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			Part One: 
The Blue Room

		

	
		
			1

			1 The Blue Room and the Big Store

			A Bus to the City, a Train to a Wedding

			On the morning I was to be married in New York, I went to a bookstore, as I always did in moments of crisis or bliss—­until all the bookstores closed and you had to seek some comfort or inspiration somewhere in the ether, like a monk. There I found what I hoped would serve as an epigraph for our approaching wedding. It was from the eighteenth-­century Japanese poet Issa, the most humorous and tender of haiku makers, and it ran simply:

			The world of dew is

			a world of dew,

			but even so . . . 

			I grasped it at once, or thought I did, in all its pregnant simplicity, its simple bow and implicit enormity. Life passes, and it’s difficult, but within it, pleasures and epiphanies arise—­you marry the prettiest girl you’ve ever met in the greatest city on earth. Don’t kid yourself—­but maybe you can kid yourself a bit. (Years later, when I was writing “Talk of the Town” for The New Yorker, I would interview one of The Andrews Sisters about Bing Crosby: “You couldn’t kid him a lot,” she said warily. “But you could kid him a little.” It depended on the angle that he wore his hat. Life, it occurred to me, is like Bing Crosby, its moods indicated by the pressures of the time, like that hat. That morning, the hat was on at just the right angle.)

			Years later still, when she was pregnant, Martha, the girl I married that morning, made me promise not to go to a bookstore while she was in labor. As it happened, the labor was drawn out, and, wanting to avoid an argument with the obnoxious obstetrician, I took a break during hour six, and did end up in a bookstore around the corner from the hospital. It was a good move. Martha was so panicked by my absence—­with the constant noise of ambulances arriving at the emergency entrance nearby, she easily imagined some tragic-­karmic accident—­that she dilated. I arrived just in time for the birth of our son, and carrying a wonderful copy of Santayana’s The Sense of Beauty, which, I swear, I really did intend to read aloud to her, if things had gone on any longer.

			But that, as I said, was years later—­actually, only a few, as older people reckon these things, but at the time, what would stretch to a decade seemed a lifetime. It was a lifetime.

			When I say “married in New York” I know that it might sound rather like top hats and morning coats and a ceremony at St. Thomas Episcopal. In fact, on a bleak December day, we would take the 5 train to City Hall, with a license and blood test results in hand, and submit to a minute-­and-­a-­half-­long ceremony administered by an official who looked a bit like Don Ameche in his guise as host of International Circus from my childhood. And so, after approximately forty-­five further seconds of obligation and vows, we took the subway back to the nine-­by-­eleven basement room where we were beginning our life, a place that we had dubbed “the Blue Room,” in honor of an old Rodgers & Hart song that I was insane enough to remember, and that Martha was insane enough to accept as a guide to living. The song was about a couple who choose a “blue room,” a single studio where they can start their life: “Not like a ballroom, / A small room, / A hall room . . .” Away from everyone else, in the smallest studio in Manhattan, they were happy.

			The subway trip downtown was, in a way, only an extension of a trip south we had begun a few months before in Canada, getting on a bus marked “New York City,” like something out of a 1940s musical. My father saw us off. Fathers are supposed to give advice to young men and women leaving the provinces for the metropolis. D’Artagnan’s father in The Three Musketeers tells him to fight duels with everyone once he gets to Paris—­sensible advice for a guy with a sword who knows how to use it. When Sky Masterson—­you know, the hero of Guys and Dolls—­leaves Colorado for New York, his father tells him that if a guy in the big city shows you a brand-­new deck of cards, seal unbroken, and wants to bet that when he opens it the jack of hearts will leap out and squirt cider in your ear, don’t take that bet: the jack will leap out and start to squirt. That is to say, in the big city, nobody makes an apparently crazy bet if the deck isn’t already gaffed. (This is, of course, a corollary to the famous advice that if you’re sitting at a card table and can’t figure out who the sucker is, you’re the sucker.)

			My father’s advice when I left Canada for New York was simple: “Never underestimate the other person’s insecurity.” This was excellent counsel, and what trouble I would get into came mostly from forgetting it. Everyone, even the apparently powerful, is struggling inside with a raging fear of being unloved, or at least unappreciated, an emotion only magnified by the enormity of the city. Thinking it over decades later, I suspect my father was getting at the real point of Sky Masterson’s dad’s advice about not taking the bet on the squirting jacks, or its corollary, anyway: everybody at the table may be a sucker. The guy with the gaffed deck is playing with a gaffed deck because he doesn’t think he can win with one that isn’t. Even the wise guys are most often suckers inside, or feel like it. That’s what makes them insecure. It is the dapper and self-­contained card sharp who is the illusion of the card table—­or the city.

			My father spoke in the summer of 1980. I arrived in New York that August, and the next ten years of my life were big ones. But I was 
twenty when I got here, so they would have been big for me if I had spent them at a recording station in the Arctic Circle. With the special energy that we have when we first arrive in a new place, Martha and I diligently explored all the odd corners of the city. We inspected what seemed like every navigable inch of Central Park, going in and out of all the gates that Olmsted and Vaux had named, poetically, when they designed it, with the Strangers’ Gate, up at 106th and Central Park West, having for us a special resonance. We were strangers, and we had arrived, and we dreamt of becoming citizens.
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			Almost forty years on, the eighties in New York seem momentous in the larger life of the world, too. Forty years is the natural gestation time of nostalgia, the interval it takes for a past period to become a lost time, and, sometimes, a golden age. There’s a simple reason to explain why. Everybody’s shocking first intimation of the setting sun—­which takes about forty years to happen—­inspires a look back at the sun rising, and its imagined light makes everything from then look golden. Though pop culture is most often performed by the young, the directors and programmers and gatekeepers—­the suits who control and create the conditions, who make the calls and choose the players—­are, and always have been, largely forty-­somethings. The four-­decade interval brings us back roughly to a point when they were becoming aware of themselves. Forty years ago is the potently fascinating time when we were just arriving, when our parents were youthful and in love, the Edenic period preceding the fallen state recorded in our actual memories.

			Yet the eighties, though once again a set subject, still bear more disapproval than it seems quite fair to load on any past time. Their light shines in retrospect more brassy yellow than truly gold and generous. The time gets summed up in a phrase no one actually said: Greed is good. Greed was, perhaps, more unapologetic at the time than it had ever been before. It was not so much that we experienced capitalism with the gloves off as capitalism without guilt, or, to put it another way, without a conscience. A lot of people got rich and had no shame about it, along the way remaking the city in their image.

			Still, the truth is that no period or place belongs to the neat summaries of popular history. Moods don’t change so readily; lives aren’t lived in such neatly determined packages. We live as much in defiance of the popular themes as in thrall to them. The headlines are of no help when we’re making up our own epitaphs. When I think of the eighties I can recall one or two shimmering nights when rich men did rule, but I recall more mornings when having a pair of sneakers and a Walkman seemed to mark one most as a lover of his time. History and experience still are measured out on separate cutting boards. We know that, exactly, by how badly they fit each other. When we put on our period clothes, so to speak, the pants puddle and the waist tugs and the jacket won’t quite button up. The adjustments that have to be made are the proof of how off the measurements are in memory. I used to tell my readers, during the part of the eighties I spent giving anonymous advice as a fashion copywriter, that God is in the details, or that a love for the details is what takes the place of God. I said this to the readers of a men’s fashion magazine, who must have been startled to find such chewy aphoristic atheism in its pages—­or, rather, not “readers,” since they were, as intended, too busy looking at the pants. The zippers of experience and the broad cut of history never quite fit.

			Still, something did change then. Not human nature, perhaps, something more like the national character. In the eighties in New York all the bounds of money began to loosen. At the same time, most of the certainties that rich people once had about sex and life and marriage and roles that people played came to an end. Most notions of equality dissolved, but so did most notions of gentility. The tandem effect is still baffling to a lot of people, who thought it had all along been the gentility perpetuating the inequalities, instead of the other way round. In 1961, Lenny Bruce was arrested and martyred for saying “cocksucker” in a nightclub in California. By the time Ronald Reagan was President, anyone could say “cocksucker” in any nightclub in California; or, rather, by the time you could say “cocksucker” in any nightclub in California, Ronald Reagan was President. Sorting out the contradictions—­or at least living within them tolerably—­is part of the work of getting the era.

			Why, in a city ruled by brutal materialism, did things seem increasingly unreal? One answer was that the buying and selling had become so abstract that only unreal signs could represent them. Money had always meant a lot. Now some thought that money meant everything, that only money had weight in the world. Others thought that now money meant everything. Not just that everything had been pushed aside for the pursuit of money but that even what remained as art or music had no way of getting itself expressed except through money—­or some fluid that represented it. Jeff Koons’s art was like this. Money wasn’t just its subject. Money was its essence—­or was supposed to be. The cold, dead hand of the commodity was not to be juiced or colored or mocked or made to look religious—­“iconic,” to use that awful word—­as it had in the age of Warhol. It was all there was. Money had pushed every other value aside. Money was indistinguishable from art. Koons’s silver bunny was the demon of our time: once a plaything, now encased in bullion, ridiculous and sinister and cold. Money had made itself into art.

			This was false, of course. As long as mortality exists, money will be mocked. You really can’t take it with you. There were plenty of things that money couldn’t mean. (Jeff Koons, encountered one time on the street, wept for a son taken from him, whom no amount could summon back or replace; later, I would also see the critic Robert Hughes, Koons’s bête noire, weep on the same street for his own lost son.) But those things led a more furtive or vestigial life.

			I had the sense of another divide taking shape, one harder to see but just as important. To myself, I called it “The Blue Room and the Big Store,” and even thought already then of writing a book with that title. The world was getting blowsier and bigger and harder to capture; the counter-­life was taking place in smaller and smaller rooms. It took place in stranger and stranger subcultures, in more bizarre and eccentric existences, lived more marginally than before. This made for a kind of broken disjunction between public life and private experience.
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			Within that divide, we were still an ambitious generation. Ambition seemed admirable and also plausible, in a way that it no longer quite does to many. We accepted an astonishing amount of absurdity in our living conditions and appetites—our Girls tiny apartments—­in pursuit of our ambitions, but on the whole we expected them to be realized. Today the young live less absurd lives, but have more chastened ambitions. Adequacy seems, bitterly, enough. Watching Lena Dunham’s series about twenty-­somethings in Brooklyn now, I am startled to see the protagonist, Hannah, getting exactly the same job at the same men’s magazine that I had gotten in 1983. But where 
we saw such jobs—­absurdly, but even so—­as an obvious step on the ladder to writerly fame, Hannah feels trapped and miserable. The people in the cubicles around hers also seem trapped. There’s more room to breathe, but less room to maneuver. “We just want things to be adequate,” remarked a smart and admired but slightly resigned member of the editorial staff on the magazine where I happily ended up, following the journey described in these pages. She meant that the old arcs of ambition and aspiration seemed unpersuasive. We tolerated woeful inadequacy in sure and certain hope, as the Anglican prayer for the dead would have it, of eventual deliverance. When I go to the homes of the twenty-­somethings now, I sense that they live on higher floors, but have lower ceilings.

			I was certainly ambitious to accomplish things, though if you had asked me, on the bus going south, to define what the things were I was ambitious to do—­well, what strikes me now is how circuitous it all was. I wanted to become some odd amalgam of E. B. White and Lorenz Hart, writing wry essays with one hand and witty lyrics with the other, while supervising a sort of salon of like-­minded people—­while Martha and I shared a townhouse out of The House on East 88th Street, with lots of children and a Christmas tree that went floor to ceiling. And maybe an alligator, too.

			But what I had actually undertaken to do was to spend four years studying academic art history in an extremely demanding and competitive graduate school. Though one part of me pretended that I was just serving time and using their fellowship money while I waited for the other, niftier stuff, the truth was that my naturally competitive instincts made me want to triumph there, too. So I thought that I would, in the spare time taken from literature and the musical theater, nimbly repair the dusty study of old pictures, which I had decided relied too much on musty archival research. I would reform art history by writing evocative treatises on the true nature of, say, Renaissance art while simultaneously pursuing all the other, larger ambitions.

			What puzzles me now is that I did not see the sheer cumbersomeness of this life plan: going to graduate school while trying to write pieces for magazines while hoping to become a composer—­basically, doing one thing full-­time and another part-­time in order eventually to do something else entirely. (But, then, I realize I still do more or less the same thing now; I just do it in an environment where it’s declared useful rather than wasteful.) If there is one thing I’ve learned, it’s that ambition shouldn’t be pursued circuitously at all, but in a straight line: see that thing out there and then chase it. Straight lines are worthy of their good publicity: they really are the shortest routes between two points. But circuitous ambitions at least lead you around in their own wide circles. It does take you longer to get where you’re going, but you take a wide route while you do. I wasted years of time being ambitious about things that were not my ambition, but I met a lot of entrancing people doing it. And meanwhile all the ambitions really came together, as a single task, around the only thing I have ever been any good at: putting the right set of words in their one possible order. I was pursuing that in a straight line at least.

			Straight lines or curved, one might almost say that ours was the last ambitious generation—­but that would be too typically ambitious a statement. In the mid-­eighties, our friends were young novelists and artists, and their books were published and their pictures hanged and their prices advanced, and their advances grew, and though the intelligent among them knew that we were clinging, by the very edge of our fingernails, to the half-­inch ledge on the crumbling façade of a building already condemned and under demolition—­still, the view from up there looked fine for the moment. The old equations of ambition and energy and success still held, or seemed to.
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			So we arrived in New York and, staying for a time at a discount hotel in midtown, carefully spending fellowship money, we went to an apartment broker on East Eighty-­sixth Street, and for a week looked at tiny one-­bedrooms in Yorkville. (I was going to go to school at Seventy-­eighth and Fifth; Martha was beginning at Columbia.) Martha liked none of them, and the exasperated broker at last sent us to go look at a studio on Eighty-­seventh Street near First Avenue. I think now perhaps he was hoping that, seeing something like this one, we would also see sense, and stop hoping for too much, settle for one of the others we’d already seen. This one, you see, was a nine-­by-­eleven room in a basement. It defined impossibility.

			But he didn’t know how crazy we were. Or how entrapped in our particular folie à deux, in which impossibility became a form of idealization. This tiny studio looked out on the back of a church with a stained-­glass window on leaded backgrounds. From it, we could walk to the Metropolitan Museum. It was just a shoebox, but we felt it was a romantic shoebox. (The rent was about the same as it was in all the tiny apartments we looked at. Three hundred and seventy-­nine dollars a month. Four hundred was our top.) We were so enraptured with the idea of our escaping and intertwining that everything unappealing about the place was transposed into the key of irresistible. “We’ll have a blue room, / A new room, / For two room, / Where ev’ry day’s a holiday / Because you’re married to me. . . .”

			Like all romantic illusions, this one got debunked pretty quickly: by mice and cockroaches and other, less mobile kinds of squalor. But the point of a romantic illusion is not that it is an illusion but that it is romantic. The romance renews the illusion. I reinhabit it as I write. No one really surrenders an illusion in the face of a fact. We prefer the illusion to the fact. The more facts you invoke, in fact, the stronger the illusion becomes. All faith is immune to all facts to the contrary, or else we would not have such hearty faiths and such oft-­resisted facts. If your faith is in life’s poetry, as ours was, a tiny room inadequate by any human standard and designed to make life borderline impossible looks appealing. The less possible it becomes, the more beautiful the illusion looks. Such illusions—­call them delusions; I won’t argue now—­grow under the pressure of absurdity as champagne grapes sweeten under the stress of cold ground. We learn in life through the process of replacing one illusion with a slightly roomier one. We don’t learn about rooms by learning that you can’t live in a room. You just make the room your life. Then you find another. You hope it’s bigger. You hope it’s rooms.

			[image: ]

			We are on a subway, going to City Hall, together, as we were on the bus before. Who were we, the boy and girl on the bus and then the train? My inadequacy as hero of the city or even the story is the 
subject of these pages. Heroes declare their inadequacy to be heroes by the act of writing: to explain is to excuse. Every story is an apology for something. But the heroine, or anyway distaff-­side talker, Alice to my Ralph, is another story, and deserves—­or anyway demands—­a page or two of her own.

			Martha was already who she would become, and to say that is to begin to describe her. To write about someone who has been your companion, lover, partner, and cosigner—­ending as the CEO and CFO of a tiny money-­losing venture with two extremely well-­paid employees with great educational benefits—­for almost forty years is difficult, while to write lovingly, not to say amorously, of your wife is considered very bad form. Uxoriousness may be admirable in life, but it’s dubious in prose. I have tried to understand why this is, and the simple reason is that it seems at once oddly boastful and untrue. The lounge singer who winks at his wife and says, “That beautiful lady has been with me for forty years,” is, we feel sure, actually winking at the coat check girl. Too much wife wooing is dubious because the subject is listening, hovering around the margin of the page. Sigh for a lost love and the world sighs with you; sigh for a current spouse and the world doesn’t know which way to look. But what can I do?

			At eighteen, she was the prettiest girl I had ever seen, and that she should have found me appealing remains the great event, and mystery, of my life. Her prettiness, however old-­fashioned the word, is uncontroversial, I’m told. She was and would become many other things as well, a feminist and a filmmaker, but it would be a lie to say that the prettiness was not the first thing I noticed about her, as it would be the steadiest thing I would keep about her.

			We met before college. I was five years out of high school—­I had graduated, God help me, at fourteen—­and she was still in it. She had grown up with her Icelandic mother and her sister, Julia, who was the one who gave the party where we met, in a gracious stone house with a garden on the outskirts of Montreal—­a “suburb,” I should say, but in winter especially it felt more like a frontier outpost than a subdivision. It was like entering a three-­woman convent. They shared a mannered, melodious way of speaking. Oddly, though I assume she still speaks that way now, I can hear it only in memory. They liked mock clichés, or clichés used in a mocking way—­“She’s a woman truly at the crossroads” or “It was quite the soirée”—which they repeated with mischievous smiles. The accent was part drawl unique to Montreal English-­speakers, and part lilt by way of Iceland. A simple sentence I heard her say on the night we met—­“We all went to the lecture, but it was a bit of a catastrophe!”—­became a study in melodic extension: “We all went to the lec-­shure—­but it was a bit of a cat-­aaaas-­trophe.” They loved old-­fashioned expressions, which they used with ironic delight. “We were truly ensconced at the hotel” or “By then, the hurly-­burly was a thing of the past . . .” or “Let us do this deed while the fit is upon us. . . .” They loved planning elaborate social occasions—­teas and brunches and “at homes”—­but were equally wary of guests who would not leave. “If we invite Caroline, she’ll stay talking all afternoon,” Julia would say to Martha conspiratorially. “So you say that you have to finish a paper and I’ll say that I’ll call her a taxi—­if we let her walk to the bus, she’ll stand by the door for hours.” They planned their escape from the social occasions they were planning with even more delight than they planned the occasions themselves.

			Beautiful and passionate, she had made love to a series of suitors in the basement of that same house—­the mother was Nordic, after all, and pleased at least to know where her daughter was—­with an enthusiasm (and resourcefulness) that belied her china doll aspect. That aspect, her mother knew, was an illusion maintained by sleep and energy and maternal care, and there was at most a three-­hour window before the girl’s stamina collapsed. Her mother was sure she was even more fragile than she was. And so she encouraged her in the habit of being a marathon sleeper.

			She certainly slept more than anyone I have ever known. I would call at eleven in the morning on a Saturday and she would be sleeping. Twelve noon . . . still asleep. To this day, her normal serving of sleep is ten solid hours, and eleven is not unknown. But later, when children arrived, and for twenty years it meant getting up in the middle of the night and then early in the morning, she would do it uncomplainingly. She was as fragile as her mother feared, but more resilient than her mother knew. The gracility and the resilience both became my companions.

			The resilience had come, I learned soon enough, from having her soul pulled so taut with longing. She longed for London streets. She longed for Paris parks. (Later, she would find out that the London streets were mostly imaginary, though the Paris parks were real.) She longed for a life bigger and brighter and more engaged than the one she knew in the pretty, reliable winter world of Montreal.

			We had both grown up in Montreal, going to school and then college in its still-­thriving—­what would once have been called its “bustling”—­centre-­ville, its center city. Montreal seemed dreamlike then, even to those who were awake in it. Thirty years behind American cities, it was still a sweet place to live. There was a thriving downtown, unscarred by social change. To shop mooningly at Ogilvy’s department store, still Scottish in feel, with the same Christmas windows for a quarter-­century, was to feel oneself in touch with the old Empire. To have lunch—­as she loved to do—­at Eaton’s, in its ninth-­floor re-­creation of the dining room of the SS Île de France, was to inhabit the kind of happy, bourgeois civilization that had already been atomized in “safe” cities elsewhere. It was more like Fitzgerald’s St. Paul at the turn of the century than like the now despoiled Philadelphia where I had been born. You could spend a night on rue Saint-­Denis, which, though not Parisian, was French, or go to any of the thriving Hungarian cafés and enjoy something more than a tourist’s taste of an older, Middle European culture. It was sweet to spend a summer night at La Ronde, the amusement park, or a winter morning skiing on Mount Royal. There was a gentleness to Montreal then, which was, I suppose, largely inseparable from its provincialism. (This was true provincialism, the kind born of a language group secluded from a larger world; later, the Québécois provincialism was extended, as much by indifference as benevolence, to the sub-­provincialisms, Jewish and Hungarian and Haitian, that it superintended.) Montreal was what I can only call a naïve city—­it had a naïveté of tone, an earnestness of spirit, which I still recognize in things that began there, like the Cirque du Soleil. What they share is not having soured on the simpler kinds of pleasure. Even those of us who dreamed of a larger horizon and more varied flavors sensed how sweet it was to live there. But it was also a small place, and we wanted out. Now sweetness seems to me so much rarer than spaciousness as to be relished above all things. But I didn’t know that then.

			That I became her flock of birds to get out is odd and lucky. Someone once called her in print the most innately polite person she had ever met, and the truth is that in each of us natural sociability had been overlaid with Canadian politeness, and hers with a further coat of Icelandic courtesy, producing a veneer of politeness so extreme that many took it for disingenuousness—­which of course, in another way, it was.

			Ambitious and erotically alive, startlingly experienced for an eighteen-­year-­old, she loved expressing her capacity for passion. There’s a photograph from our wedding day—­our second ceremonial wedding day, the following summer in Montreal—­in which she is reaching right over the Mies chair in my parents’ living room to kiss me, her face buried in mine, with the contortion of my body registering a surprise I felt then and still feel, on occasion. I don’t deserve her, I thought. You don’t deserve her, her mother thought. No one deserves me, I think she thought—­and, thinking that, decided that she might as well make herself a gift to one of the undeserving, if he came with a destination.

			She was above all stylish, a prodigy of fashion, really. She had a clothes philosophy and an unerring eye for what looked right—­to wear the right thing was to become another kind of person. She loved clothes as no one I have ever known. This was not frivolous, and even less was it superficial. Someone who took such trouble to pull herself together—­the one right T-shirt could take days of shopping—­had decided to face the world with joy. Had decided to outface the world. (Years later, when Richard Avedon became our adoptive father, they could talk for hours about angles and hems, sharing a faith in fashion that sounded silly if made too articulate, but was sublime if lived as laughter.)

			“You’re making me sound like an airheaded clothes horse,” she said a moment ago. It wasn’t just clothes, she urges me to point out, right now, hovering above my keyboard: she loved “beautiful things” of all kinds. Okay. But what was astonishing to my teenage mind was that each beautiful thing was for her nestled in a kind of web of invisible wires, each tugging on scenes from old musicals and chapters from old books, from Mary Poppins to novels by Virginia Woolf, so that a Wedgwood plate or a tartan robe pulled with it, toward it, entire worlds of feeling that she longed for. My own family had a taste for beauty, God knows, but it tended toward things whose beauty was self-­contained—­my parents collected minimal art, planks and slabs of heavily lacquered wood—­or else was a function of the thing’s newness, my family being true believers in the myth of the avant-­garde. If it was strange and new it was beautiful.

			For her, it was by being not strange and not new that things earned their beauty. They were familiar, but familiar not from a middle-­class life in Canada; rather, from an imaginary life glimpsed in books and movie theaters, which she was determined to get to. Ever since she was small, she had been following the invisible wires that tugged on things from their point of origin, the places she longed for. The things also longed for their original homes, and if one simply followed them religiously enough, one might get there, too. The invisible wires all led away from Montreal, sweet though it was, away from family, loving though they might be, away from home. The invisible wires all led elsewhere.

			We decided that we believed in what we called “poetry,” which meant anything except rhymed or metered verse. It meant an attitude toward life that didn’t take practicalities too seriously. It was materialistic without being at all realistic—­though now I know that materialism without realism is a ticket to the poor house, or a life of debt. We would walk through the department stores of Montreal, and choose suits and plates and chairs. The moment we became a couple (all the other coupling stuff aside) came when, looking in a store window on Sherbrooke Street, she said, “What’s the most beautiful thing in the window?” (“That girl,” I would answer, peering at her reflection, her bitter-­almond eyes smiling in a queenly way at the compliment, not unwelcome for being entirely expected.) We always agreed on the most beautiful thing in the window: it was Georg Jensen china—­or lavender cotton socks, or red-­tattersall shirts, or a subtle plaid.

			She had a proprietary vocabulary for clothes and objects, whether her own or not: something might fall short by being too “costumey,” or too clownish—­too much “like a minor operation in 
Buffalo,” or “like a birthday in a kibbutz.” My clothes were all of the above. I was still effectively dressed by my mother, whose tastes 
ran toward the avant-­garde delight in garish colors. Once, on a bus, when we were first dating, Martha couldn’t help herself, and with her jaw uncharacteristically clenched, she tore off a harlequin bow tie that I was innocently wearing with a red velvet bolero jacket. Clothes figured that prominently in her emotional life.

			Not that she was superficial. She loved literature and poetry, instructing me on the greatness of Alice Munro (at a time when I was still pretending that my favorite writer was Julio Cortázar, an obscure South American postmodernist—­Borges must have seemed too common) long before most people recognized it; Canada’s future Nobel laureate was known then as a short-­story writer for girls and women. But material things were her immediate daily means of poetic expression; to wear the wrong one, or cherish the wrong object, meant to follow the wrong thread to the wrong place. Every outfit suggested a scene: a walk on the beach, a rainy morning in London, an afternoon in Paris, where she had never yet been, making the chance of eventually taking her there the closest thing I held to a trump card in my measly hand.

			So, New York. For most of the first half of the decade, we would live in that basement room, and see other basement dwellers and tenementarians come out, like cockroaches, in the evenings to look for pizza and walk the streets in shorts and sneakers, a new uniform. For the second half, we lived in a bigger room, a small loft, filled with rats and mice, the walls unaccountably bleeding treacle and our neighbors full of strange aspirations. They were mostly artists, who in those years believed in SoHo as an avant-­garde quarter as thoroughly and as unreflectively as their predecessors had in Montparnasse. That they were all on a lease that was shorter, and more narrowly ruled by the brutalities of the real-­estate market, was not a vision available to any of us, except as an abstraction that ultimately governed life, though not, we thought, our lives. (Back then, a Saturday morning in SoHo had rules and rituals as fixed as any potlatch of the First Nations. Now no one remembers their absurdities, except a few lone survivors who, like me, remember their beauties.)

			Two arcs are traced here: First is the one by which a couple of lovers from Canada become a New York couple, New York citizens, within New York circles, learning to replace the poetry of aspiration with the prose of experience. The other, small by most standards but big to me, since sentences are all that writers have to live by: my own transit from someone who wrote in the manner of a graduate student—­contentious “but” after the next pugnacious “yet”—­to someone who told stories, or at least tried to, and, perhaps crucially, could make his living by the attempt. That journey cost me more in sweat and perplexity than I now like to recall, but—­no, and—­it was worth it, at least inasmuch as anyone’s life is worth recalling in shape. My life was a struggle to move from “but”s to “and”s; from the contestatory cliché of academic struggle to the inclusive habits of storytelling. So I ask the reader to grant this writer a few implicit “and”s. The form is not “memoirs” but mémoires, fables from a time about a few people inside it. It takes us from a twoness that for three years was nearly complete, to a set of connections: that’s how we build a life. The world can never be as convincing as a couple is. But a couple is too insulated to remain a world. Somehow we found our way through the first marriage that people make, two people bound together by desire and laughter and ambition—­the first marriage, before children come, and desire becomes duty, laughter loyalty, and ambition a grimmer kind of responsibility.

			A bus and then a train. We are on a bus heading south, we are on a train on our way to City Hall. We took the bus from Hyannis to New York City, and now the subway to City Hall, keys clutched in our hands, an absurd but (narrowly!) potent idea of poetic existence in our hearts. “The world of dew”? The world was dew, I thought, though, as I looked around the 5 train, it really didn’t seem that dewy. The truth was that dew was one thing you couldn’t find in Manhattan if you looked high and low. But you could find the world. I looked at the pretty girl in white wool across from me. I knew that I loved her. I thought she loved me. Life was beginning. The dew could wait. The dew would have to wait.

		

	
		
			2

			2 The First Fall

			I lost my pants on my first morning in New York, and have been looking for them ever since. To lose one’s pants is, I suppose, the simplest and purest of burlesque acts, just what always happens to clowns and baggy-­pants comedians—­although, in point of physical fact, my trousers never really got to the floor-­clinging stage, having got lost before I could ever put them on in public. And it didn’t happen truly on the first morning, though it feels that way. More like the first month. Still, I have been walking with my pants at my spiritual, or anyway narrative, ankles ever since. I feel them there, or, rather, not there.

			They were, you see, the lower, and lesser, half of a suit in which Martha and I intended to armor ourselves against the chances and difficulties of our first New York winter. In August 1980, as I have said, we searched for and then rented the world’s smallest apartment on First Avenue and Eighty-­seventh Street—­it was a single nine-­by-­eleven room, and I am not exaggerating. We chose it from an admittedly grim set of possibilities, because of its “view.” It was in the basement of a modern building, but if you craned your neck up from the window, you could see, across the way, the stained-­glass windows of the morning chapel-­house of the Church of the Holy Trinity. That gave tone to our basement.

			These days, couples newly arriving in New York are sent out into the outer boroughs, where they slowly ooze out work and love, like a spreading stain. In those days, young couples were placed in drawers inside the big buildings in “good” neighborhoods of Manhattan. Then they shut the drawers. In these tiny drawers we were forgotten, like embarrassing costume jewelry. It was as if a whole generation were living in the hidden remnant spaces of the great remaining buildings.

			I often asked myself why, in movies of the early sixties, Young Couples Like Ourselves arriving in New York always ended up in top-­floor apartments. The running joke—­of films like Barefoot in the Park and Sunday in New York, and wasn’t there Barefoot on Sunday and Love in the Park; the titles were as transitive as the tales—was always about the huffing and puffing of in-­laws or the telephone installer as they climbed to the top of the stairs. Our generation, by contrast, were lodged in “garden” apartments up and down First and Second Avenues—­basement flats that look out on the airshaft—­or else in studios like ours.

			Back then, the reason seemed to me one of essentially spiritual difference—­the early sixties was a time of aspiration, upward, where hope lay somewhere on the roof. (“Up on the Roof” was an anthem of that aspiration.) Our generation plunged downward, either ambitiously toward the punk clubs on the Bowery, or just into the basement of the building.

			The truth was simpler, and more terrifying: the honeymooners of the sixties had never actually given up their fifth-­floor walk-­ups. The mythical part of the Jane Fonda–­and–­Robert Redford movies was that they ever get out of the first apartment. The reality was that if they didn’t move sideways, out to the suburbs, they didn’t move at all. Years later, I read Neil Simon’s dour but immensely entertaining memoir of his early years, in which he reveals that the fifth-­floor one-­room apartment, with the fold-­out bed and improvised bathtub, in which he installed his Barefoot couple for the stage version, was modeled on the place he and his first wife still occupied when their first child was born. They were able to move out only after . . . the success of Barefoot in the Park. So, if you planned to have an extra room for the baby, you had better become the most successful Broadway playwright of the age.

			New York real estate already raced ahead of all but the truly rich. A game of musical chairs was played, with music and no chairs. People mostly just sheltered in place, adding a loft bed high above as the child arrived, or having ingenious shaggy carpenters build hidden storage or renovate bathrooms. When we eventually managed a paint job, the painter assured us that it would “really open the place up.” Of course, nothing, aside from an explosion, could have managed to do so, but that didn’t matter.

			This was typical of the faith of the permanently situated—­we were all stowaways aboard the ship Manhattan, and glad if our little barrels or stolen sleeping places under the tarps of the lifeboats could be made one touch cozier. We had the basement apartments because the fifth-­floor walk-­ups were still occupied by the couples who had moved in twenty years before. No one ever moved out. They merely adjusted.

			[image: ]

			The suit was but one more bulwark of poetry and against normalcy, for fantasy and against realism. It was a way of accepting fate without accepting it. Martha had her one beautiful dress, a lovely white Ports cashmere number; and so, for symmetry’s sake, we decided to take our fellowship money to Barneys and use some of it, even waste it, on one perfect suit. So we went and bought a Ted Lapidus inky-­blue suit—­that was Martha’s name for its color—­to be our shield in the city. This one perfect suit would get us through life. It wasn’t the first suit we would have chosen. We bought it because it was a suit and on sale. It had a yoked back, and, as Martha admits now, she had never really believed in yoked backs, nor did she entirely believe even in inky blue.

			But it was a good suit. And there was another reason, too, that this suit suited. Ted Lapidus had designed the white suit John Lennon wears on the cover of Abbey Road. The blessing of the Beatles was upon that label. This was still a big blessing at the time. Though the Beatles had broken up and dispersed ten years before, they had never stopped being the big full moon that hung over our generation, just too young to have seen them at their height, mere ten-­year-­olds when they were there in 1966 and 1967. That made it possible to believe in them fully. Their music was full of melodies, melodies that seemed to have been found more than made; and melodies are the one thing the world wants most from art.

			I wanted to make melodies, too. My life plan, as I say, was to write songs for shows. I thought you could do so just by strumming the guitar long enough until the words came to you. This was not a very good plan. But we did have a more direct path, we thought: we knew someone who’d once had dinner with the sister of a close friend of Art Garfunkel’s psychotherapist. Something like that. Anyway, I made a tape for her. That was enough. Our acquaintance would go down the line and get the tape to Art. And in between, 
I would write jokes for comedians. It seemed like a plan for life.

			Am I being too tender about our own lost selves? I can just hear that accusation murmured in those same margins where spectators see spouses as they really are, and I think—­if we can’t be tender about our own longings, knowing that even at their best they take a disillusioned turn, then what is the sense of living? If we can’t regard our own yearnings with a longing for the time when we first felt them, then there is not much more to life than consuming things, settling scores, and growing old and bitter. Tenderness toward one’s lost self is sentimental; tenderness toward one’s lost longings is just life.

			[image: ]

			So: poetry and one good suit. It was a kind of Scott Fitzgerald recipe for managing in New York. Once we laid claim to this tiny basement apartment as our New York home, infusing it with “poetry” was harder than it seemed. For one thing, it was already infested with cockroaches. We hadn’t seen them in the daylight, when we first looked at it; we didn’t meet them until we tried to spend our first night there. And there were many kinds and varie­ties of cockroaches. Really, it was kind of an entomological laboratory. There were little well-­organized German cockroaches; and there were the Asian cockroaches as well, busy and enterprising. And there were those enormous American cockroaches, then called water bugs, who resembled wasps displaced from their natural habitat. They would just remain immobile and horrible in the middle of the tiny room, all elbows and haunches and condescension—­just standing there, taking up space.

			Cockroaches have largely fled New York now, having been replaced by their sinister near relation, the bedbug. But do bedbugs come in so many kinds? They seem to have the spirit of this later time, instead: they are there to aggravate and annoy but not really to terrify. They deprive the young of a feeling of adequacy, inflicting some welts, but without pointing them toward the abyss: we have got to get out of here, is what you feel about an invasion of roaches, agents of psychological warfare. (I’m told that cockroaches, after having been devastated by the weaponizing of boric acid, are coming back, or that they come in waves only to recede again, like boy bands or realist painting.) But then our room was a melting pot of insects, really, like something out of an old thirties cartoon, the insects dancing all night to a bass guitar made of an overturned bucket and mop. And so we put a piece of plywood against the baseboard, just alongside the foldout bed, in an attempt to keep the cockroaches from coming into the apartment, because we were Canadians, and thought that this would keep them out. We were politely asking them not to enter. A piece of plywood this big would surely be a sufficient shield against the entire population of New York City bugs.

			How did the neighbors cope? I’m not sure. We were interested only in each other. Watching Martha dress and undress casually every morning and night held me dry-­mouthed and rapt. A suitably colorful klatch of eccentrics was what the old movies would have supplied. But such types must have all been up on the higher floors. Right behind us on the basement level was the superintendent, Mr. Fernandez, who lived with his wife and their boy, Herman, whom they yelled at routinely—­Martha, who had never heard anyone raise a voice, much less yell at a child, was horrified—­and then an airline stewardess and (sometimes) her boyfriend, who would come home drunk every few weeks, bellowing, “Mary! Mary! Open up.” Once, locked out, after buzzing furiously on their intercom, he climbed up the cast-­iron railing that divided us from them, reaching the window of the first-­floor neighbor’s apartment, which he entered, allowing him to come downstairs and pound on Mary’s door for more direct petition. She opened to him, finally. It was a building filled with love, in all its strange kinds.

			So we had a piece of plywood to keep us safe and a poetic outlook to elevate us and one great suit to be our talisman. In those days, young couples starting out went to furniture stores where you could buy piney things in need of painting. Before the suit, then, would come raw pine and something from “Dixie Foam”—­a store by that name on the Lower East Side cut hunks of foam rubber into shapes to serve as furniture. (They’ve since moved to Brooklyn, of course.) We had them make us a foldout bed in a sort of gray-­beige velvet—­Martha called it “graige”—­which we kept shut up by day, unfolded by night. When we dressed it, night after night, we followed an order that I will doubtless still be recalling on my own last bed: fitted contour sheet bought on Orchard Street, a candy-­striped “comforter” that had come from God knows where, a soft wool Hudson’s Bay blanket, and finally, topping it all, an old red sleeping bag of dubious provenance, which we’d slipped into a white duvet cover. Martha, who said that the sleeping bag had belonged to “an old boyfriend,” was disturbingly vague about when it had come into her possession, why it was full-­sized, and what had happened to make it hers. In the morning, as I made coffee on the little stove, Martha, neat in all things, would roll up each layer of warmth, and the room would go back to looking like a doll’s house with a modern sofa in it.

			We spent a month decorating that place, no larger than a refrigerator, albeit a refrigerator with a window. In the years since, we would have a loft in SoHo, apartments in Paris, a co-­op on a better New York block, but we have never spent so much time decorating a place as we did that nine-­by-­eleven room. We had no money to spend on anything, and no space to put anything in if we had had money to spend. But we spent hours in Conran’s, days on the sixth floor of Bloomingdale’s, frowning and worrying our way through the possibilities. There was a man—­an out-­of-­work actor, I suppose—­who gave demonstrations of SilverStone pots and pans, a kind of nonstick cookware new at the time. He was terrific, flipping crêpes up and over in the perfectly smooth gray pans and crying out, “Hi-­ho, SilverStone!” We would go back day after day to watch him and imagine owning one of the pans. He began to give us the same quizzical look that Ellis Larkins, the great and elegant jazz pianist had when we’d sat at a little table at the Carnegie Tavern to hear him and nursed a Perrier each all night while we did: we were enthusiastic fans of performers, but not big spenders on entertainment.

			I think of that month, of September 1980, and I smell the distinctive sweet and slightly burnt smell of crêpe batter striking a nonstick surface, with Bloomingdale’s all around us. Shopping at department stores seemed an eternal sort of thing, but it was changing—­it had changed and was about to change again. The material basis of middle-­class aspirations was in flux. Nowadays, Bloomingdale’s is just another department store, busy and pleasing, but in those years it had a meaning and a feeling all its own—­one that seemed to sum up a different kind of consumerism just then coming into being. It was a department store culture very much unlike the one we knew in Montreal, which was still ruled by the old middle-­class hierarchies of expensiveness. In Montreal, well-­off people wore furs and shopped at Holt Renfrew’s and liked looking comfortable—­“affluent” was an Anglo-­Montrealer word as much as “hygienic” was a Toronto one. The basic idea that dungarees were in the basement, cloth coats on two, and the fur salon on the top floor still ruled.

			Something different was happening in New York, another kind of mix-­up. It was already exemplified by the then new idea of “designer jeans.” This was, as I would learn more fully later, a classic capitalist switcheroo of the kind that the economist Thorstein Veblen had analyzed a century before: by making the thing with low status into the thing with the most status, you could create a state of perpetual unease in your customers, and the turmoil over what to buy would keep mass consumerism alive. The department store didn’t exist to fill its customers’ needs. It existed to make the customer unsure of what he, or she, needed. It was the principle of the squirting cider, the sucker’s bet, combined with my dad’s dictum that insecurities are the one modern universal. He had meant insecurities about academic relationships, I think, but it extended to insecurities about social position. Manhattan was a kind of black hole of insecurity, where so many insecurities had collapsed one onto another to form a mass so dense no serenity of any kind could ever escape its gravity.

			E. B. White writes somewhere about having more or less lived in Grand Central Terminal during his early years in New York in the 1920s. We lived at Bloomingdale’s in the same way. In those days, Bloomingdale’s (“like no other store in the world”) even had its own foreign policy: every year it would “feature” some new country—­China, Israel, and the Philippines are ones I recall—­and present its goods as the latest thing. Years later, doing a documentary about department stores in New York, I met Marvin Traub, the CEO of Bloomingdale’s in that heyday—­before he lost the store, to, of all ignominious fates, a Canadian tycoon, who, arriving from the north, like us, ruined it. Before that, I discovered, each of the new territories Traub had colonized, even if each was presented as though a serendipitous accident, was calculated and planned to the profitable penny. The surprisingly affordable frozen yogurt had been sought and found abroad, and was produced at a loss in order to draw in the customers. What looked like an overcharge of abundance was actually a big accounting ledger, with dollars in and dollars out neatly balanced: frozen yogurt and designer jeans and Indonesian wicker driving more sales of socks and stockings and face lotions, where the real profits were. What looked like Oz was a neatly laid-­out trap for spending, as cynically designed as a Las Vegas casino, which I suppose looks like Oz, too, if that’s your idea of emerald.

			The simple act of shopping itself was undergoing an alteration that, though it was taking place before our eyes—­or exactly because it was taking place before our eyes—­was harder to see. In a world where real estate was already impossibly expensive, with everyone stuck in smaller and smaller places, the lures and dangles held out by materialism became other things. This was the process that would produce, by the end of the decade, giant muffins and oversized suits as substitutes for an American abundance that no one under forty could any longer afford—­an abundance that had to be worn or eaten, since it could not be owned and lived in. In place of real apartments, you got objects and entertainments that were a hyper-­puffed imitation of old-­fashioned abundance. (“A dim parody of middle-­class life,” Martha, with her keen eye, would scorn some apartment we might look at, or visit, with its tiny cubbies for bedrooms and one pointless wall of exposed brick.)

			“Premium” ice cream was the first small offering to the dispossessed. Häagen-­Dazs is now one more standard item in the supermarket freezer. But at the 87 Deli across the street from the Blue Room, it was new to us. Invented in the Bronx by a brilliant ice cream visionary named Reuben Mattus, who saw that the day of 
the gummy old ice creams had passed, it carried an imaginary Danish origin, a meaningless pseudo-­Danish name, and a map of Scandinavia with a little star marking its non-­place of non-­birth. (He had the best of motives for locating his real ice cream in this imagined place: the Danes had saved Jews.) It had a butterfat content twice as high as in Sealtest or Breyers, and so soon gave birth to other fake-­Scandinavian ice creams, like Frusen Glädjé, which was sold in a domed, white plastic container.

			The inventor had spotted the vulnerable point in the change of generations. What we really wanted was not so much flavor or novelty or variety as simple richness, in compensation for the riches we didn’t have. It was a pun played on the palate. It was also the first of the consolation prizes that our generation would learn to accept. The apartments got smaller and the ice cream got fattier. Eating premium ice cream in a tiny space with roaches was almost the same as living in a reasonable amount of room. That was how capitalism, in its intuitively adaptive way and through the force of natural selection exerted by our changing needs, produced the product perfectly suited to our circumstance. We bought it. We ate it. (Häagen-Dazs was sold by its founder, complete with made-up name and map, to Pillsbury in 1983, another sign of corporate things to come.)

			ATM machines were another new event of the period, which carried a similar meaning. Countless little glass money-­dispensing rooms, entered into by cool cards, right out of The Man from U.N.C.L.E., became a new architectural feature of the city. The idea of the cash machine, which now seems either self-­evident or dated, seemed exciting then. Cautiously withdrawing thirty-­five dollars at a time from our tiny fund, and doing it first at the Chase machine on Third Avenue but soon at cash machines all over town—­Chemical 
Bank! Manufacturers Hanover!—­we came into a different daily relation to money than our parents had done. My grandparents had 
belonged to a check-­cashing generation, proud to be engaged in it. To have an institution as large as an American bank in effect endorse their signature on a little bit of paper as equivalent to money meant to be taken seriously as a citizen. My parents, in turn, were credit-­card cultists—­they loved having them, signing them, showing them, using them. For those who came of age in the boom times after the Second World War, the whole notion of credit, of sharing in a limitless improving future—­of being trusted to buy now and pay later since later would be so much richer than now—­had some of the same significance that the notion of being trusted with checks had for my grandparents.

			We in turn, generationally, had regressed, I realized, back into a cash economy—­we used checks just to pay the utilities. The machines were one more instrument of that infantilization; we went to the machines for something that felt, at least, like our allowance. But the little glass rooms and the mysterious mechanisms they contained were one more way to make our permanent adolescence seem almost glamorous: the code, the room, the machine’s deep internal rumblings as it consulted the great chain of other machines, and then the sudden appearance of the actual money. It was one more consolation for our regression. (Later in the decade, the glass rooms became shelter for the homeless, and so doubled in meaning: you had to see, or pretend not to see, the helpless in their misery as you got your money, and so they became home to shame as well as cash, and oversaw their interaction.)
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