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			It was almost as if Helen Painter had been writing this novel for thirty-five years. Maybe, she had been writing it all her life. She simply hadn’t arranged her thoughts, memories, knowledge and experiences into a document, yet. Everything she had ever heard, read, seen or experienced, in fact. But who even has time to write a novel, unless they happen to have some other means of supporting themselves? It was true, she had always dabbled in creative writing, from a very young age, but having the luxury of time and space to craft a novel, was something Helen had only recently enjoyed, since moving to France.

			A few days prior to starting this, her latest novel, she had finally got round to sorting through the contents of one of the many plastic Ikea crates that had been transported from her house in Frome to her house in France. This one caused her to spend a considerable amount of time reliving her past. In particular, she came across a copy of an article she had once written about the Swiss Borges, from her time as a postgraduate student, researching books and articles in the Centre for Swiss French Studies in Lausanne. A momentary pang of regret, for never having completed the doctorate, shot through her body. Her whole life might have been different if she had just persevered. But she didn’t, for reasons which might one day form the basis of another novel, and here she was, revisiting the part of her past which had been stored, lost even, in an Ikea crate, stacked against the wall, in her roof space. Lost but not forgotten, for indeed, most of her reading since, had sparked memories of those heady days as a student, when she had discovered Jorge Luis Borges, and been initiated into critical theory.

			If the truth were ever to come out, Gianluca Vermicelli, the Swiss Borges, was a product of Helen’s imagination, as was his writing. She had fabricated the biography of a virtually unknown Swiss writer, of dual heritage, Swiss Italian and Swiss French, who wrote in French and died in obscurity, in 1986, having written only one short story. Supposedly, a copy of L’Enfant de Tirésias, was published in 1979, and as far as Helen could tell, from the research she subsequently undertook at the Centre, it appeared to be his only published work. In reality, Helen had written the story in English and translated it into Swiss French, a language which differs slightly from metropolitan French, for example, the quirk of ‘soixante-dix’, ‘quatre-vingt’ and ‘quatre-vingt-dix’ becoming ‘septante’, ‘huitante’ and ‘nonante’ in French-speaking Switzerland. 

			Struck by a sudden curiosity, Helen went to her laptop and googled the name of the author. To her gargantuan surprise, there was a title listed, Child of Tiresias, author, Vermicelli G., translation, Stringfellow, I., located in the library at Princeton University. Helen hadn’t been to Princeton University, but she had spent five days in New York, in 2012. Manhattan was unlike any other place she had been, with its checkerboard lay-out and towering skyscrapers. Like most tourists, since 9/11, she had paid her respects at the memorial, pausing to reflect on man’s inhumanity to man, whether terrorism or genocide or the Holocaust. Every name on the 9/11 memorial, every name on Holocaust memorials around the world, reminds us that in naming a person we cherish their humanity. Conversely, when someone becomes no more than a nameless statistic, when we group people into categories, it is easy to forget that each is a person, and easier to diminish their humanity.

			During that trip, Helen had also done a considerable amount of walking, in search of locations she had read about in books, heard about on the news, or seen on her television screen. For example, she had to have her photo taken outside Tiffany’s because of Audrey Hepburn, although breakfast was a budget too far. She also loved Friends and had searched for a café which might have been Central Perk but finding only a vain imitation. In the years since her trip, she had often reflected, ‘Been there’, when a location appeared in a film or TV drama, which her tourist-self had seen. It was these images which had formed the basis of her latest novel, the one which she had promised herself, would also be an exploration of her Jewishness.
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			The year was 1998, back when the iconic Manhattan Skyline featured the World Trade Centre’s twin towers. Since hearing A-ha’s song Manhattan Skyline, which was not his cup of tea, musically, Ian Stringfellow had been mesmerised by the New York panorama. Now, participating in a graduate programme at Princeton, he had opportunity to see it for himself. Not long after the semester had started, one Wednesday afternoon in September, he boarded the Express Navigation ferry at Atlantic Highlands and settled down into a deck seat. The forecast was good, and the sky was a cloudless blue.

			Stringfellow unzipped his backpack and took out a can of Coke. His unfortunate habit of nail-biting always made opening cans a struggle, so he got out his keys and prized up the ring-pull far enough to gain some purchase. He took a long, slow, refreshing gulp. A quick survey of the deck caused him to cover his mouth with his sleeve to hide the resulting burp. There, leaning over the rail, was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. He figured student age, similar to himself. He wasn’t sure if she had seen him, but as he looked towards her, she turned away. Almost involuntarily, she replaced a few strands of dark, black-brown hair behind her left ear. Most of her hair was held back in a blue and white satin scrunch band, but the breeze was playing with a few wayward lengths.

			Her feet were pointed slightly inwards, in white sneakers. She wore distressed blue jeans and a white shirt, loose and long, to cover her behind. Olive skin. No obvious make-up. Stringfellow was wondering if she was Puerto Rican, when a seagull alighted on the railing about four feet away and stared at her. He felt a strange envy of wanting to be perched on the railing, close to the girl. 

			The boat was now making good progress across the bay. He looked across at the Manhattan Skyline, his skyline, now with this unknown beauty in the foreground. He wanted to capture the moment forever, but something was telling him he couldn’t just take a picture of her. If he got his camera out of his backpack, she might well see, and move away from the railing. He didn’t want her to move. He wanted her in the photo of his skyline. He wanted her. And before he could stop himself, he blurted out, “Can I take a photo?”

			“No worries, I’ll move.” She had a slight accent, but possibly not Hispanic.

			“No. Please don’t move. I’d like you to be in the picture.”

			Did that sound creepy?

			“How about I take one of you?” she offered.

			Stringfellow was thinking on his feet.

			“I’ll take one of you and you take one of me? I’ll go first.”

			He was taking the camera from his backpack as he spoke, and as he stood up, the seagull flew off.

			“Say ‘Cheese’,” he said, sounding cheesy. “And another, just in case the first one is blurred.”

			She laughed and walked towards him.

			“My turn.”

			His fingers brushed against hers as he handed her the camera. 

			“Smile,” she giggled, pressing the shutter and handing him back the camera.

			“What’s your name?” he asked. “So, I can name you in the album.”

			“Rebekah,” she replied. “What’s yours? You’re not from these parts, are you?”

			“No. The UK. I’m here on a graduate programme. Ian. Where are you from?”

			“My mum is from New Jersey and my dad is from New York.”

			“And do you live in New York or New Jersey? I mean, are you heading out or heading home?”

			“Manhattan.”

			“Are you a student?”

			“Trainee lawyer. My dad’s firm. Today’s my day off. I’ve never made this trip before, even though I grew up here.”

			“I’m here all year, until May. I don’t suppose we could meet up again?”

			Rebekah paused for a brief moment and reached into her bag for a business card. She looked at the card, looked up at him, and handed him the card. Was she reluctant or shy? He read the card. Her name was Rebekah Edelmann. Her father’s company, Edelmann and Lindenheim, had a New Jersey address.

			Just at that moment, the boat passed under the Brooklyn Bridge.

			“Don’t forget to take a photo,” Rebekah laughed.

			Stringfellow fumbled the camera and took a couple of shots. He really wasn’t thinking much about photography, at that moment.

			“See you,” she said.

			“I’ll call.”

			“It’ll have to be during office hours. That’s my work number.”

			“OK.”

			By the time Stringfellow had walked back over to his backpack, where he had left it on the seat, and put back his camera, Rebekah had disappeared into the group of passengers gathering around the exit, as the boat docked at the 34th Street pier.
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			Stringfellow left it a few days before he phoned Rebekah. When he did call, a receptionist answered. He was disconcerted, although he ought to have expected to go through the switchboard as there was no extension number on the business card.

			“Yes, hello. I would like to speak to Rebekah Edelmann please.”

			“Who shall I say is calling?”

			“Ian Stringfellow,” he replied. 

			“Hold on.”

			There was a click and then silence. He waited nervously, wondering if she would remember him. And if she remembered him, whether she would want to speak to him.

			“Hello. This is Rebekah Edelmann.”

			“Hi. It’s Ian, from the boat. How are you?”

			“Hello, Ian, from the boat. I’m well. And you?”

			“I am good. Can I take you out to dinner this Friday evening?”

			“I’d like that. There’s a restaurant not far from where I live. Take the subway to 86th Street station. I’ll meet you there.”

			“What time?”

			“8 o’clock?”

			“See you at 8 o’clock outside 86th Street station on Friday then.”

			“Bye.”

			“Bye.”

			Stringfellow was in a state of euphoria as he replaced the handset. Now, he had to concentrate on the afternoon’s lecture. He went to the toilet and headed for the lecture theatre. Friday was an eternity away.
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			The two things which had most impressed Helen about Manhattan were its ethnic diversity and vertical architecture. Already, at the turn of the new millennium, the population of Manhattan was around 1.5 million. The only way to provide housing, employment and services for so many people, was to build upwards. With comparatively few buildings less than four storeys high, there were around 65,000 people jammed into every square mile of the Manhattan landscape. 

			Throughout its history, New York had welcomed immigrants pursuing the American dream or fleeing persecution. Many individuals had succeeded in becoming wealthy and powerful, whilst others had become casualties in a society now shaped by a neo-liberal economy. It occurred to Helen, that if Manhattan was set out like a checkerboard, then many individuals had become pawns. No sooner had she considered the analogy, than she realised that it was a skewed perspective on their influence. A bystander might well deduce pawns to be of little value, firstly, because there are lots of them, and their options of movement are limited, and secondly, because our value system in developed societies, is to attribute little value to such characteristics. Some grand masters, however, have considered pawns to be the soul of chess. After all, they have the potential to become any of the more powerful pieces, with the exception of the king, on reaching the opposite side of the board.

			On one of her excursions around Upper Eastside, Helen imagined daily life as a game of chess, the pieces set out on a chessboard, comprising all the blocks between Fifth Avenue and East End Avenue, from 79th Street to 87th Street. This idea gained momentum after walking along York Avenue one morning. To a passer-by, none of these figures had names, so she would reclaim their humanity, by naming them and including them in her novel. 

			Helen was just about to start noting down her memories, when a slight concern took root in her head. Would the hypothetical readers of her novel understand the rules of chess? How important would it be if they didn’t? It might add layers of meaning if the rules were to be outlined, for within the semantic domain of the reader, images, ideas and experiences resonate in different ways, hence the duplicity of meaning. And chess is not complicated, if you understand the rules. 

			There are thirty-two pieces, sixteen white and sixteen black. Sometimes the black and white colours are represented differently, perhaps two opposing armies, but ‘white’ always has the white square on the king’s side of the first rank, and white always plays first. The pieces are lined up in two ranks on opposite sides of the board. A chessboard has sixty-four squares. There are eight value pieces, lined up in the first rank. White would have a rook, which usually looks like a little castle, a knight, a bishop, the queen, the king, a bishop, a knight and a rook. Black would have the king and queen the other way around, mirroring white. There are eight pawns on each side, lined up across the second, or front rank. 

			One piece is moved at a time, with the goal of trapping the opponent’s king. This is known as ‘checkmate’. Checkmate occurs when the king is forced into a situation where it is placed ‘in check’ and cannot move anywhere without still being ‘in check’. ‘In check’ is the threat of being taken, even though the king is never actually taken. Every other piece can be taken, during the course of the game. Sometimes, it’s the king’s turn to move but it cannot move anywhere without being put ‘in check’ because of the way the opponent’s pieces are positioned, usually due to carelessness. If that happens, it’s ‘stalemate’ or a draw. Many an amateur has played on, in the hope of a stalemate. 

			Each piece has a particular way of moving. The king can only move one square at a time, horizontally, vertically or diagonally, in any direction, so long as it doesn’t put itself in check. The queen can move any number of empty squares horizontally, vertically or diagonally, in any direction. Knights can move two squares vertically and one horizontally, in any direction, or one vertically and two horizontally, in any direction. They can move through another piece. Bishops can move any number of empty squares, diagonally, in any direction. Rooks can move any number of empty squares, vertically or horizontally, in any direction. The only time they can move through another piece is when they ‘castle’. This is also the only time the king can move two squares. If there are no pieces between the king and the rook, on either side, and the king has not yet moved, it moves two squares towards the rook, and the rook moves into the first square the king would have moved into. Whenever a piece takes another piece, it replaces that piece in the square where it was positioned. The only piece that can be forced to move is the king, when it is ‘in check’ and it must move out of check.

			Finally, you have the pawns. Pawns can move one empty square forwards, at a time, except the very first move for each pawn, which can be two squares forwards. When a pawn takes another piece, it does so diagonally one space forwards. When a pawn reaches the eighth rank, it can be exchanged for any value piece in the board, except a king. The pawn has one other peculiarity, the ‘en passant’ rule. If your pawn reaches the fifth rank, and the opponent moves their pawn two squares forward, so it is positioned next to your pawn, their pawn can be taken ‘en passant’ in the immediate next move. Your pawn moves beyond the opponent’s pawn into the first square it would have moved into, and your opponent’s pawn is removed from the game. The pawn is taken, quite literally, from the French for ‘in passing’. 
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			Stringfellow realised that, by the time he could have walked to the nearest subway station to his apartment building, he might just as well have walked all the way to 86th Street station. So, he decided to walk. He left himself time so as not to rush and arrive all sweaty. Just before leaving his apartment, he splashed on some Kudos aftershave. As he walked to meet Rebekah, it occurred to him that nothing had been said about the name of the restaurant or booking a table. He hoped there would be seats or that Rebekah would have taken care of booking. He had no idea that her father was well-known to the restauranteur and that there was always a table available for Rebekah or her family, in the restaurant they were going to eat at, this evening.

			He arrived at the station ten minutes early. He spat his mint chewing gum into a tissue and deposited it in a nearby bin. Desperate to know all about Rebekah, he didn’t want it to come across as an interrogation. What would he ask her first? She arrived at five to eight. 

			“Hello.”

			“Hello, Man-from-the-boat!” she laughed.

			“You didn’t tell me which restaurant. Have you booked?”

			“No need. My dad is known there. They always find us a table. I guess the downside is that they will probably tell my dad I have been eating with a young man!”

			“I’ll try and be on my best behaviour,” he reassured her.

			“How has your day been?” she asked.

			“Mostly spent in the library. I have an assignment due next Wednesday. How about you?”

			“I spent the morning in the world’s longest board meeting. I think it should be spelt ‘bored’ meeting,” she replied, laughing at her own joke.

			He laughed too. He loved her laughter. It was infectious.

			“And the afternoon I was revising. I have exams in two weeks. I am allowed a couple of afternoons or mornings a week to study, and not be burdened by work responsibilities.”

			They arrived at Monni’s restaurant, were greeted warmly and immediately seated at a table in a corner. Stringfellow was glad he had remembered his credit card. 

			“The usual, Miss Edelmann?”

			“Thank you.”

			The waiter disappeared and returned with a bottle of Rebekah’s favourite white wine and poured a taster for Stringfellow. He tried it and nodded. The waiter half-filled their glasses, placed a menu in front of each of them and walked off. 

			“Let’s drink to international relations,” suggested Rebekah.

			“I like the sound of that. To international relations!”

			“Now, tell me about the graduate scheme.”

			“It’s American History and Literature. I think it’s valuable to get an American perspective on the history of the United States to compare with the UK perspective.”

			“What is an American perspective? We all descend from immigrants apart from the Native Americans.”

			“Good question. At the risk of asking the obvious, are you Jewish?”

			“Yes. My great-grandparents, Eli and Sara Edelmann, came here just before the Second World War, bringing my great-aunt, Ella, and my grandfather, Itzhak. They left Germany with nothing but their clothes and their savings. My great-grandfather established the family’s law practice. My grandfather, Itzhak, was sixteen when they came. He fought in the Pacific before meeting my grandmother, Abigail, just after the war. She had escaped with her mother from Warsaw, before the Nazis’ ‘final solution’ was realised. She doesn’t talk about her past or her side of the family. I don’t think anyone else survived. My father, Reuben, was born three years after the wedding. He met my mother, Hannah, and when I came along in 1977, my father took on a partner, Saul Lindenheim. Saul was a close friend of my grandfather, Itzhak. I call him Uncle Saul. The family firm has gone from strength to strength, and now, here I am, following in my father, grandfather and great-grandfather’s footsteps.”

			“Do you have brothers and sisters?”

			“Sadly, no. My mother, Hannah, experienced complications in childbirth and so they were too afraid to try again. It’s an interesting position to be in, as my father’s daughter in the firm. What about you?”

			“My parents run a corner shop. I am the first in my family to go to university. My sister is four years older than me. She dated an American for a while. I think that’s why I chose American Studies at university. We used to argue when he came for a meal. I’ve always liked history, and that sparked an interest in American history. I think my parents were disappointed I didn’t choose law or medicine.”

			The waiter returned five minutes later to take their order. Rebekah had said she didn’t need a starter. They ordered salmon. The waiter took the menus and disappeared again. 

			“You should never live down to your parents’ disapproval. They should believe in your choices. My parents didn’t force me to study law. I just knew, from experience, I wanted to. Actually, I think I prefer the pro bono work to the paid work.”

			“And do you do a lot? Of pro bono work, that is?”

			“There is always work to do in these parts. I think inequalities will always be a part of American society, regardless of the American Dream. We have to limit the amount of pro bono we do, of course.”

			The food arrived. Stringfellow had no idea what was in the sauce, but it was mouth-wateringly good. Not a lot was said whilst they ate. Rebekah finished first. Stringfellow was two mouthfuls behind her.

			“What do you like best about living in New York?” she asked, when he finished eating.

			“The variety. There is so much choice.”

			“And what do you like least?”

			“The self-confidence that American is best.”

			“Isn’t that what everyone thinks about their own country?”

			“Probably. But it feels more gung-ho here. Are you a practising Jew?”

			“The firm doesn’t work tomorrow because it’s the Sabbath, and on Fridays, the office shuts at three o’clock to allow employees time to go home and prepare, should they wish to observe the Sabbath. I guess a lot depends on what you mean by ‘practising’. If you mean, am I Orthodox, then, no. Is it even right to label someone Reformed or Conservative or Orthodox or Hasidic or whatever other generalisation? That said, I think I do practise the essence of what it means to be Jewish. Sure, there are many amongst my people who would disagree. I only go to the synagogue for festivals, family bar mitzvahs, weddings and funerals. I am incredibly interested in the history of my people. Or better to say the story of my people as we are still writing it, for better or for worse.”

			“Why do you think so many people have hated the Jews down through history?”

			“Hmm. Good question. The Arabs have hated us since Ishmael. The story of Esther was set in Persia where a law was passed to annihilate us, but she foiled the plan. That’s why we celebrate Purim, incidentally. Every ruling power seems to have wanted to treat us badly, wherever we settled. When you have no homeland, you try to establish wealth wherever you live, so I guess when we became wealthy, people grew envious.”

			“Like Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, you mean?”

			“I think Shakespeare was not so shallow. Shylock is painted in a bad light because he wants his pound of flesh, but I think the play is much more about the difference between justice and grace.”

			“You’re probably right. And the Nazis? Why did they hate the Jews?”

			“Hitler was tapping into the already long-standing hatred of Jews and using it to his advantage. If you blame the Jews for the loss of the German Empire in World War One and suggest that making Germany great again means getting rid of the Jews, it’s easy to see how one thing leads to another.”

			“The power of propaganda.”

			“Not everyone has hated us, though. The Jewish population of New York is the largest outside of Israel. Jewish immigrants were welcomed. It hasn’t always been bad. And look at the influence Jewish people had in your own, British, society. Benjamin Disraeli was Jewish, and he made it to Prime Minister.”

			“Do you think people have hated the Jews because throughout history they’ve claimed to be God’s chosen people?”

			“Wouldn’t a better question to ask be what it means to be the people of God?”

			Stringfellow was stumped.

			The waiter reappeared with the menus.

			“Would you like dessert? Coffee?”

			Rebekah looked at Stringfellow, who nodded.

			“Thank you,” he responded, taking the menus from the waiter and handing one to Rebekah.

			The waiter moved back one pace and hovered.

			“I don’t need a menu. I know it makes me a creature of habit, but I always love the figs and mascarpone.”

			“Then I’ll have the same.”

			The waiter stepped forward again.

			“We’ll both have the figs and mascarpone, thank you,” declared Rebekah, before Stringfellow got a chance to.

			“Aah. Your favourite, Miss Edelmann,” affirmed the waiter, taking the menus. “Coffee?”

			“Please,” replied Stringfellow.

			“Yes, coffee, please.”

			The waiter disappeared and reappeared two minutes later with the figs and mascarpone. He went to attend to a couple on the other side of the restaurant who had ordered champagne. Stringfellow wondered if it was a proposal.

			“Can I ask a question?” asked Stringfellow.

			“You can ask.”

			“I know it’s a sensitive and controversial subject, but why do you think the States gives more credence to the Jews, and their homeland of Israel, than it does to the Native Americans, and their homeland here?”

			“Do we even have time over dessert and coffee to answer that question?”

			“Well then, we’ll just have to have another meal together. Or go for a walk in the park, won’t we?” suggested Stringfellow, hopefully.

			Rebekah blushed.

			“I think it has a lot to do with the Pilgrim Fathers.”

			“The Pilgrim Fathers?”

			“Yes. The myths about Thanksgiving and the American Dream.”

			“Where do the Jews fit in with that?”

			“Bear with me. We have all been led to believe that the Native Americans sat peacefully with the colonists to celebrate getting through that first winter. But the colonists stole the Native American’s land and resources and in exchange, gave them their diseases and the Protestant religion. The religion of the Pilgrim Fathers embraced the Protestant work ethic, which along with building the New Jerusalem in America, form the basis of the American Dream. Despite the constitution, our politics, on the right, are founded on certain Biblical values and a particular interpretation of Biblical prophesies that suggests the Jews have the right to Israel now. Colonial history of the United States of America, in a nutshell.”

			“Interesting. So, if I understand you correctly, the Biblical values of the political right see the Jews’ right to the land of Israel as God-given, but deny the Native Americans’ right to the land they were born in?”

			“Yes. That’s what I am saying.”

			“And how do you feel about that, as a Jew?”

			“Well, I share the pain of my people. The unbearable suffering of the Holocaust is in living memory, with technology to record it, but that pain goes back, way beyond the twentieth century. And I believe it will stretch forward, way into the future. Especially in a region where our neighbours would all prefer us not to exist as a nation. On the actual land of Israel, I don’t think it is meant to be returned to the Jews until Messiah comes. Until then it is meant to be shared. We were exiled from the Promised Land, as a consequence of our own failure to live as God intended us to live, and we were allowed to go back, but not in the same way. Incidentally, you do realise it’s largely the fault of the British, after the Second World War, that the current situation in Israel between Jews and Palestinians exists?”

			Their coffees arrived.

			“True. It was the British who gave the land to the Jews in a political settlement. It probably wasn’t theirs to give. And now we see the Zionists trying to grab more and more land.”

			“Most ordinary Jews and ordinary Palestinians would happily co-exist. This is how I see it. If the Jews living in Israel recognised Jesus as Messiah, then they shouldn’t treat the Palestinians as they do. And if the Jews don’t recognise Jesus as Messiah, they still shouldn’t treat the Palestinians as they do.”

			“I’m guessing that’s a marginal view?”

			“It’s an unusual view for a Jewish person to hold, that’s for sure.”

			“And the Native Americans today? What about their homeland?”

			“It’s virtually impossible to undo history. It’s obvious that there are serious inequalities faced by Native Americans today. The reservations have statistically higher levels of alcoholism, unemployment, social issues of many kinds, than other areas and communities. But I think those problems can be solved, if we’re prepared to free up the resources to do it. The bigger problem is the history of the land and the way successive governments have developed policies which run against the cultural and spiritual relationship of Native Americans to the land. This too flows from the Pilgrim Fathers. White history has justified dominating the land. Native American history has sought to coexist with the land.”

			“I am beginning to see why you like pro bono work best. It fits with your sense of injustice.”

			“And I would want to say, my sense of injustice flows from my Jewishness.”

			Stringfellow caught the waiter’s attention. He came over.

			“Can we have the bill, please?”

			The waiter looked quizzical.

			“The check,” interjected Rebekah, helpfully.

			“Certainly, madam, sir.”

			He went to the counter and returned with the bill, which Stringfellow paid with his credit card. It was very reasonable.

			“So, can we meet up again?” he asked, as they walked to the door.

			“I would like that. Call me in a couple of weeks and we’ll arrange something.”

			“Can I walk you home?”

			“No, thank you. I’ll be fine. I do this all the time.”

			“OK. See you soon. Thank you for a lovely evening.”

			“Thank you, Man-from-the-boat,” laughed Rebekah. “Bye.”

			“Bye.”

			Stringfellow didn’t know whether to be sad or happy. He was happy that Rebekah had agreed to meet again, but sad that she didn’t want him to call her for a couple of weeks. He didn’t realise it was just family commitments, Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, and she would be busy. Rebekah had already taken a shine to him. He was also disappointed that she didn’t want him to walk her home. Still, he would respect her wishes. It was a good start. She was fascinating as well as beautiful. He walked home faster than he had walked to the restaurant and went straight to bed. As he lay waiting for sleep to overtake him, he told himself he needed to get the photos from the boat developed as soon as possible. He wanted the photo of Rebekah in his wallet.
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			Helen was remembering her trip to New York. Not wanting to eat every breakfast, lunch and evening meal in a restaurant, one morning, she had popped into the street market, on York Avenue, between 79th and 80th Streets, to buy some provisions, and found herself exchanging pleasantries with the elderly veteran at the check-out, who was packing groceries into paper bags. 

			“Good afternoon. Thank you.”

			“Are you from England?” asked Henry Palmer.

			“Yes. I guess my accent gives it away.”

			“I was in England at the end of the second world war. A little place called Cambridge.”

			Helen made a speedy mental calculation and worked out that the man must be well into his seventies, if not over eighty.

			“Were you in the army?”

			“Yes, Ma’am!”

			“Well then, thank you for serving. Both in the war and now, packing up my groceries.”

			“You’re welcome. Been doing this for fourteen years. The shrapnel in my back lost me my last job and these guys welcomed me in.”

			Helen impulsively shook his hand, smiled, and left.

			Diagonally opposite the grocery store, towering nineteen storeys high, on the corner of 79th Street, Helen looked up to see York Tower, it’s white brick façade, gleaming in the sunlight. It looked like an expensive place to rent an apartment. She wondered how much it might have cost to live there. Not as much as an apartment on Fifth Avenue, but still a tidy sum, no doubt. 

			Helen thought about the biker she saw whilst waiting to cross 80th Street. There was a loud roar coming from along the part of 80th Street, the other side of York Avenue. A biker was accelerating as his exited the parking lot, but his fun came to an abrupt stop due to the traffic lights changing, the same lights which enabled Helen to progress along York Avenue. In her novel, she decided he would be Jordan Myers, who rode with the Harlem Knights motorcycle gang. He sat astride his Honda Goldwing, revving the throttle, impatiently. As she crossed the street, Helen could see that Jordan’s fuel tank had been painted with some sort of winged creature. She couldn’t quite see the detail, so it could have been an angel, or it could have been a dragon or an eagle. There were some skills in this life which Helen admired greatly, mostly those which were far beyond her own abilities. Amongst these were motorcycle fuel tank airbrush art and quality tattoo art. One day, probably in her sixties, Helen mused that the rebel in her would get a tattoo. Nothing too sizeable or elaborate, but a tattoo, nonetheless.

			Having crossed 80th Street, Helen walked past a coffee shop, where a young woman was sitting at a table on the terrace. Her two-year-old was strapped into a buggy, playing with a fluffy rabbit. This young mother didn’t notice her daughter throw the toy, which landed between the base of a patio heater and the boundary trellis, because she was filling in a form. Helen thought maybe, in her novel, Sandy Court could be struggling to get her head round the SCHIP forms. It was great that the Clinton administration had introduced the State Children’s Health Insurance Program. It was even refreshing that it was the bi-partisan brainchild of a Republican and a Democrat who came together to fight for the rights of the less well-off. But the targets were being missed. And with these forms, you could see why. Health insurance was an opportunity Sandy’s parents never had, and one she desperately wanted to afford her own child. What mother wouldn’t hope for a better future for her kids? Perhaps she could be wondering where she might get some help with the forms. Helen imagined the young Jewish lawyer, who Sandy had met a few months ago, might do some pro bono work for her. She would look for the business card when she got home, which lay hidden somewhere under the pile of papers on her kitchen table. When you’re someone else’s housekeeper, the last thing you want to do when you get home is tidy up. 

			Helen paused to pick up the rabbit.

			“Is this yours?” she asked, crouching down next to the buggy and holding up the rabbit. The child grinned. Sandy looked up.

			“Did she throw it again?”

			“You look like you’re having a bit of a stressful time.”

			“You have no idea! Thank you for picking up my daughter’s toy.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			Helen made a rabbit gesture to the little girl, turned and carried on up York Avenue.
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			It was a long two weeks, during which time Stringfellow busied himself with reading books and writing assignments, in the library. When, finally, he felt he had allowed enough time to lapse since their meal together, it was the weekend, and he wouldn’t be able to reach Rebekah at work. He had to wait until the Monday to call her. Again, he had to go through the switchboard.

			“Hello. How are you?”

			“I’m well thank you. How are you, Man-from-the-boat?”

			“All well here. The trees are beginning to turn. Shall we go for a walk in Central Park?”

			“That would be lovely. Saturday?”

			“Yes. Let’s meet outside the Metropolitan Museum. Shall we say two o’clock?”

			“See you then. Bye.”

			“Bye.”

			Before returning to his books, Stringfellow went to the cafeteria for some coffee. He went there most days he was on campus, and was known as “the Englishman” by the staff who served behind the counter. 

			“Good morning.”

			“Good morning. Your usual coffee?”

			“Yes, please.”

			He stood while the barista poured his drink. 

			“There you go. Have a nice day.”

			“Thank you. You too have a nice day.”

			He paid for the coffee and sat at a table near the window. The man on the adjacent table was reading a magazine, The New Yorker. He got up to leave and looked over at Stringfellow.

			“Would you like the magazine?”

			“Thank you,” replied Stringfellow, taking it from him.

			Stringfellow’s eye was drawn to an article in which the celebrated novelist, Toni Morrison, described Bill Clinton as ‘our first black president,’ due to his disadvantaged background. ‘Blacker than any actual black person who could ever be elected in our children’s lifetime. After all, Clinton displays almost every trope of blackness: single-parent household, born poor, working class, saxophone-playing, McDonald’s-and-junk-food-loving boy from Arkansas’. It had been a tough year for Clinton, and Morrison was speaking up against the mistreatment he had experienced at the hands of the public. He thought that the article would appeal to Rebekah. Stringfellow found he was becoming more sensitive to the minorities around him. Wherever he went, he seemed to notice, more than he had before, the pawns in New York society, the people who are overlooked, the ones who appeared to have neither power nor influence, the ones on the wrong end of injustice. He finished his coffee and returned to the library desk where he had left his books.
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			Saturday dawned, and Stringfellow woke early. He showered, shaved and ironed some clothes, but remained in his pyjamas. He decided to try and work on an assignment for the rest of the morning. Too distracted to start writing it, he could at least plan it. He was hungry by twelve, so made some pancakes and fried some bacon. Annoyingly, he had run out of maple syrup. It would take too long to fetch some, and he would have to change out of his pyjamas. In any case, the bacon and pancakes would be cold. He wondered whether honey would work. It was an interesting flavour, his mind was expecting something else, but it wasn’t so bad. After all, you eat honey-roast ham. It was time to get changed and think about walking over to the Metropolitan Museum. 

			It was still quite mild for the time of year. He was hoping it would get a lot colder because he wanted to experience the celebrated east-coast autumn trees, and the colours were dependent on a significant drop in temperature. He walked steadily along 83rd Street, all the way to the park. Rebekah was waiting by the entrance to the museum.

			“Hello.”

			“Hello, Man-from-the-boat.”

			Stringfellow really liked that she seemed to have developed a nickname for him. They set off along one of the paths into Central Park.

			“How has work been?”

			“I got to do some pro bono work. A lot of families need support with the SCHIP, at the moment. There have also been a number of evictions to appeal against.”

			“Have you had any success?”

			“Yes. The problem, time and time again, is not that the people are wrong, but that they don’t have someone to speak up for them. As soon as a fancy lawyer takes on the developer or the government department, they tend to back down. It shows up how unjust the system is.”

			“Did you see the article in The New Yorker?”

			“Which article?”

			“The one where Toni Morrison described Clinton as the first black president?”

			“Yes, I did. She will very soon grow to regret it because her comment will be taken out of context and misinterpreted. She’ll get harangued, especially in the right-wing press.”

			“Do you agree with her?”

			“Yes and no. I understand what she was saying. It’s the way black people are treated, people jumping to negative conclusions, assuming they are guilty. It’s not just the disadvantage, although that is surely an indictment of our society. Our inequalities between black and white go back to the slave trade. That said, I can assure you, there are also many white people who are disadvantaged and face similar issues and challenges. We need to stand up against injustice wherever it is, and even more so, where it’s at the heart of the system itself.”

			A jogger ran past.

			“Do you play sports?” asked Stringfellow.

			“Not really. I just walk a lot. I keep heels at work and arrive in sneakers. You?”

			“I used to play football for my school, but now I just kick a ball around with friends, once in a while. I have a bicycle back home.”

			“When you say ‘football’ you mean ‘soccer’ don’t you?”

			“Yes. Soccer,” he laughed. “Your football is more like our rugby, a game that I have never really wanted to play. Too much chance of getting your neck broken. Some schools in the UK make rugby the number one sport. The state schools tend to have football, sorry, soccer, as their main winter sport. In the summer, we tend to play cricket, of course.”

			“Major League Soccer has only been around for a couple of years. Soccer was played, but not in a big way, prior to the 1994 World Cup. Part of the deal was that soccer would be established in a better way, here in the States. Now there are some big names, often coming towards the end of their European or Latin American playing careers. We have a team here, the New York/New Jersey MetroStars. Our claim to fame is to have signed the first Major League Soccer signing, Tab Ramos.”

			“You know a lot about soccer!”

			“I had to represent a player in a signing. I can’t tell you which one for client confidentiality reasons, of course.”

			A police officer on horseback approached them.

			“I would love to own a horse!” declared Rebekah.

			“What’s stopping you?”

			“Where would I keep a horse in Manhattan?” she laughed. “Maybe one day I will earn enough money to buy a ranch.”

			The police officer nodded as he went past.

			“I bet that’s a great job to have.”

			“I think there are some people who get paid for doing something they love. Others grit their teeth and go to work because they must. I think I am one of the privileged ones. I love what I do, when I am representing the underdog. Do you know what you will do, when you finish your studies?”

			“The obvious thing to do is to become a lecturer. To stay at university and teach and do research. There are not many positions available though. But that’s my hope. To complete my doctorate and become a university lecturer. Then I, too, would be doing what I love.”

			They had, more or less, walked full circle.

			“Shall we get a coffee?”

			“I can’t, today. Family meal later.”

			“Can I call you next week?”

			“Yes.”

			“Enjoy your meal.”

			“Thanks.” 

			“Bye. Maybe, see you next week?”

			“Bye, Man-from-the-boat!”

			As Stringfellow walked back along 83rd Street, he tried to work out what Rebekah felt towards him. It was difficult to know. She seemed to have a relaxed way with him. They certainly laughed at a lot of similar things. They had plenty to talk about. He wanted to date her, officially, to start a relationship with her. He wanted to kiss her, to make love to her. He just wasn’t sure if she wanted a relationship with him. 

			He arrived back at his apartment, put on a CD, Tchaikovsky’s sixth symphony, and set about cooking a steak, which he ate with some salad. As he opened a bottle of beer, he realised how much he missed English bitter and Guinness. Maybe, he would find one of the Irish bars in Manhattan and quench his thirst memories. There wasn’t a lot he missed, but beer was at the top of the list. He was the son of shop owners. His tastes were down to earth. That said, his taste for classical music, some classical music, was something he had acquired at university. He wondered what Rebekah liked to listen to.
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			As Helen remembered the day when she walked up York Avenue, she recalled an elderly woman, sitting on a flattened cardboard box, against the wall behind the bus stop, between 81st and 82nd Street. In her hand was a polystyrene cup. Her unkempt white hair was half-covered by a paisley-print head-square. Her camel hair coat was filthy. The shoes on her feet could have been Prada, now scuffed and cracking, with a gaping hole where her bunion pressed against the leather. Helen looked into her watery eyes, which were set deep in the emaciated sockets, her bony cheeks now red from the wind, not the blusher she had worn, in years gone by. The coat and shoes were over twenty years old. Perhaps, Helen imagined, Melanie Waterman had once carried them with grace and finesse, but her catwalk days were long gone. Once celebrated amongst New York trend-setters, she had grown too partial to cocaine. The white powder had lost her the career she loved. Treatment inflicted on such a beautiful woman by other inmates, in the state penitentiary, had traumatised her. When she was released, her family rejected her, along with the friends who had once surrounded her. The savings she had set aside had been defrauded by her agent, during her stay in prison, and having squandered the money, he had overdosed on heroin. She had nothing to live on, nowhere to go and no one to stand alongside, and having returned to her habit, ended up on the streets. Helen felt in her pocket and pulled out two quarters which she placed in the polystyrene cup. 

			“Thank you,” mumbled Melanie. 

			Helen smiled at her and continued on her way. This scene would fit just as easily into her novel. Melanie Waterman could have been born fourteen years earlier and still have experienced a similar existence.

			Almost like it was yesterday, Helen remembered looking across York Avenue and seeing an older man, wearing a black shirt with priest’s collar, come out of the York Hill apartments. A few months after Helen’s visit, Bishop Matthew Clark would resign as Roman Catholic Bishop of Rochester Diocese due to ill health, but before his retirement, he would be involved in investigations pertaining to the worldwide abuse scandal within the Roman Catholic church, which left so few parishes untouched. Perhaps he had been visiting a survivor, in the York Hill apartments. In 1998, he would have been sixty-one and been in post for nineteen years. Helen thought it was likely, that there would have been cases back then. Whether they were known to the bishop, at that time, was a whole other matter, but the scenario could be used in her novel.

			The next block along, between 82nd and 83rd Streets, Helen found herself walking towards a young man with a white stick. In a few paces they would need to negotiate the narrower sidewalk between the building and a tree, or else collide. Hunter Briscoe walked confidently with his stick, but today, the sidewalk was not busy. Helen wondered how he managed when it was busier. Although blind, the young man made quite a fashion statement. He wore an orange shirt and light blue suit. His brown suede Oxford brogues were slightly worn down on the outside of the heels. Purple tie. Really? Was that meant to be retro? How did he know what colours to wear? The end of his stick found the recess in the concrete where the tree had been planted and traced round the edge of the concrete slabs. He had passed the obstacle many times before, but on this occasion, a careless dog-walker had failed to clean up after their pet. Helen anticipated that in a split second, the stick would strike the dog mess.

			“Stop!” she shouted at the young man.

			Hunter froze.

			“I didn’t mean to startle you, but your stick was about to find some dog muck.”

			Hunter pulled his stick away. 

			“Thank you. It’s so annoying when people don’t clean up after their dogs.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			“I find my way along by the trees. Unfortunately, so do the dogs! You, have a nice day, now.”

			“And you.”

			Another cameo that would sit well in her novel.
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			It was the Sabbath. Rebekah didn’t always eat with her family on the Sabbath, but this weekend she was. It was Sukkot, the Feast of Tabernacles, when the Jews remember the time they spent in the wilderness, and how God protected them, on their way to the Promised Land. Sometimes, families lived in a makeshift, outdoor, wooden shelter or even in an actual tent. Others made a symbolic, indoor shelter with branches, sometimes eating meals in it, if there was room. This was one of the festivals that Rebekah celebrated with her family.

			She was happy to see her cousins and uncle and aunt. Her mother was a little more stressed than usual, but due to the customs, not a lot of actual work took place during the festival. Her father would wear his kippah, prayer shawl and phylacteries during the Sukkot. As a child, Rebekah had studied the Torah, Prophets and Writings, but had stopped in her teenage years. Every year, her parents would give her a calendar with the Torah portion for each day, and most evenings she read it. For Rebekah, her faith was an internal thing. She practised the bare minimum of outward religion, like the three main pilgrim festivals. Her heart was drawn to the Prophets, as much as it was to the Torah.

			The whole of the dining room had been turned into a shelter. The table was spread when she arrived. “Blessed are you, Lord our God, King of the universe, who has sanctified us with his commandments, and commanded us to dwell in the sukkah,” pronounced her father. A Psalm was said. Wine flowed and stories were shared. It was good to eat a simple meal with her family and connect with her roots.

			After the meal, when the cousins, aunt and uncle had left, Reuben settled into his armchair and Rebekah managed to grab a few moments with her mother. 

			“Hey, Mum!”

			“How are you? It was great to have you here this evening.”

			“Yes. I enjoyed it. It’s good to connect with family and roots, but you know how I feel about practising my faith.”

			“I know, I know.”

			“Mum. I think I’ve met someone.”

			“You think?”

			“Well, I have met someone. It’s early days. We have had a meal at Monni’s and been for a walk around Central Park. Just before I came here, in fact. We will do something next week. He’s English. Here on a graduate programme for the year. We have lots to talk about. I really like him.”

			“Are you seeking my blessing? Or just sharing some news?”

			“A bit of both, I guess. He isn’t Jewish. His name is Ian. I met him on the ferry, a few weeks ago.”

			“Well, if you want my advice, I would just say, see how it goes. There’s no hurry. Keep talking to each other. Don’t rush in. Keep focused on your law training. When you’re ready, introduce him to your father and me.”

			“Thanks, Mum. I think that’s probably all I needed to hear.”

			Hannah held out her arms inviting a hug. Rebekah responded.

			“Are you taking a taxi back? You know I worry about you.”

			“I worry more about being in a taxi than I do about walking, but it is a bit of a way, and it is late.”

			“The bed in the spare room is always made up. You’re welcome to stay until tomorrow morning. You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

			“Thanks, Mum. Let’s have another glass of wine and I’ll stay over.”

			Hannah poured another glass of wine for herself and Rebekah, and they sat down in front of the television. Reuben was fast asleep. They turned the volume down as far as they could whilst still being able to hear what was said and watched the news headlines. It was all about the impeachment proceedings which had started a couple of days before.

			“Do you think he’s guilty?” asked Rebekah.

			“Guilty of having an affair? Guilty of lying about it? Guilty of misusing women? We’re all guilty of many things, but most of us don’t get found out and most of us are not in the public eye. When the press decides to go for the jugular, they forget about the pain caused to the families. I feel for Hilary and Chelsea in this.”

			“What about Monica Lewinsky? Do you feel for her?”

			“I feel sad for both of them. We will probably never know the whys and wherefores, who initiated relations between them, whether she wanted to gain from it. The moment it became public knowledge, the truth became political.” 

			“I agree. An impeachment isn’t about the truth. It’s an opportunity to try and gain political ground. To discredit your opponent. Then, you have to consider the make-up of the senate. Democrats will vote in favour, Republicans against, regardless of the evidence.”

			“And don’t forget the money. It’s an opportunity for lawyers to make millions. And I say that as someone who’s married to a lawyer.”

			“I think that’s one of the reasons why I wanted to follow in Dad’s footsteps. It’s not about the million-dollar lawsuits, for me. It’s about the pro bono work, where the only thing that matters, is helping truth to speak to power.”

			“That’s my girl!”

			At the end of the news, Hannah got up to put the kettle on.

			“Camomile tea?”

			“That would be great. Thanks. Let me get it.”

			Hannah nodded and smiled. Rebekah went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. Hannah joined her.

			“I thought you were putting your feet up while I make the tea!”

			“I was, but I wanted to get us some chocolate.”

			Hannah reached up to the top shelf where the chocolate was kept. She was expecting to find half a bar. Her fingers searched left and right, but no chocolate could be found.

			“Oh dear. No chocolate, I’m afraid. That’ll be your father! He really should be looking after his cholesterol.”

			They took their cups of camomile tea back into the sitting room and watched an episode of Friends. At the end, Hannah placed a blanket over Reuben, who was still sleeping soundly, and walked towards their bedroom.

			“Goodnight, Mum.”

			“Goodnight, Darling.”

			Rebekah went to the bathroom and rubbed some toothpaste across her teeth with a finger as she didn’t have a toothbrush with her. She took the empty cups and saucers into the kitchen, poured a glass of water, and took herself off to bed. The spare room was Rebekah’s old bedroom, but since she had moved into her own flat, it had been redecorated. She didn’t mind. It was a milestone. And the fact that she was now sleeping in it as a ‘guest’ just reassured her she was welcome home anytime. As she lay there waiting for sleep, she wondered what Ian Stringfellow thought about her, felt about her. But before she fell asleep, her ever active mind started to think about what might be accomplished in the next couple of weeks at the Wye River Summit. President Clinton would be bringing together Israeli Prime Minister, Benjamin Nethanyahu, and Palestinian President, Yasser Arafat, to discuss anti-terrorism measures by the Palestinians and land transfer from the Israelis, in order to keep the Oslo peace process alive.
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			Helen crossed over 83rd Street. Just along, on the north side of the street, in an apartment building without a doorman service, she saw a young man put a brown grocery bag on the floor and take a key out from his pocket. She imagined a life for this young man as a graduate student. What name should she give him? He would be on an exchange programme, studying at New York, no, Princeton University. With rents as high as they were, in Manhattan, living in that apartment would be unlikely, unless he knew the owner. She would give him an indulgent uncle, Uncle Max, and the graduate student would be called Ian Stringfellow. 

			On the next block, between 84th and 85th Streets, she walked past an Irish pub. Helen decided to go a couple of blocks further up York Avenue, to a cash machine, and then, to buy herself a half of Guinness, in the Irish pub, in order to get some change for bus and subway tickets. 

			Crossing 85th Street, she found herself in a boxing match. A few paces ahead, dancing around the pavement, was a man who she thought might be schizophrenic, because Charlie Johnson was talking to himself whilst shadow boxing. Helen only narrowly avoided being caught with a left hook. The young man was clearly agitated, although he didn’t appear to be aggressive. In fact, he had presence of mind enough to acknowledge he had nearly punched Helen, looking past her, but apologising to her.

			“Sorry,” Charlie blurted out.

			“No worries. That’s a great looking hook, you’ve got there. Are you a southpaw?”

			Charlie stopped shadow boxing and muttering to himself. No one ever tried to have a conversation with him.

			“I’m going to be world champion, one day,” he declared.

			“Well, you keep practising. Good luck,” replied Helen, certain that it was only in his dreams, that the young man would be world champion. She hoped the young man had a safe place to live and the support he needed. It would be easy enough to introduce Charlie Johnson in her novel.

			When Helen reached the bank, on the next block, a man, possibly in his fifties, was growing increasingly frustrated with the cash machine. Helen noticed that the bottoms of his jeans were frayed at the heel, and his shirt collar was threadbare. She stood a few paces back and to the side, to give him privacy, and watched him insert his card twice, go through the stages of keying in instructions, and not receiving any money. 

			“It’s got no money,” declared Tony Chandler, snatching his card and turning towards Helen. She thought she would try her card, anyway, and was about to insert it, when she noticed that the machine was only dispensing twenty-dollar bills. She keyed in her pin code and took out forty dollars. It occurred to her that the man must have had less than twenty dollars to spend in his account and couldn’t take out any less. Helen felt sad for him. His clothing and the debacle at the cash machine suggested he had little disposable income. Tony set off in search of another cash machine that would let him take out ten dollars, to go and buy nappies and formula milk. Helen thought she would include a man like Tony Chandler in her novel. 
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			Stringfellow called Rebekah, again, on the following Tuesday. He hoped it wasn’t too soon. The week before, he had got himself a mobile phone, or cell phone as the Americans liked to call them. He would give her his cell phone number, next time they met, in the hope it wasn’t always him who called. 

			“Please could you connect me with Rebekah Edelmann.”

			“Is that Mr Stringfellow?” asked the receptionist.

			“Did you recognise my accent?”

			“Yes, I did. Connecting you now. Have a nice day.”

			Stringfellow hated the fact that everyone else knew his business, but unless Rebekah called him, that was how it had to be. 

			“Hello, Man-from-the-boat,” Rebekah greeted him, without waiting for him to speak.

			“Hello, Rebekah. Did you have a nice time at your parents?”

			“I did, thank you. Would you like to go and see Shadrach with me?”

			“Shadrach?”

			“Yes. It’s an independent film about a former slave who wants to be buried where he was born, but it’s against the law.”

			“I’d love to. Sounds just the sort of case you’d take on!”

			“Absolutely. It’s based on a short story by William Styron.”

			“I’ve read Sophie’s Choice. Styron is a writer I want to study more of.”

			“There’s a movie theatre on Third Avenue and 59th Street, where it’s showing. Meet me there at half past seven on Friday evening.”

			“Great. Look forward to it.”

			“See you on Friday.”

			“Bye.”

			After he’d hung up, Stringfellow went to the library and looked up the book on which the film was based. He skim-read it over a cup of coffee, just to have a rough idea of what to expect. He wondered how many doctorates had been written about Styron’s works. But now, he had to continue with his assignment on Edgar Allan Poe.
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			Before heading back to the Irish pub, Helen looked across York Avenue to where the Garson Tower, a sixteen-storey condominium, dominated the block. Her eyes followed the building to the top. She wondered what it was like to live so far up. The views would be amazing, but she would never want to open her windows, for fear of the cats she owned, jumping out. This building was not as attractive as York Tower, having a red brick façade, not white. Helen imagined the penthouse. What would you have to earn to afford the penthouse? How many of the Hollywood films she had watched, allowed their protagonists to live in a penthouse? How the other half lives! Manhattan was a fascinating place, but if she could afford a penthouse, Helen thought she would much prefer to live in the countryside, in a house with land.

			A few paces back down York Avenue, Helen spotted a man with a motorcycle helmet, on the opposite side, between 86th and 85th Streets, waving frantically and shouting something she couldn’t quite make out, at a passing car. The delivery driver pulled his scooter back on its stand and started to unstrap the bungee cords from around a pile of five pizza boxes. Justin Weaver was clearly rattled by the car driver who had failed to notice the indicators, as he slowed to find a gap between the parked vehicles, and almost ran into the back of him. There had been no collision, but there might have been. Justin worked four part-time jobs, to support his young family, after having been made redundant from his factory job. He was on a strict time limit. The Pony Express Delivery Service policy meant, if the pizzas didn’t get to their destination within thirty minutes of the order being taken, he had to pay for any replacements, should the customer complain. Four large pizzas would have been expensive. It seemed to Helen that pizza delivery riders had been around for years, so Justin would appear in her novel.

			At the corner of 84th Street, a man with a pinky-purple shirt and large hanging cross, visible between the lapels of his open jacket, stood with his phone to his ear. Helen knew that in the Episcopalian Church, bishops often wore such shirts. She had absolutely no idea who the current bishop was, but were she to have researched the late nineties, when the first part of her novel was set, she would have found, at that time, that the bishop was the Right Reverend Richard F. Grein. Helen decided that the bishop had been invited to a reception, and preferring the personal touch, he had taken time out of his busy schedule to deliver some books to the Chapin School, where their Centre for Learning and Research had recently been dedicated. Helen surmised his phone call was to inform him of a change of plan. 
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			Friday soon came around. Stringfellow got off his bus two stops early to call in at the photographic shop and pick up the photos from the ferry trip. He couldn’t wait to get home and opened the envelope as soon as he had left the shop. The photos of Rebekah were stunning. He put them back into the envelope and walked to the grocery store to pick up some milk before heading back to his apartment. 

			Once indoors, he put the milk carton in the fridge, washed his hands, and cut one of the photos of Rebekah so that it fitted into his wallet. The other one he stuck on his fridge door. He thought about getting a frame and kicked himself for not having done so when he was in the photographic shop. His stomach was rumbling. There was some leftover chicken stew in the fridge which he decanted into an ovenproof dish and put into the oven to heat through. While it was warming, he took a shower and shaved. 

			The chicken stew was a little dry, but still tasty enough. Stringfellow really had to make the effort to cook sometimes. It was so easy to just eat baked potatoes or bread and cheese. Spending three quarters of an hour preparing something that he could eat in five minutes seemed unnecessary. If he were cooking for someone else, that might be different. He wondered whether he should invite Rebekah for a meal. There was a strawberry yoghurt in the fridge which needed to be used by yesterday. It would be fine still, so he polished it off for dessert and did the washing up. All that was left to do was iron his shirt and trousers and get ready.

			When he got to the cinema, Rebekah was waiting. She had even bought tickets.

			“Hello, Man-from-the-boat,” she greeted him. “My treat,” she added, holding up the tickets.

			“Thank you. Do we have time to get a drink before the film starts?”

			“I’ll pass on that, thank you. I am very tired. I don’t want to fall asleep in the theatre.”

			“OK. Well, how about a coffee instead?”

			“You’ve persuaded me. Let’s get a coffee.”

			There was a restaurant just along the block. It was an awkward time of day just to get a coffee, but there were tables free, and the waiter welcomed them. 

			“We need to get back to the theatre,” said Rebekah, looking at her watch.

			They finished up their coffees and went back to the cinema to find their seats.

			“Actually, I think I need the bathroom first.”

			“Good plan,” replied Stringfellow getting up and following her out.

			They had hardly got back to their seats, when the lights dimmed, and the adverts came up on the screen. Stringfellow wanted to hold her hand, but he thought it was still too soon. Rebekah wanted to hold Stringfellow’s hand but wondered if he thought it was still too soon. The film was excellent. “What did you think?” asked Rebekah as they left the theatre.

			“Eye-opening.”

			“I absolutely loved the bit where Paul sees Shadrach for the first time and sits with his head on his shoulder. The innocence of childhood. Racism is not something anyone is born with.”

			“Do you think racial inequalities will ever disappear?”

			“I doubt it. Even when we legislate, bigots find ways round it. It’s a lot worse in the deep south, but it still happens here in NYC.”

			“Wasn’t the Civil War all about slavery?”

			“It definitely started that way. And slavery was abolished at the end of the war. Some slaves were freed by Abraham Lincoln during the war, and they joined in the fight. It brought about changes in our constitution. The 13th Amendment ended slavery, the 14th guaranteed them equal protection under the law, and the 15th Amendment gave black men the right to vote. I am really interested in the 14th Amendment, because it’s the one so many minority groups call on today. Sorry, you probably knew all that from your studies.”

			“I had forgotten which amendment was which!” replied Stringfellow, smiling graciously. “It’s very clever the way they outwit the sheriff, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, and I love the fact that Vernon Dabney goes to such lengths to support Shadrach’s wishes, even though, he has a rant about black people. The whole Dabney family are really, quite funny. Their hearts are good.”

			“It was so sad that they had to clean up Shadrach outside the toilet that was for whites only. As for having to be buried in a black cemetery. It makes me cross, and that’s an understatement.”

			“Shall I walk you home?” suggested Stringfellow, fully expecting Rebekah to refuse.

			“I’m all good,” she laughed, “but thank you. Shall we go for another meal next week?”

			“That would be great!” replied Stringfellow, almost before she’d finished the invitation. “I’ll call you. Same place or somewhere else?”

			“Same place. I’ll meet you there at eight o’clock on Friday. No need to call, now!”

			“I hate having to go through the switchboard. I feel spied on.”

			“Me too.”

			“Here’s my cell phone number, if you’d like it,” he suggested, handing her a piece of paper.

			“Great, thanks.”

			“See you next week, then.”

			“Bye. Stay safe.”

			“You, stay safe, too.”

			They walked off in different directions, her to find a bus stop on Madison, him to walk back to his apartment.
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			In Helen’s reminiscing, she arrived back at the Irish pub. A band were playing folk music. It was made up of four men playing bodhran, fiddle, tin whistle and concertina, and with a lady singing. The pub was about half full and she was served straight away. 

			“Please could I have some coins in the change. I need them for the bus.”

			“Are you from England?”

			“Yes.”

			“There’s your change. Enjoy your drink.”

			“Thank you.”

			Helen turned round to look for a seat and sat down at the table next to a man who was nursing the last inch of a half pint of Guinness. As Helen sat down, he leaned towards her.

			“The name’s Patrick O’Connor,” he declared, not being at all creepy.

			“Hi. I’m Helen,” she replied a little awkwardly, deliberately leaving off her surname.

			“What wonderful music it is, to be sure.”

			“Yes, it is,” replied Helen. 

			“You’re not from here, are you?”

			“No. I’m from the United Kingdom. You sound like you’re from Ireland.”

			“Me, I’m from Galway.”

			“How long have you been in Manhattan?”

			“Thirty-five years.”

			“Do you come here to remind you of Ireland?”

			“You’ll find me here most days, regular as clockwork. It makes me feel like I’m back home, to be sure.”

			“Do you think you’ll ever go back to Ireland?”

			“I would go tomorrow if I could afford a ticket. Labouring’s been hard since I broke my hip, and I spent all my savings on medical care.”

			Helen looked at Patrick’s glass.

			“Can I get you a drink Mr. O’Connor?”

			“Call me Patrick and yes, please.”

			Helen got up and went over to the bar where she bought two more halves of Guinness. Her response had been out of compassion. With many years of experience of working alongside homeless or unemployed men, she didn’t give a second thought to buying him a drink. As she pocketed the change, it occurred to her he might get the wrong impression. If he did, she was never going to see him again. The glasses were filled to the brim, and she spilt a little as she carried them back to the table. She gave Patrick the one which she hadn’t spilt. 

			“Thank you. You’re a generous woman. I can tell.”

			“Where do you labour?”

			“Wherever I can get the work.”

			“What’s the tallest building you’ve ever worked on in New York?”

			“Not long after I arrived in New York, I got a job working on the Trump Tower. It was the first time I’d worked on a skyscraper. Watched a man die when the sidewalk collapsed. A bit later on, there was a fire, and they had to rescue a crane operator. The funny thing was they hired a woman as the boss. Everyone ignored her. Worst of it, some people say, the concrete was supplied by the Mafia.”

			“Do you get paid more for working on a tall building?”

			“Let me tell you, they took Trump’s company to court over unpaid pensions and medical insurance. And a whole load of Polish immigrants got cheated, too. It went from appeal to appeal, and some of them died waiting for justice.”

			“That’s terrible.”

			“It is, to be sure.”

			Helen reached the bottom of her glass, made her excuses and left. 
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			The waiter had just seated Stringfellow and Rebekah at their table when in walked Reuben with Saul Lindenheim, his business partner and oldest friend. Having been asleep when Rebekah told her mother about Stringfellow, and Hannah not having shared her daughter’s news, he was a little surprised to see them. 

			“My dad!” Rebekah alerted Stringfellow.

			He walked over, with Lindenheim a couple of paces behind. Stringfellow stood up and held out his hand. 

			“Mr Edelmann, I’m Ian Stringfellow. Pleased to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

			“Rebekah?” responded Reuben, taking Stringfellow’s hand, but looking at his daughter.

			“Hi, Dad. This is my good friend Ian. I told Mum about him at Sukkot.”

			“You womenfolk, always keeping your secrets. I don’t know,” he laughed, squeezing Stringfellow’s hand and smiling.

			“And this is Saul Lindenheim,” Rebekah introduced him. “My Uncle Saul.” 

			Stringfellow shook his hand.

			“May we join you?” asked Reuben, “I would love to get to know you, Ian.”

			They could hardly refuse. At least things were not as awkward as they might have been, given that this was a chance meeting.

			“Of course,” smiled Stringfellow, gesturing to the waiter to bring two chairs.

			“I’m paying, of course,” insisted Reuben, as he sat down.

			“Well, Ian. I can tell you’re from across the Pond, aren’t you?”

			“Yes, Sir. I’m from Reading, in Berkshire.”

			“And what brings you to New York?”

			“I’m on a graduate programme in American History and Literature.”

			“And how did you meet my daughter?”

			“On the ferry.”

			“Dad, Ian and I have been dating for a few weeks now. We’ve been for a meal, a walk and to the cinema. This is our second meal together.”

			“I hope your intentions are all honourable, Ian,” he laughed, although Rebekah and Stringfellow knew he was being perfectly serious. “Let’s order some food. I’m starving. Saul and I come here once a month. We talk shop, but it’s only in a dreaming and problem-solving way, but we try to avoid talking about the nitty-gritty.”

			“And we promise to avoid talking about work this evening,” Saul intervened, smiling.

			The waiter brought over a bottle of champagne and the menus.

			“On the house, Mr Edelmann. We just want to toast your daughter and her friend. It was so nice to serve them the other evening.”

			“Thank you, Roberto.”

			Rebekah blushed.

			After a few moments of silence whilst everyone read the menu, Reuben suggested, “Chicken and mushrooms everyone?”

			“Excellent choice,” agreed Saul. 

			“Fine with me,” added Stringfellow.

			Rebekah nodded. Reuben called Roberto over and ordered their meal, along with wine and green salad.

			“My daughter will make a jolly fine lawyer, one day. She’ll probably cost me an arm and a leg in pro bono work, mind,” he joked.

			“I admire Rebekah’s passion for the disadvantaged,” responded Stringfellow.

			“She helps me remember where I came from. We all need a helping hand at some point in our lives. It’s good to help others.”

			“Was it hard for you in the beginning?” Stringfellow found the confidence to ask.

			“My grandparents, Eli and Sara, arrived in New York just before the Second World War. They had to leave behind everything but the cash they could smuggle out of Germany. My father, Itzhak, Rebekah’s grandfather, was sixteen. They started a law firm from scratch. My father was due to follow in my grandfather’s footsteps when the war in the Pacific started and he was drafted in 1940. Thanks be to God he came home to tell the tale. Saul here has his own traumatic story to tell. His family didn’t make it out of Germany. He thinks his younger brother, Benjamin, made it to England, but they lost touch. Isn’t that so, Saul?”

			Saul nodded. He didn’t really like to talk about the past. 

			“Saul is two years older than my grandfather and has been part of the family since they arrived in New York. Where was I? Yes, my father met my mother, Abigail, Rebekah’s grandmother, just after the war. I was born in 1949. When I grew up, I studied law, like my father and grandfather. I met Rebekah’s mother, Hannah, at a student dance, in 1970. I fell in love at first sight, but we didn’t get married until two years later. Rebekah, our blessing from God, finally arrived in 1977. That was when Uncle Saul here became a partner in the firm. So now we are Edelmann and Lindenheim. Hannah and I had to try for several years before Rebekah came along. And then there were complications, so we couldn’t have any more children. As you can see, my daughter is very special to me.”

			“And you’re very protective, aren’t you, Dad?”

			“I think I understand, Mr Edelmann. Rest assured I have only honourable intentions.” And with an audacity he didn’t recognise, added, “I understand the falling in love at first sight. I really do.”

			Rebekah blushed and was relieved that at just the right moment, the waiter arrived with their food. He poured some wine for Mr Edelmann to taste, who duly obliged and nodded in approval. Everyone tucked in and there was a lengthy silence, broken only by an appreciative, “This is very good,” from Saul.

			“What do you think about the Wye River Memorandum, Dad?” asked Rebekah. “Do you think it’s rescued the Oslo process?”

			“Well, it certainly hasn’t been an easy couple of years, what with Rabin being assassinated and Netanyahu being anti-Oslo. There can be no justification for the Hamas suicide bombings. It looks like Israel is giving up a bit more of the occupied territory and the Palestinian Authority has agreed to get rid of weapons and clamp down on those who incite violence against Israel. The States were also supposed to play our part in cracking down on militants. Do I think it will last? I pray that it might, but I don’t think it will.”

			“If you ask me,” interjected Saul, “I think this whole process has become an American political tool, handled by various presidents to their own advantage. What other international issue has so much influence over American politics?”

			“Have you ever been to Israel?” asked Stringfellow.

			“I went on a business trip before Rebekah was born,” responded Reuben.

			“I have taken part in a week-long pilgrimage to Jerusalem, a couple of years ago,” added Saul.

			“I would very much like to visit,” declared Rebekah, “but my father thinks it’s too dangerous, right now.”

			“I think it’s too dangerous, anytime,” agreed Reuben, winking at Rebekah.

			Roberto came and cleared the plates and returned with four plates of tiramisu and a bottle of cognac.

			“I’ll go and fetch some glasses.”

			“Not tonight, thank you, Roberto. Not with Rebekah and Ian here. Just some coffee please.”

			“Very good, Mr Edelmann,” replied the waiter, taking away the bottle of cognac.

			“We can spend hours here, chatting away over cognac,” confessed Saul.

			The waiter returned with some coffees.

			“Thank you, Roberto. Put it all on my tab, will you?”

			“Certainly, Mr Edelmann.”

			Over their coffee, Reuben returned to questioning Stringfellow.

			“What are your plans after college, Ian?”

			“I very much want to do a doctorate and become a university lecturer.”

			“Where would you do that?”

			“I don’t yet know. A lot depends on which universities have funding, but who wouldn’t want to end up teaching in Oxford or Cambridge?”

			“I wish you every success.”

			“Thank you.”

			They finished their coffees and left. Reuben left a hefty tip. He would settle up at the end of the month, by cheque.

			“It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Ian.”

			“You too, Mr Edelmann. Mr Lindenheim.”

			“I’ll call you,” said Rebekah, catching Stringfellow’s eye.

			“Bye, Rebekah. I look forward to seeing you again, soon.”

			“Bye, Man-from-the-boat,” she whispered, subtly stepping past him at close quarters.

			Stringfellow walked off along 85th Street. Rebekah returned to her flat and Saul hailed a yellow cab. Rebekah couldn’t stop thinking about Stringfellow’s comment that he completely got the idea of love at first sight.
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			Having left the Irish pub, Helen continued south along York Avenue. She was wending her way to the subway station on 72nd Street and Second Avenue. Passing the block between 83rd and 84th Streets, she noticed that the entire length, on the opposite side of the avenue, was taken up by a row of interesting red-brick buildings, joined into a terrace. Unusually, for the avenues of Manhattan, they were only five storeys high. The buildings had been constructed in the early part of the twentieth century and had a look about them, which made it easy for Helen to imagine them during the Depression. Helen decided, for the purposes of her novel, that at the end of the twentieth century, they would all have been owned by a rather disreputable businessman, by the name of Sydney King. Some say he had links to the Mob. He had made his fortune buying up dilapidated apartment buildings, forcing out the tenants, through astronomical rent hikes, rather than refurbishing their dwellings, and selling the apartments, which were only improved once the tenants had moved out, for the highest price he could get. She imagined him standing smugly, at the window, looking out onto York Avenue, looking down on a couple who had fallen on hard times, who he had just evicted.

			Further down from Sydney King’s apartment buildings, Helen looked across to see a limousine, parked against the pavement. The driver jumped out and rushed into the laundrette, on the corner. The passenger caught Helen’s eye. The rear window was wound down, and Helen was absolutely convinced that even though the lady peering through it was probably in her fifties, she looked like none other than Regina Richards, of Baby Love fame. Born in Brooklyn and educated in Manhattan, she had become a regular at music venues around New York. Her single charted at number ten in the States, and although something of a one-hit wonder, from the 1986 success, she was able to enjoy the trappings of a chauffeur-driven limousine. Further fame had come with her involvement with McGruff the Crime Dog, an anti-drugs promotion that ran well into the nineties. It would be easy for Helen to incorporate the younger, thirty-something Regina, in her novel.

			Helen’s hotel was just off Sixth Avenue, a bit below Central Park. The line from 72nd Street and Second Avenue would take her to 49th Street and Fifth Avenue, a short walk from her hotel. 
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			During her lunch break on Tuesday, Rebekah rang Stringfellow’s mobile. Unfortunately, he was in a lecture and his phone was on silent. Her immediate thought was he was avoiding her, an emotional, not a rational response. He felt the vibration and sneaked the phone out of his pocket to see who rang and was horrified to have missed it. Now he would have to go through the switchboard again. As soon as the lecture finished, he rushed out and called Rebekah back. 

			“Hello. Please can you put me through to Rebekah Edelmann?”

			“I’m sorry, but she’s on her lunch break. Who shall I say called?”

			“Ian Stringfellow. Thank you.”

			It was going from bad to worse. He had back-to-back lectures all afternoon. What if she rang back and he didn’t answer his phone again? He started to wish he hadn’t given her his cell phone number. His heart started racing. This was ridiculous. He had never felt this way before. At least she would know he had called back, assuming the message was passed on. He was just going back into the lecture theatre when his phone vibrated again. It was Rebekah. He had to take it. He turned a hundred and eighty degrees and went back out through the door.

			“Hello.”

			“Hello, Man-from-the-boat.”

			“Sorry I missed your call. I was in a lecture. I’m in lectures all afternoon. One is starting right this minute. I’ll call you later. If you’ve left the office, I’ll call first thing. Love you. Bye.”

			He ended the call without waiting for a response. Did he just say, ‘Love you’ to Rebekah? What was he thinking? She sat at her desk staring at the phone. Did he really just say, ‘Love you’ to her? They hadn’t even held hands let alone kissed. Nor did they know where each other lived. Did she feel the same way about him? It was all too soon. Rebekah was unable to concentrate, all afternoon, on the report she was meant to be compiling. Maybe she did feel the same way. Stringfellow didn’t take in anything the lecturers said, that afternoon, either, which was a shame, because he was interested in the subjects. Now he would have to spend time in the library reading up on both the Civil Rights Movement and critical theory. To be honest, he would have to read up on these things anyway, if he were to score highly in his assignments.

			At three minutes to five, Stringfellow rang Edelmann and Lindenheim.

			“Good afternoon. Please can I speak to Rebekah Edelmann?”

			“Let me see if she’s in her office.”

			Silence. Click. Click. Silence.

			“I’m sorry, but she’s not answering her phone.”

			Just at that moment, Rebekah walked up to the reception desk to sign herself out for the day. The receptionist placed her hand over the receiver.

			“There’s a phone call for you. Do you want to take it?”

			“Who is it?”

			“I think it’s the Englishman.”

			“I’ll take it,” responded Rebekah, hoping she didn’t appear too keen to the receptionist.

			“Hello.”

			She didn’t want to say, ‘Man-from-the-boat’ in front of the receptionist. Stringfellow noticed and felt a tinge of disappointment.

			“Hello.”

			“I’m just in reception, about to leave the office.”

			“Can we meet up this weekend? Maybe go for a walk on Sunday afternoon?”

			“That would be just perfect.”

			“Two o’clock?”

			“Yes, that’s great. Bye.”

			“See you then. Bye.”

			He didn’t end with ‘Love you’, this time. She handed the receiver back to the receptionist.

			“See you tomorrow.”

			“Have a good evening, Miss Edelmann.”

			“You too.”

			She was halfway to her bus stop, when Rebekah suddenly realised, she and Stringfellow hadn’t said where they would meet for their walk. Would he realise it too? Would he call her, or should she call him? The bus arrived, she sank into her seat and watched the people along the sidewalk as the bus passed by. 
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			Rebekah had hardly sat down at her desk the following morning when her phone rang. 

			“Hello.”

			“Hello. It’s Ian. I don’t think we said where we should meet on Sunday.”

			“We didn’t. Shall we walk along the river?”

			“What about meeting at the corner of 60th Street and First Avenue and walking round Roosevelt Island? Go to the lighthouse, maybe?”

			“Sounds great. See you then. Gotta dash. Meeting. Bye.”

			“Bye.”

			Stringfellow went into the library and looked up some titles in the index. Roland Barthes S/Z, Jacques Derrida Of Grammatology, Jonathan Culler On Deconstruction, Peter B Levy, Let Freedom Ring, Mark Tushnet Making Civil Rights Law, Glenn T Eskew But for Birmingham. That was plenty to keep him going. There were other texts he should read, but they were out on loan. How many books can one person read at a time? Stringfellow had a real problem when it came to academic reading. He called it ‘Bibliographitis’ and it was debilitating. He would start to read a recommended book and by the time he had finished reading the book, there were at least three writers, who had been cited, and who grabbed his attention. So, he would look up their names in the bibliography and add another five or six titles to his own personal reading list, a list which expanded exponentially. He could never keep up, but he never felt like he had read enough. To make matters worse, he had a nagging anxiety that he might come up with an idea that was entirely original, to him, only to find he was accused of plagiarism of a writer he had never even read. Naively, he imagined that one day, if he became a university lecturer, he would have more time to read all the things he wanted to read. He settled into his chair and started to read S/Z. 
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