jokingly, ‘too much of that jazz and they’ll arrest us for communism.’ I decided it was time for another subject change, so I asked, ‘What do you do in the city here again?’

         ‘Oh. I’m a secretary at Torchon & Lyle.’

         ‘Really? You don’t say.’

         Torchon & Lyle was one of the bigger publishing houses in midtown. The only one bigger was Bonwright, where My Old Man worked. I wasn’t all that surprised but I could see she wanted me to be impressed, so I played along.

         ‘Do you like it there?’

         ‘I love it,’ she said, nodding so vigorously I thought her head might come unhinged from her neck. ‘It’s why I came to New York – my goal is to become an editor someday.’

         Eden was quick enough to catch the look of surprise that crossed my face.

         ‘You don’t think I would make a good editor?’

         ‘No, I do; you seem to me like a regular go-getter. That’s swell. I thought most girls were just waiting for a ring.’

         ‘Well, I am waiting for a ring,’ Eden said. ‘On the telephone. From my boss. Telling me I’ve been promoted.’

         I took a closer look at her face.

         ‘What was your name again?’ I asked.

         ‘Eden,’ she said, putting out her hand. ‘Eden Katz.’

         ‘Well, then, I’ll be sure to keep an eye out for Eden Katz, future star of publishing,’ I said. We smiled at each other. She really was quite attractive once you’d had a chance to get a second look at her. In any event, before I could get too far considering the possibilities, Swish cut back in, putting a hand on Eden’s shoulder to remind everybody who’d brought her around in the first place, irritated that we’d managed to steer the conversation away from Sputnik for so long.
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            EDEN

         

         When I first began my employment at Torchon & Lyle, I attended as many of the company’s parties as I could. If I am being honest I will tell you I was hoping to get a glimpse of all the famous literary people it publishes. Of course I was only hired on as a secretary but that didn’t matter much, because even the lowest-ranking secretary in the typing pool had a standing invitation to the parties. I remember thinking at the time that this was very generous of them but now I see it was less a matter of generosity and more a matter of practicality: secretaries are good if you want to fill up a room with fresh-faced, warm bodies and in a pinch a secretary can be asked to lend a hand if the caterer turns out to need an extra smiling waitress here or there to walk around with a tray of drinks. This happened to me on a few occasions and each time it did, it made me realise it was no small feat to cater a publishing party and an even bigger feat to keep the publishing types’ glasses full.

         Back in those days, publishing parties were great lavish affairs, with pigs-in-a-blanket and stuffed olives and lots of other fashionable little canapés, and of course an open bar with ‘enough gin and Scotch to wash an elephant’, as Truman Capote might say. If you were a single girl who had to pinch pennies just to pay the rent on her room at the Barbizon, it was a rather clever trick to skip dinner and fill up at the parties. Most of the parties happened on weeknights and if you played your cards right you could arrange it so you only had to buy a couple of cans of soup or beans for Saturdays and Sundays. It was a funny thing indeed to go from one night eating water biscuits heaped with miniature mountains of jewel-toned caviar and devilled eggs dusted with iron-red paprika to the next night eating nothing but canned beans on stale toast, but publishing is a funny business that way. If you worked in publishing you did it for the exciting books and authors and all the parties that went along with them; you didn’t do it for the groceries your paycheck bought and if you didn’t understand that much going into it, then you were a silly little fool. I should know. I was a silly little fool. I would go to the parties and if I wasn’t asked to help the caterer I’d get to floating dreamily around the room with a cocktail in my hand feeling like Dorothy Parker and eventually I’d get so carried away that by the end of the night I’d even pay the extravagant sixty-five cents it cost to take a taxi back to the Barbizon. Then the weekend would roll around and I’d wonder why I had so little money that I had to cancel my visit to the hairdresser and be very careful at the grocer’s. My poverty was a subject of great mystery to me and I rarely thought of it in connection with Torchon & Lyle.

         Part of the reason for this is because on party nights I rarely felt poor; I felt young and lucky and full of potential, like the ingénue in a magazine serial who’d come to take on the city as a single girl, only instead of imagining myself engaged to a swell young businessman by the story’s end I imagined myself one day being promoted to editor, which was my true dream. There was certainly something very electric about those evenings. Even now I get a little impressed when I picture myself attending those parties, those restaurants and private clubs and wealthy people’s apartments that were all such a far cry from my life in Indiana. The men were all artfully unshaven and the women were all very tanned or else very pale; there were practically none who were a normal colour in between. The banquet rooms were wallpapered in oriental landscape patterns and had fashionably speckled wall-to-wall carpeting that made your ankles wobble just the tiniest bit if you were wearing ladies’ pumps. I found it all very exotic. As far as the famous literary people went, sometimes when the party was very good or the host was very important you would spot one or two here and there, but you usually didn’t get to talk to them. The big name authors were often flanked by their editors, and their agents, too, if they had them. You’d see them standing off in a corner holding a drink while either their editor or their agent murmured something in a low tone. No one dared cut in on them and it was difficult to eavesdrop. Of course all this only heightened the mystique. The editor would talk and at regular intervals the big name author would nod with a glazed, far-off look and a clenched jaw and he would appear very intellectual about whatever it was that was being said.

         No matter how many of these soirees I attended, each time I decided to go to another I was always very nervous and I routinely spent a great deal of time picking out my outfit the day before. This was silly because usually as soon as you mingled about and talked to people you realised they were nervous, too, and if we were smart we could have all just made a mutual pact to be easier with one another and not to get so worked up about things. People seemed more relaxed after their second or third drink but if you were to observe closely you would see it wasn’t really a question of them being more at ease so much as it was a question of the volume being turned up more loudly on their nervous laughter, which made them sound like they were having the time of their lives but also made them sound slightly maniacal, like mental patients wandering around a carnival.

         Once I became a veteran of these parties, I noticed there were really only two main types of personalities: nerves brought out eager comedy in some and cattiness in others. Just like me, most of the people at the parties were employed as somebody’s secretary or else somebody’s assistant and had come hoping to rub elbows with the giants of the literary world. If you do the math in this equation you are destined to realise that, more often than not, the eventual result of any given party turns out to be a bunch of people’s secretaries meeting a bunch of other people’s secretaries, and all too often that really was what it boiled down to. That fact alone should take some of the glamour out of my memories but somehow it doesn’t. I suppose this is because a handful of those assistants went on to become important editors with a lot of power and you can see how people take it when you drop into the conversation that you met the important editor way back when.

         What I’m getting at is that publishing is quite a heady business. If you aren’t careful, then you can let the sparkle of a certain famous name or the memory of holding a glass of champagne on a starlit terrace with a lovely view of the park wipe out all the long hours spent writing reader’s reports in your room with its one small window pointed into an air shaft while your nylons dried on the radiator and you ate beans on toast and wished you could afford a few eggs or even a can of sardines to go with it.

         In any case, at that time I was over the moon to have any job at all, but especially one in publishing. It was what I had set my sights on and the entire reason I’d moved to New York. Most jobs are gotten by referral and when it comes to publishing houses this is especially true. I was lucky enough to arrive at the offices of Torchon & Lyle with a letter of introduction in hand from one of their former senior editors, and I was very aware this was an extremely unusual situation – and therefore an extremely fortunate situation – for a girl from Indiana to have fallen into her lap.

         A man named Mr Hightower referred me to Torchon & Lyle. Mr Hightower was a Fort Wayne native, a lifelong bachelor who had left his publishing career in New York in order to care for his ailing mother. I can’t remember precisely what his mother had; cancer of the pancreas, I think it was. Once he’d gotten settled back into life in Indiana, Mr Hightower was invited to teach a few seminars on popular literature at the local women’s college, and this was how I made his acquaintance: I was his student.

         I took his seminar in the fall of my senior year, and then I took it again in the spring for no credit at all. I was not his only repeat student, though I am certain I’m the only one who retook the course based on my fascination with the subject. Despite the fact he’d never married – or perhaps because of it – Mr Hightower was what was referred to as a ladies’ man, and as it was a ladies’ college, I don’t think I’m jumping to conclusions when I say this motivated a surge in class enrollment. In those days it wasn’t uncommon for girls to have crushes on men twice their age. We all pictured riding off into the sunset with a middle-aged Clark Gable, I suppose. In any case, the young ladies of my college were taken with his debonair, middle-aged ways, with his steely blue eyes and the white streaks of hair just over his temples. I suppose he was good-looking in a certain fashion … but I wasn’t so much enraptured with his looks as I was the stories he told about working in the publishing business.

         Mr Hightower told marvellous stories. Most of them involved a great deal of martinis with this-or-that famous author, and ended with him outsmarting somebody in a business deal. But the stories I liked best – the stories for which I repeated the seminar – were always about finding a gem of a manuscript in the unsolicited submission pile. According to Mr Hightower, he had been responsible for publishing several unknown writers who later went on to become great authors.

         It occurred to me that something downright magical had happened when Mr Hightower discovered these authors. And then, not too long after that, a little voice inside me said, ‘I could do that!’ I suppose that’s awfully cocky of me to think, but my gut feeling was that I could do it, if given the chance. The sheer notion of reading a book before it was a book made me dizzy with excitement, and I realised I ought to follow where this feeling might lead. I began to linger after class, asking Mr Hightower more and more questions about his publishing days.

         The funny thing about people is that when you take a special interest in something they know all about, they take a special interest in you. Mr Hightower answered my questions with enthusiasm; his supply of anecdotes seemed never-ending, and he was happy to share them. Occasionally when our conversations threatened to carry on long after class had ended, we adjourned to the student coffeehouse, where Mr Hightower took off his cuff links and rolled up his shirtsleeves, as though to signify that now we were really going to get down to business. He often loosened his tie and leant his elbows on the table and spoke in deep, confiding tones. There were whispers from the tables all around us and looking back on it now I see it was very likely the entire campus believed we were having an affair.

         I don’t know what Mr Hightower thought of me as far as the prospect of an affair was concerned, but as for myself I was completely naïve to the idea. In those days I was still very ignorant about most things having to do with sex. The truth was the only thing I was conscious of wanting from Mr Hightower was his expertise on all the major publishing houses in New York, and on discovering good writers and about becoming a successful editor. As the semester wound down and graduation drew near, I informed Mr Hightower of my plans to go east in order to try my own hand at publishing. I remember it was after class on a Friday, following his last lecture of the year. I worked up my nerve to tell him and when I did, he looked at me with surprise, then shrugged.

         ‘I think that’s a fine idea, Eden,’ he said, packing up his things. ‘A very fine idea, indeed. Of course you know Rome wasn’t built in a day. You’ll have to start at the bottom and prove yourself. But having said that, I think you’d make a fine editor – someday. Women of your generation are doing all kinds of surprising things.’ He stopped packing up his briefcase and patted me on the shoulder and looked at me with glassy eyes and for the first time the realisation dawned on me that he would be sorry to see me go. While plenty of girls had crushes on him, I don’t suppose there were that many other students who’d taken as strong an interest as I had in his professional life, and when I left Fort Wayne there would be one less inquisitive thread tying his past to his present.

         He was still holding my shoulder when his gaze turned thoughtful. His eyes roved slowly over the entirety of my person, from my carefully combed ponytail to my blouse to my black wool pencil skirt, registering each in turn. His upper lip twitched faintly and his hand involuntarily squeezed my shoulder. He moved as though to say something. But just as abruptly as the impulse took hold, he abandoned it; he stopped himself short and relinquished his grip. ‘Ah, to be young again,’ he finally said in a resigned, trite voice, sighing and returning his attention to the buckle on his briefcase. He looked at me one more time as he made his way out the classroom door and gave a little strange half-smile of defeat.

         ‘Tell you what,’ he said, mashing a slate-grey fedora down on his head. ‘You’ve been a sterling student. I’ll write you a letter of introduction. That ought to help you get your foot in the door to start.’

         The next time I saw Mr Hightower it was in the stadium, over an expanse of green lawn steaming with the heat of high noon, just after the last graduation speech had been given and the caps had been thrown in the air. The initial hullabaloo had started to break up and all the parents had begun to mill about, each family hollering out the name of their newly anointed alumna. I turned my head and saw Mr Hightower striding towards me with a businesslike expression etched into his distinguished features. I was expecting an envelope containing the letter of introduction he had promised, and was surprised when he handed me not one but two.

         ‘I took the liberty of writing one in the name of Eden Katz, and one in the name of Eden Collins.’

         I squinted into the sun. My surprised hands accepted the envelopes and turned them over, puzzled. A daunting insecurity dimly formed itself in my brain. Was I so unmemorable a student that my professor had never been sure of my name? I looked up at Mr Hightower with a confused smile.

         ‘It was the best approximation I could think of,’ he said, as though that explained it.

         ‘Oh!’ I murmured, still not understanding but wanting to. I continued to look at him with wide eyes. I must’ve looked pretty stupid about it all because he seemed to read the bafflement on my face. My parents, who had been standing by my side just moments before Mr Hightower’s arrival, were now at least ten paces away from us and were busily chatting with Dolly Worthington’s folks. He gave them a nervous glance, then leant in and lowered his voice.

         ‘Publishing is a pretty friendly business to … all types,’ Mr Hightower confided. ‘But even so, some circles are friendlier than others and with the ones that aren’t, you’ll want to play your cards right.’

         ‘Oh,’ I said softly, my stomach still a bit uneasy from the surprise of it. Knee-jerk decorum compelled me to say thank you but I was having trouble getting the words to come out. ‘Oh, I see,’ was all I could seem to muster. I stared down at the envelopes in my hands.

         ‘Now, if you take one of those letters – maybe the one written in the name of “Collins” would be better in this instance – over to Torchon & Lyle, where I used to be a senior editor, well, then my name should open some doors for you,’ Mr Hightower instructed. ‘Got that? Torchon & Lyle – they’re in the book, of course. And be sure to ask if you can see Miss Everett, on the fifth floor. She’s in charge of hiring all the secretaries and the readers, and she’s liable to look out for anyone I’d recommend.’

          

         As it turned out, graduation day was the last time I saw Mr Hightower. Once my parents had joined our conversation, he shook their hands and complimented them for having raised such a studious, hard-working daughter with such lofty ambitions. ‘Let me assure you, you’ve done a wonderful job, Mr and Mrs Katz.’ He didn’t say another word about the two letters of introduction and I was nearly convinced I’d hallucinated the whole conversation until I got home later that evening and pulled both envelopes out of my purse.

         I won’t bore you with the details of the summer I spent working as a clerk at the five-and-dime to save up for the Greyhound ticket that eventually took me the distance from Fort Wayne to New York. A few months after graduation, I found myself sitting in Miss Everett’s office at Torchon & Lyle. I watched as she lit a cigarette, unfolded a sheaf of typewritten paper and held it away from her face, almost at arm’s length, and proceeded to move her eyes over it with a careful, clinical sort of interest. I’d handed her my resume, and one of the letters. Despite Mr Hightower’s enigmatic admonishments, I’d decided I would only use one of them.

         ‘Eden Katz. How exotic. Katz … that’s not German, is it?’

         ‘Oh. Well … my grandparents came over from Vienna.’ There was a long pause. ‘Before both wars,’ I added. ‘I suppose it was sometime around 1910.’

         ‘I see. And you say Horatio is a … friend? … mentor? … of yours?’ she asked. There was a cool lilt in everything Miss Everett said, a lilt that in my mind seemed somehow linked to the ash-blonde tint of her poodle-cut hair. I later found out the tint came from a bottle and the lilt had been achieved by indirectly memorising lines from Ingrid Bergman pictures.

         ‘Horatio?’ I repeated, peering around the office. I was having trouble concentrating. My head was still spinning with the euphoric realisation that I had finally made it through the doors of a publishing house, and my knees were still quivering from the elevator ride up to the fifth floor.

         Her lips moved to form a thin, stabbing sort of smile. ‘Horatio Hightower? The man who was kind enough to write this letter for you?’

         I began to put two and two together as I recalled the name stenciled on Mr Hightower’s briefcase in gold lettering. Mr H. I. Hightower. Aha! So that’s what the first H stood for. ‘Oh!’ I said aloud. ‘Oh yes, of course – Mr Hightower! He taught a seminar on popular literature at my college, you see, and he has been very encouraging ever since I told him about my interest in publishing. He’s a wonderful professor.’ Miss Everett gave me a look. There was something vaguely dubious in it, something that puzzled me.

         ‘Can you type?’

         ‘Why, yes … I think I was up to eighty words per minute the last time someone timed me.’

         ‘Take shorthand?’

         ‘Yes; my mother made me take a summer course.’

         ‘That was very prudent of her,’ Miss Everett said. She smiled that same thin-lipped stabbing smile and the word implacable sprang into my head and floated up invisibly between us. There was an oscillating fan sitting upon the bookshelf behind her. Every time the fan pivoted in Miss Everett’s direction, the papers on her desk fluttered under their paperweights but not a single curl of ash-blonde hair wavered from the confines of her carefully pinned-up hairdo. I suspected a rather large quantity of Aqua Net had been involved in their arrangement. She discreetly exhaled a breath of smoke from her cigarette and, with a gesture that struck me as very familiar and well practised, delicately fished a stray filament of tobacco from the tip of her tongue. Then she leant back in her swivelling chair and regarded me with an air of cold calculation. Her silence seemed to carry on forever, but I’m sure in reality it was only seconds before a loud rap sounded at the door and a young girl rushed in with a slip of paper in her hand and a pencil tucked over her ear.

         ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, but Mr Pierce said I was to deliver this phone message to you immediately.’ The girl held out the slip of paper. Miss Everett rose from her chair and snatched the paper away from the girl with a frown.

         She eyed the message. ‘Of course he found a way out of that lunch.’ She read from the note in a high, mimicking voice. ‘“Would you mind terribly going in his stead?” Hmph. Little surprise. I should’ve planned for it from the start.’ She touched a hand to her shellacked curls and then looked at me as though she had forgotten I was in the room. ‘Tell me, dear, have you gone to lunch with many writers?’ she asked. There wasn’t much question in it; she already knew the answer.

         I shook my head.

         ‘Well, don’t if you can help it. Most of them are either fools or madmen.’

         I took this as an attempt at humour, and forced a little laugh. I watched as she pulled her gloves on and gathered up her purse. As Miss Everett neared the open door, she stopped. She turned and gave me one last icy evaluation.

         ‘Mabel,’ Miss Everett said, still staring at me, and I realised she was addressing the girl with a pencil tucked over her ear.

         ‘Yes, Miss Everett,’ the girl said.

         ‘Show Miss Katz to Personnel. We’ll have her start as Mr Frederick’s new secretary.’ Then a second idea appeared to occur to her and she snapped to attention. ‘No! Wait. Isn’t Mr Turner also looking for a new girl right now?’ Mabel nodded hesitantly. A curious expression appeared on Miss Everett’s face. Finally, she said, ‘Yes, that’ll be better for you, dear. Let’s have you start there.’ She carefully fixed a hat over her hairdo and departed without another word.
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         Rising in front of the entrance to the Torchon & Lyle building on Fifty-Eighth Street was a large phoenix cast in copper. For being stationary, it nonetheless implied a great deal of motion; its wings stretched wide as if to take flight, its neck arched to strike downward at a serpent or some such creature with its beak, and one talon lifted free into the air while the other still touched the ash heap from which it perpetually rose. I’ve been told that since my time at Torchon & Lyle the company swallowed up many of its smaller competitors until the whole outfit was so big it was forced to relocate slightly uptown to a more modern and muted-looking glass skyscraper where there is no mythical phoenix poised to take flight out in front. This is one of the more tragic outcomes of progress. The old building was all limestone and brass with that giant terrifying phoenix you had to step around to enter the revolving door. Somehow I wouldn’t want it any other way.

         Most of the phoenix had turned the milky green colour of pale jade, save for one spot on the first knuckle of the phoenix’s lifted talon. In contrast to the rest of the statue this one spot gleamed with a well-polished brilliance, and eventually I discovered an old office superstition was responsible for it. The superstition went that if you touched the statue’s talon before entering the revolving brass door in the morning, then you were protected from being fired for the rest of the day.

         No one could tell me how this superstition got started, but the logic made sense somehow. After all, the phoenix was Torchon & Lyle’s colophon. A silhouette of it rode the lower spine of every book the publisher printed. It appeared again in the middle bottom of every book’s title page. I must say, even in miniature silhouette the Torchon & Lyle phoenix was a beautiful, powerful-looking creature, with flames burning brightly from the tips of its wings like stray feathers licking up in the wind, so you can imagine the statue version was that much more impressive, standing as it did fifteen feet tall. Though I didn’t know about the superstition on my first day, when I saw the people walking ahead of me pause to give the statue a strange abbreviated rub, I found myself standing at the base of the phoenix reaching up to touch its talon.

         ‘Oh!’ a girl next to me said. ‘You already know about the phoenix!’

         ‘I’m not sure I do. What about it?’ I asked.

         ‘That it’s good luck,’ the girl said. She explained about the superstition while I nodded.

         I looked more closely at the girl. Her face was scrubbed clean and, except for a swipe of very red lipstick, she could’ve just as easily been taken for a high schooler as a secretary. She wore her hair in a ponytail that fell in a straight line and was the colour of wheat. The heavy weight of it caused it to swing subtly as she talked and moved her head, shimmering slightly with every perky tremor.

         ‘Whose secretary are you going to be?’ she asked.

         ‘Mr Turner’s,’ I said.

         ‘Oh, in that case you’d better rub it twice.’ She reached for my hand and put it back on the shiny spot on the phoenix’s talon. ‘He’s famous for being awfully strict with his girls.’

         ‘I’m Judy,’ she said when I had finished rubbing the talon to her satisfaction. We shook hands. ‘I’m on three,’ she continued as we proceeded into the building and stepped into an elevator. ‘Come and find me at lunchtime; I’ll give you the tour!’

         ‘Won’t they have already given me the tour?’ I asked.

         ‘Not if you’re Mr Turner’s girl. He’s always in early and he’s dreadfully serious. He’ll want you to get to work right away and the other girls on that floor will steer clear for a few weeks – just until it’s safe. Don’t take it personally.’ The elevator ticked off the third floor with a cheerful ding and the doors slid open. ‘See you at twelve-thirty!’ With that, Judy stepped out and merged into a stream of girls scurrying about, tugging off gloves and unpinning hats and removing the stiff vinyl dustcovers from a row of typewriters.

         When the elevator chimed its announcement of the fifth floor, I stepped off and reported to the same personnel office where I had ended up at my previous visit. In short order, I was told Mr Turner was located on the sixth floor and I was to occupy a desk right outside his office. I oughtn’t bother to knock and introduce myself, the other girls in the typing pool told me; he didn’t like to be disturbed and would call for me when he had need of me. I went up to six, did as instructed, and spent the morning arranging and rearranging the contents of my new desk.

         With several hours surrendered to the art of aimless sorting, my stomach had begun to launch into a minor soliloquy of grumblings. The clock on the wall showed twelve-twenty before I got my first glimpse of Mr Turner himself. He was a tall, stiff-jawed man with wire-rimmed glasses and pepper-grey hair. He came out of his office with a stack of manuscripts in one arm and a pile of correspondence in the other. He carried an air of cold, calculated precision about him that put me in mind of a Swiss watch.

         ‘Miss Katz,’ he said, and my spine straightened, surprised to hear him speak my name so forcefully when we had not yet been introduced. ‘All of these need to go back to from whence they came. Very short and concise notes of declination will do just fine.’ He transferred the stack of manuscripts onto my desktop with an efficient grace. ‘And these,’ he continued, holding out the pile of correspondence, ‘want for a reply. I’ll dictate my responses later this afternoon.’ He paused and glanced at me over the rim of his glasses. ‘You do take dictation, don’t you?’

         ‘Oh yes,’ I said. Mr Turner had a curious effect on people. It was clear he was rigid and uncompromising, but seconds after meeting him I found I desperately wanted to win his approval.

         ‘Fine. Let me make one thing clear: I don’t know you, and I didn’t pick you to be my secretary. Miss Everett did,’ he said, crisply pronouncing her name Miss Ev-er-ett, with equal emphasis on each syllable. ‘You have her to thank for that. But she knows better than to send me dunces, so that must mean you must’ve impressed her somehow. As for my expectations, I don’t enjoy excuses, and I expect you to prioritise my assignments before anything else you might receive from the typing pool. You’ll find I run a very tight ship here. I’m sorry to say you won’t be able to take any long lunches or indulge in any afternoon shopping trips on account of my being asleep at the wheel. The bar is certainly not open in my office. However, I will tell you this: if you understand this business is all about working very hard and spending long hours doing it, we’ll get along just fine. Got that?’

         I nodded.

         ‘All right.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘You have one hour for lunch, so you’d better get to it. I expect to start that dictation precisely at one-thirty.’ He turned and strode back into his office, shutting the door behind him with the same air of forceful efficiency with which he’d emerged.

         I stood up from my desk and, feeling a bit wobbly-kneed, gathered my things.

         When the elevator doors slid open on three, I found Judy standing there waiting for me.

         ‘There you are! Twelve-thirty on the nose,’ she said, holding up her wrist as if to prove it. ‘Well, if there’s one thing I can say about Mr Turner, it’s that you sure can set your watch by him!’ She motioned for me to step off the elevator. ‘C’mon. I’m sure he reminded you: we don’t have all day. We’ll start the tour here and I’ll give you the skinny on who does what.’ Clutched in her left hand was a white paper bag marked with two small grease spots. She unrolled the top and reached into it. ‘Speaking of skinny, you are, awfully … Here’s something to fatten you up.’ She handed me a pastrami on rye and kept what looked like turkey for herself. Just peering at the paper wrapper rendered translucent by all that oily meat and mayonnaise gave me indigestion. I would’ve much rather had the turkey, but I accepted the sandwich gratefully.

         Between bites, Judy gave an otherwise steady monologue as she took me around. Torchon & Lyle’s offices took up the better part of seven floors of the twenty-four-storey high-rise. ‘We’re the second-biggest publishing house in New York,’ Judy announced proudly. I learnt where to make coffee and how to make it in a specific fashion so that nobody would complain. She told me which of the other secretaries you could trust to help you out of a jam if you botched a task, and which of them offered to send out for the lunch order but then pocketed your extra change. Judy also repeated details about each of the editors – not so much what authors they’d edited and what they’d published – but rather personal details that would help me handle myself. Alcoholic … she said, pointing to one editor’s office … works better in the afternoons, best not to approach him in the mornings if you see his hand shaking … Shrewish wife … she said of another, we’ve all got to pretend like we don’t know he sleeps in his office most nights. She rolled her eyes as we passed another. Editor-in-chief’s nephew … she said, thumbing towards another office, rarely in and practically useless but be careful what you say in front of him; it all gets back to the Big Cheese. When she got to Miss Everett’s office, she stopped.

         ‘And I take it you’ve already met Miss Everett,’ she said, and paused. There was a cautious note in her voice, and I found myself thinking of the phoenix and how Judy had instructed me to rub its talon twice. I waited for Judy to go on but she didn’t.

         ‘Yes; Miss Everett was the one who hired me,’ I finally said. It was an unnecessary statement, but I couldn’t think of anything better and the silence of Judy’s pause was beginning to unnerve me. She glanced at me and smiled stiffly.

         ‘Well, something about you must’ve caught her attention if she chose you to be Mr Turner’s girl,’ she said. Like a dummy, I mistook her warning for a compliment. I shrugged and smiled and felt my cheeks colour.

         ‘Perhaps she likes her girls to be ambitious. I told her I wanted to become an editor,’ I confessed.

         ‘Oh! You told her that? That’s awfully bold!’ It seemed there was more Judy wanted to say on this subject, but she took a quick glance at her watch and flinched.

         ‘Golly! Time flies. Better be getting back to your desk or Mr Turner will have your head. He’s a stickler, but I’m sure you know that already. I’ll walk you back to the elevator.’ As we walked, I thanked her for her hospitality. ‘Don’t mention it!’ she said, waving my gratitude off. A ding sounded and the elevator doors opened. Judy gave my arm a friendly squeeze. ‘You’ll see – it’s really swell here. Once you figure out who to steer clear of, it’ll all be cake.’ The red lipstick she was wearing earlier in the day had now been mostly rubbed off by the bread of the sandwich she’d been eating. I stared at the freckled apples of her cheeks and sincere blue saucers of her eyes. We smiled at each other as the doors slid shut.

         I was still smiling when the elevator stopped on four, and a rather rotund, red-faced man in a plaid sports jacket stepped on.

         ‘Well, don’t you look jolly!’ he said, noting my expression. As he spoke, a strangely sweet yet rank, overripe scent filled the elevator. I realised with a shock he must’ve been drinking during the lunch hour, and not in moderation. He leant towards me in a mock confidential manner, the alcohol causing his features to slide into an ugly leer. ‘Oh, don’t pull a serious face on my account! I like a girl who knows how to have a good time.’ He winked and then suddenly declared, ‘You’re new. Whose girl are you?’

         ‘I work for Mr Turner.’

         ‘Ah. Well, he’s no fun. Not compared to Yours Truly. I see I’ll have to come visit you on six more often just to save you from that sourpuss.’

         We were alone, and an uncomfortable silence filled the elevator as he continued to regard me. I forced a smile. When another ding announced we had reached the sixth floor, I felt myself exhale.

         ‘Oh, but where are my manners! And I call myself a gentleman,’ he called after me as I stepped through the elevator doors. He gave a little bow in my direction, swaying a little as though the elevator car were really a small boat pitching upon a rolling wave. ‘Harvey Frederick. Pleasure to meet you!’

         Before I had a chance to acknowledge his introduction, the elevator doors slid shut. I recalled on the day of my hiring Miss Everett had mentioned a ‘Mr Frederick’. And to think everyone seemed to pity me for having been assigned to Mr Turner! Surely working for Mr Frederick could be far worse. Perhaps Miss Everett had done me a great favour, and a surge of gratitude passed over me as I made my way back to my desk.
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