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      The big plane was tracing rings around Long Island the way children circle an answer in a picture-book exercise. Over and

         over, for a half hour now. A holding pattern.

      


      Leo will be crazy, thought George. The flight was already forty minutes late, and Leo couldn’t stand to wait ten seconds.

         George chewed frantically on his Bubble Gum and resisted the temptation to blow a bubble. The plane slowed perceptibly. It

         was almost time to switch fantasies. Airplane trips were a continual source of disaster images for George, starting with a

         flaming crash on takeoff, through ditching at sea, through running out of fuel during the landing delay —and then an agonizing

         earache on descent that left him permanently deaf. It was to avoid this last horror that George chewed the gum. Barbara had

         always said —He cut short the thought, concentrated instead on life without hearing. He looked across the aisle, tried to

         read the lips of the man and woman sitting there. Impossible. Occasional words came through, but that was all. George felt

         like crying. Lost —the world of sound. Forced to read the accompanying sign language on TV laxa

         tive commercials, never to be awakened by the perpetual pile drivers that hammered outside his apartment from 7 A.M. on —and never to hear himself applauded at the National Book Award ceremony for author of the Best Novel. Of course, that

         wouldn’t happen anyway. That was one fantasy George didn’t have. He was a writer, yes, but a first-rate author, no. An active

         imagination was one thing, thought George. Delusions were another.

      


      The rows of lit-up Queens houses were clearly visible out the window now. George was glad it was nighttime; somehow, during

         the day, the area looked much bleaker, dismal: large patches where shingles were missing from the roots, forlorn children

         looking up and pointing.… But the darkness cloaked everything, reduced the life below to a pretty abstraction. George’s ears

         were clogged. In rapid succession he visualized coming down on the Belt Parkway, the plane’s tires blowing out as they touched

         the runway, a small, private craft smashing into them as they taxied to the terminal.

      


      “Thank you for flying Pan Am,” announced the stewardess as George unbuckled his seat belt and stood up.


      “No matter how many times I fly,” said a man next to him in the slowly moving line of passengers, ”I’m always glad when we

         finally get on solid ground.”

      


      “Really?” said George, hearing the man’s voice as if through a faulty long-distance phone connection. ”I never think about

         it myself.”

      


      He straggled into the International Arrivals building, holding his trench coat over one arm, and headed for the baggage area.

         Fifteen minutes later he was amazed to see his two blue suitcases emerge

          on the circular treadmill. He’d expected them to be lost. He snatched each of them up in turn and headed toward the customs

         lines. Six separate queues had formed; he ran toward the shortest one. Ahead of him, a black woman in a turban was having

         her luggage virtually dissected. The luggage was a disheveled array of cloth sacks and paper bags, and the contents, ranging

         from erotic-looking underwear to bunches of bananas, were strewn all over the inspection table. A second officer was called

         over, and then a cart was brought, the sacks and bags piled on, and the woman led away. She made no protest, seemed to take

         it philosophically. George wondered what had been her crime. Were the bananas illegal? Or was sack-and-bag luggage deemed

         improper for anyone entering America?

      


      “Next,” said the inspector.


      George placed his suitcases on the table.


      “Anything to declare?”


      George shook his head. He handed the inspector his blank declaration slip. The man motioned for him to unlock his suitcases.

         George fumbled with the keys. Unbeknownst to him, the black woman had managed to slip two kilos of pure heroin into his bags, street value ten million dollars.

            Caught, he’d be sentenced to thirty years in federal prison, while authorities announced ”major drug bust.”


      “ … been away?”


      “Huh?” said George. The customs inspector was looking at him peculiarly.


      “I said, how long have you been out of the country?”


      “Oh … sorry,” said George. ”My hearing.… Uh, I’ve been out three-and-a-half weeks, not counting the flight.” He grinned.


      The inspector remained stern. ”And you have nothing to declare?”


      “No.”


      “You bought nothing in three and a half weeks?”


      George hesitated. He envisioned the hand signal to the second inspector, himself being led away, his luggage in the cart.

         ”I ran out of toothpaste once,” he said. ”That’s about all.”

      


      The officer ran a meaty hand through the chaos of George’s second suitcase. Without Barbara to pack for him …


      “You can close them,” said the inspector tone-lessly.


      George nodded gratefully, snapped the lids shut, and headed for the arrival area. He was more than an hour late; Leo would

         be apoplectic.

      


      A large crowd had gathered behind a heavy steel railing. George paused and looked around. Suddenly, he heard someone calling.

         “George! Hey!”

      


      A medium-height, fortyish man wearing a raincoat pushed his way through the crowd.


      “George, over here!”


      George stood face to face with his brother, Leo.


      “Hello, George.”


      “Hello, Leo.”


      For a moment, the men just stared at each other. George tried to smile, but found himself holding back tears. Finally, Leo

         embraced him tightly. They stood there, hugging amidst the hurrying streams of humanity.

      


      “Watch out for pickpockets,” said George when they had finally separated.


      “Always worried,” said Leo. “My big brother always looks out for me. One second back from across the ocean and he’s worrying

         about them picking my pockets.”

      


      “You don’t think it can happen? Especially you, you carry your wallet in the back.”


      “I have a sensitive ass,” said Leo as they headed toward the exit. “I would feel their fingers. Besides, I keep a plastic

         statue of Karl Maiden on my dashboard.”

      


      Outside, the cool night air was refreshing. They trudged across the parking lot. Low flying planes droned overhead.


      “I still have some residual hearing,” said George.


      “What?” shouted Leo.


      “I said I still have some hearing, even after the landing.”


      “Well, I don’t!” yelled Leo, as a 727 appeared to land almost on the roof of his Oldsmobile. He opened the trunk and tossed

         George’s bags inside. “So what was it like?” he asked.

      


      “What?”


      Leo pinched his lips. “What, he says. Playing Johnny-on-the-Pony with Margaret Thatcher. Your trip I’m talking, dummy. Europe.”

      


      “Oh, that.” George was imagining being mugged in the parking lot, then the cops finding the Olds vandalized, torn to shreds,

         battery stolen, transmission dropped.…

      


      “How was London?”


      George looked up. “Full of Arabs.”


      “Yeah, I heard it’s all changed.”


      “Not all. The Rosetta stone is still in the British Museum. The Elgin Marbles.”


      “Oh sure, yeah, I remember those. I used to play immies myself a little.” Leo laughed, and lightly punched George’s shoulder.


      George had spent seven days in London, trying to get the feel of it again, visiting all the tourist places, even just sitting

         and feeding the pigeons in Hyde Park. In the end, it was still depressing.

      


      “They say Italy’s gonna close in two weeks,” said Leo as he walked around to the driver’s side of the car, entered, and reached

         across the seat to open the door for George. But George remained outside, staring vacantly at the sky.

      


      “Aren’t you gonna get in, George?”


      George nodded dazedly.


      “That’s why I came to pick you up,” said Leo. “So you could get in.” He started the car, and George opened the passenger side

         door and slid inside.

      


      “You lost weight, didn’t you?” said Leo.


      George patted his stomach. “A couple of pounds.”


      “Sure. Who could eat that lousy food in Paris and Rome?”


      George smiled. Leo had no appreciation of food whatsoever, no taste, no discernment. Often, at expensive restaurants, while

         everyone around him was ordering chateaubriand and asparagus with hollan-daise sauce, Leo would demand a cheese sandwich and

         wolf it down as soon as the waiter brought it.

      


      They headed for the exit of the parking lot, where George insisted on paying the bill.


      “My brother the sport,” said Leo.


      “Where else for two bucks can you buy eternal gratitude?” said George.

         

      


      They drove into the maze of roads that crisscrossed the airport. “There!” said George, spotting a sign. “Take that one. It

         leads to the Van Wyck.”

      


      Leo nodded. He was a lousy driver, not alert, frequently lost. “So where’d you stay?” he asked.


      “Well, in Paris I stayed on the right bank, a small hotel off the Champs Elysées.”


      “Nice?”


      “Not bad. Except the mattress had a depression like a meteorite had landed. When I woke up after the first night I discovered

         I was a quadruped.”

      


      Leo pulled onto the highway. “And Rome?”


      “I stayed in a pensione. Also not bad. The bathroom had no toilet paper, but otherwise it was fine. I had an excellent view of the Communist rallies

         from my window.”

      


      “I thought I’d take the Belt to the Battery tunnel,” said Leo.


      “Take the Van Wyck to the Long Island Expressway,” said George. “This time of night it’s only jammed.”


      Leo nodded. “So,” he said.


      “So.”


      “So d’ja meet anyone interesting?”


      “Like who?”


      “What do I know like who? The Ayatollah Khomeini.”


      “We hit different parties.”


      “Then anyone. A person. A girl.” The highway lights flickered off the planes of Leo’s face; he looked like a figure in a silent

         film.

      


      “Nope.”


      “No girls left in Europe, George?”


      “I didn’t see any.”


      “Did you look?”


      “All I saw were a lot of guys who needed shaves.”


      Leo exhaled sharply. “I think you could have used a vacation on your vacation, George.”


      “Don’t rush to judgment. Inside, I’m a new man.”


      “You look tired.”


      “It was too expensive to sleep there.”


      They passed the American Airlines terminal, where a small crowd had gathered in front. “Glad I’m not part of that,” said George. “Arrive in the middle of the night and first have to fight your way into a cab.” He shook his head. “Terrible.

         I feel sorry for those people.”

      


      “They’re paying for past sins,” said Leo. “They didn’t think to arrange adolescent victimizing by younger brothers, so that

         those same guilty siblings would later in life feel compelled to pick them up at airports.”

      


      “You mean you’re here out of thirty-year-old guilt?”


      “Certainly. What then? Even though it wasn’t my fault that I was the loved one, while you were only the smart one.”


      “I always thought you were the smart one. Maybe your grades didn’t show it, but on intelligence alone, down deep, I knew you were tops.”

      


      “You should’ve told my teachers that.”


      “I’m planning to write them tomorrow,” said George.


      “Oh, nice,” said Leo. “Maybe they’ll change my marks.” They were on the Van Wyck Expressway now, moving north through the

         center of Queens.

          “So all in all, it sounds like you had a pretty good time,” he added.

      


      “I had a shit time,” said George.


      “That’s what I said. It sounds like you had a lousy trip.”


      “Ah, the whole thing was foolish,” said George. “I should’ve known before I started.”


      “Known what? I thought the idea was to get away, take some time for yourself, not visit the same places you went to with …

         you know …”

      


      George turned to face him. “Barbara. Her name was Barbara. You’re allowed to say her name, Leo.”


      “All right. Barbara. Anyway, why didn’t you go to Norway or Sweden? They got no ugly girls there, they send them to Finland.”


      “The worst thing would’ve been to go to Europe looking for girls,” said George.


      Leo shrugged. “I’m not sure I follow that, but I’ll accept it if you say so.”


      “I was doing perfectly fine till I got to Rome,” said George. “In Paris, I even saw a woman throw up right on Napoleon’s coffin.

         The guard fined her two francs on the spot for ’fouling zee tomb.’ I was doing really well, and then one night I took a walk

         in one of the piazzas, and I saw a middle-aged couple kissing near a fountain. Can you imagine? My age, and they were kissing

         in the street.”

      


      Leo stared straight ahead out the windshield.


      “That’s when I got angry with Barbara,” George continued. “I mean furious. I said, how dare she go and die on me? How dare she! I would never do that to her.”

      


      “I can imagine what—”


      “You can’t imagine, Leo. You really can’t. I was like a nut, walking up and down the Via Veneto, cursing my dead wife.”


      “In Italy they probably didn’t pay attention,” said Leo.


      “In Italy, they agree with you,” said George.


      • • • •


      Back at the American Airlines terminal, among the people who weren’t being met by guilty siblings, was Jenny MacLaine, returning

         from her divorce. Thirty-four years old, pretty, in a drained, pale sort of way, she stood next to her friend, Faye Medwick,

         in the line wating for a cab.

      


      “Taxi!” called Faye musically. “Yoo-hoo, here. Taxi!”


      “It doesn’t work that way,” said Jenny. “You just have to wait in line for them. It’s not like in the streets.”


      “I’d like to wait in line, if I could only find it,” said Faye. “At this point, a line would look good to me.”


      “There’s a cab shortage,” said a man standing in front of them.


      “Really?” said Jenny. “I guess I better stock up.”


      “Job action by the drivers,” continued the man. “Supposed to last only one day.”


      “That makes me feel wonderful,” said Jenny.


      Faye tapped her on the shoulder. “Should we stop off at a grocery? Your refrigerator’s probably empty.”


      Jenny shook her head. “I dropped an order off with Gristedes before I left.”


      “Before— You’re having them raise a cow for you?”


      “They were supposed to deliver the order this morning. We’ll soon see…”


      A cab pulled forward, but the man in front of them, instead of entering, held open the door. “Ladies.…”


      “You’re kidding,” said Jenny.


      “I’ll get the next one,” he said, smiling.


      Jenny and Faye smiled back. “I’ll be dipped,” said Faye. They entered the taxi, and the man slammed the door.


      “You’re a gentleman and a sweetheart,” said Faye out the window as the cab pulled away.


      “Ask him if he’s married,” whispered Jenny loudly.


      The cab driver turned his head. “Chwhere to, ladies?” He was a Latin with pockmarked skin and several gold teeth.


      “Twenty-first and ninth,” said Jenny. “Manhattan.”


      The driver narrowed his eyes. “Chwhere’s tha’?”


      “You don’t know where Manhattan is?”


      “Oh chure, I know. It’s the other part.”


      “Just get us to Manhattan first,” said Jenny. “Well direct you from there.”


      “I still can’t believe it,” said Faye. “You fly two thousand miles to get a divorce and you remember to leave a grocery order?”


      “It’s that Catholic upbringing. I majored in discipline.”


      Faye pulled out a small mirror and began to redo her makeup. Faye was always redoing her makeup. When she was done, she found Jenny star

         ing out the window. “You don’t look any different,” she said.

      


      “Well, your features don’t actually change until the final papers come through. Then, I believe a scarlet letter ’D’ slowly

         emerges on your forehead.”

      


      “I’m glad you haven’t lost your sense of humor,” said Faye.


      “I lost some of it,” said Jenny. “The lawyer took a third.”


      A light drizzle spattered the windshield.


      “If it rain chard, we chab to stop,” said the driver.


      “Why’s that?” asked Jenny, not really wanting to hear the answer.


      “No chwipers,” explained the cabbie.


      “You asked,” said Faye.


      “Never again,” said Jenny. “I promise.”


      Faye put away her mirror. “I tell you, if it were me, they would have taken me off the plane on a stretcher.”


      “Well, that’s one thing we’ll never have to worry about, will we?” Jenny said.


      Faye looked at her steadily. “Really?”


      Jenny cocked her head. “Trouble in suburbia?”


      “You make it sound like a soap opera.”


      “I just meant, it sounds preposterous.”.


      Faye stared at the floor. “Sidney and I had dinner with friends last week. A couple married twenty years.”


      “That’s depressing right there.”


      “There’s worse. The man never stopped fondling his wife for a minute.”


      “Oh, God.”


      “They both said it was the best time of their

          lives, that they never really knew how to enjoy each other till now.”

      


      “I’d have bludgeoned them on the spot.”


      “Know what I thought?” said Faye. “I thought: shit. Twelve more years to go until the good times.”


      Faye’s eyes filled with tears. Jenny reached out and took her hand. “You know what, Faye? Yours was the best face I ever saw

         at an airport.”

      


      Faye forced a smile. Outside, the drizzle stopped.


      “I think this our lucky night,” said the driver.
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      The apartment house was on eighty-first street, just off Central Park West. It was a short walk to the Museum of Natural History

         and the Hayden Planetarium, and George would often spend weekday afternoons in one or the other, staring at the dinosaur skeletons

         or checking what his weight would be on Jupiter. He remembered going to the planetarium as a child, he clinging to his father,

         Leo held by his mother, the four of them awed by this fleeting, artificial contact with the majesty of the universe. Things

         had changed. Their father was gone, their mother moved to Florida. Leo said he had better things to think about than the universe.

         And George was a middle-aged man, hoping to recapture something —he wasn’t sure what —by haunting a museum.

      


      The car crept slowly up the street and came to a halt just as another vehicle pulled away from the curb. Leo clapped a hand

         to his forehead. “Am I hallucinating, or is that a parking spot that just opened up? I must be hallucinating.”

      


      “I believe it’s a sign from God,” said George.

          “In this location it’s a greater miracle than a burning bush.”

      


      Leo was backing up. “How’m I doing?”


      “Cut! Cut! Cut the wheel!”


      The Olds crunched against the bumper of the car behind it.


      “You didn’t cut enough,” said George.


      Three attempts later, they were parked. Leo ran around to open the trunk.


      “First time,” he said.


      “That what? You parked in four tries?”


      “First time in five years I found a space in front of your house. Maybe I should get an apartment here. I don’t want to give

         up this spot.”

      


      They trudged inside with the suitcases. George stopped at the mailbox before they entered the elevator. Two minutes later

         they opened the door to his apartment.

      


      “Whew!” said Leo, as they stepped inside. “This place could use a little air.”


      “I wasn’t going to leave any windows open,” said George. “The robbers in this neighborhood take the plasterboard off the walls.

         You’re lucky if you have floors.”

      


      “Yeah, but it smells like the opening of King Tut’s tomb.” Leo put the suitcases in a corner of the living room.


      George was sifting through his mail. “Occupant, apartment 6C. Occupant. Resident. Nice to know that somewhere, deep in the

         bowels of an IBM 370, I am loved.”

      


      “Which reminds me,” said Leo. “Speaking of bowels. You know what I think it is? Gas.”


      “What?”


      “Do you smell gas, George?”	


      “No.”


      “I think you left the gas on.”


      “Ah,” said George, holding up an envelope. “Here’s one with my name. Amazing what computers can do these days.” He walked

         into the kitchen and turned on the light.

      


      “Just don’t strike any matches,” called Leo,“or we’ll both be back in Italy.”

      


      In the kitchen, George spotted the picture on top of the refrigerator: a photo, Barbara and himself, ten years ago, her arm

         around his waist, both of them smiling. It had been taken in the Catskills, at a hotel. Well, what was he supposed to do?

         he thought bitterly. Throw it out? Get rid of it like a pair of old shoes? He forced his gaze away, tore open the envelope.

      


      “There must be a slow gas leak in the pipes,” said Leo, coming into the kitchen.


      “All of a sudden you have such a delicate nose?” said George. “You, who would rather have tuna-on-white than Szechuan beef

         with garlic sauce?”

      


      “Just sleep with your windows open and your mouth shut. Try not to breathe much. What are you reading, by the way?”


      George had extracted a note from the envelope.


      “Strange,” he said. “A letter of condolence.”


      “They’re still coming?”


      “I thought I answered the last one before I left,” said George. He scanned the note. “Do we have an Aunt Henry?”


      “Aunt Henry?”

      


      “That’s what it says.”


      “We have an Uncle Henry in Kingston, New York.” Leo shrugged. “You want a beer?”

      


      “This is signed ‘Aunt Henry.’“


      Leo opened the refrigerator door. “Uncle Henry’s about sixty-three. Maybe he’s going through a change of life.”


      George read from the letter. “Sorry to hear about your tragic loss. With deepest sincerity, Aunt Henry.”


      Leo reached into the refrigerator, sniffed, and grabbed a cardboard container. “You want to see sour milk?”


      “I think you got cheese there, Leo.”


      Leo replaced the container, withdrew a yellowish mass. “You want to see white bread that’s turned into pumpernickel all by

         itself?”

      


      “Listen,” said George,“I heard penicillin was discovered in the mold that grew on an orange. I ask you, can I do less?”


      Leo extracted a shallow plastic bowl. “You want to see a dish of grapes that have dried into raisins?”


      “What is this, a biology course here? Things change. That’s the nature of life.” He saw Leo looking at him. “Some people just

         can’t adapt to it easily,” he added.

      


      Leo dumped the erstwhile grapes in the garbage.


      “Leo?” said George.


      “What?”


      “Do you smell gas?”


      Leo’s eyes widened. “Now you first smell something? I think your nose is having jet lag, George.” He found a can of beer in the back of the refrigera

         tor. “I can’t wait to try this,” he said, pulling the flip top. “Inside, it’s probably Scotch by now.”

      


      George placed the letter on the table. “What do you think I ought to do about this apartment?” he asked.


      Leo took a swig of the beer. “If it was me, I’d sell it.”


      “Yeah?”


      “Yeah. My suggestion? Move. Get out. Find a new place for yourself.”


      “I really love this apartment, Leo.”


      “All the more reason not to stay.”


      “I spent the best twelve years of my life here.”


      “I know. My opinion still stands.”


      They moved out into the living room. Leo sat on the couch, George paced back and forth as he talked. “It was really weird

         in London. I kept walking around the streets looking for Barbara … places, restaurants we used to go to.”

      


      “Georgie … don’t torture yourself.”


      “I thought to myself, It’s a joke. She’s not really dead.”


      “George, you want some beer?”


      “She’s here someplace playing out this romantic fantasy.” George walked to the window and stared down at the park. “The whole

         world thinks she’s gone, but she’s here waiting for me in some flat, and we both disappear from everyone and live out our

         lives in secret.” He turned in time to see Leo shaking his head. “What are you saying ’no’ to?”

      


      “George …”


      “She would have thought of something like that,” George insisted.


      “But she didn’t,” said Leo softly.


      George stared at him, a shattered, bewildered expression on his face.


      “You thought of it,” said Leo. “It was you.”

      


      George came away from the window. “Yeah,” he whispered. He sat down next to Leo. “So, my sweet baby brother, anyway … I’m

         back.”

      


      “I’m glad you are,” said Leo.


      “Chapter two in the life of George Schneider. I have writer’s block with my existence. Where the hell do I begin?”


      Leo puffed out his cheeks. “I don’t know. You want to go to a dance?”


      “A dance. My God! Medical students free, no doubt? Flatbush Jewish Center maybe? Door prizes?”


      “No dance, huh?”


      George grinned. “You know, you’re cute.” He pinched Leo’s cheek. “Does Marilyn think you’re cute?”


      “It’s not enough,” said Leo. “I want all the women to think so.”

      


      George paused. “Everything is okay at home, isn’t it?”


      “Couldn’t be better.”


      “You sure?”


      “Hey. Never ask a question like that twice.” Leo shrugged. “Want me to get tickets for the Knick game on Saturday?”


      “Kinda late, isn’t it? I mean all the good seats are probably gone.”


      “Oy,” said Leo. “Mr. Naive. How many times I told you, I have important friends. In my business, people do favors. I know

         season ticket holders haven’t been to a game in three years.”

      


      “I think some of the Knicks haven’t been to a game in four.”


      “So. You want tickets, tell me.”


      “Who they playing?”


      Leo rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “How should I know? I know from basketball? The Mets, maybe. Or Japan. I don’t know. I

         tell you, for a guy who’s gonna get something free, you’re a tough negotiator.”

      


      George picked up another photo from an end table. A foursome. Leo, Marilyn, himself, and Barbara. The deceased, he thought.

         The deceased and I.

      


      “George?”


      “I’ll let you know,” he said quickly.


      Leo shrugged. “How about dinner on Sunday? Monday? Maybe Tuesday will be my good news day?” He imitated the movements of a

         trombone player, then noticed that his brother’s eyes were unfocused. “Hey, George?”

      


      Again, George forced himself to pay attention. “I’m okay, Leo. I promise. Just give me a little time, all right?”


      Leo nodded. “Now I’m mad. I really am. I think it stinks too. I’m not going to forgive her for a long time.” He placed a hand on George’s shoulder.

      


      “Thanks,” said George quietly.


      “Listen,” said Leo, “I’m coming back next week and the two of us are getting bombed, you understand?”


      “Absolutely.”


      Leo stood up. “I mean, I want you disgusting.”

      


      “No problem.”


      They headed for the door. “Then we’ll drive up to Kingston and check out this Aunt Henry. If he’s got money, he might be a

         nice catch for you.”

      


      George smiled and opened the door. Leo walked out into the hall.


      “I’ll lie down in your parking space when you pull away,” called George. “That should hold it for at least five minutes.”


      “You take care of yourself!” Leo yelled back.


      George watched him in silence until the elevator came. Back in the apartment, he noticed something: he still had his coat

         on, had never taken it off. That’s what happens, he thought, when men live alone. They revert to infancy, or progress to senility.

         Wear the same underwear for four days in a row. Eat eggs and frozen pizzas for all three meals. Forget to sleep. Forget to

         wake up. Not all men, came a gnawing inner voice. Only you. He walked into the bedroom, removed his coat and threw it on the double bed. Leo was right, he realized. The place was impossible.

         Everything was built for two people, screamed of shared resources. He opened the door of the small closet, removed his jacket, slung it over a hanger. Alongside … of course … another closet.

      


      Compulsively, his hand turned on the knob. Her wardrobe remained as she had left it. Undisturbed. Barbara’s things. To give them away was unthinkable, as was throwing them out. Throw them out? These were Barbaras. Barbara’s. She wore these things, they were close to her body. He reached out, touched the sleeve of one of her dresses.

      


      “I’m still here, honey,” he whispered.


      How could he ever leave?


      • • • •


      “Use your imagination, folks,” the owner had said. “Think what you could do with this kind of a place.”


      It had seemed charming, renting an open floor-through in a brownstone, a creative challenge. Although her senses and intelligence

         and husband had all told her it was really only one big room selling for the price of three, the challenge seemed to stay

         with her. Admiring friends would marvel at her ingenuity and style. Think what you could do with this kind of a place!


      As it turned out, not very much. Regardless of how many tricky dividers Jenny arranged, and how many area groupings she contrived,

         the geometry always seemed to predominate. The fact remained, no matter how you sliced it —it was still one large room. Friends

         nodded politely instead of marveling.

      


      Faye stood at the window, looking out onto Twenty-first street. “There’s a man outside,” she said casually, biting into an

         onion bagel with cream cheese.

      


      “Mmm,” said Jenny. Gradually, she was clearing her suitcase of clothes, putting each item away as she removed it.


      “He’s doing something really degenerate.”


      Jenny stopped. “No kidding. Is he exposing himself?”


      “Nope.” Faye was tearing at the bagel hungrily now.


      “Peeing?”


      “Nope.”


      “Well, what then? Killing someone? Raping? Vomiting? What?”


      Faye licked off a last bit of cream cheese. “He’s painting someone’s car.”


      Jenny crossed to the window. A well-dressed man in a three-piece suit was carefully going over a white Plymouth with a spray

         can of blue enamel. “He’s not even putting graffiti on it,” said Jenny. “He’s just … painting.”

      


      “He’s a neat degenerate,” said Faye.


      “Next, you’ll be asking him if he’s married.”


      The man stopped, took a few steps back to survey his work, then moved away.


      “Another night, another paint job,” said Faye. “Meanwhile, how about another bagel?”


      Jennie returned to the suitcase. “Why don’t you go home?”


      Faye’s eyes widened. “That’s a very wonderful thing to say to someone who came to meet you at the airport.”
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