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Praise for Go Gentle

‘Semple has created something rare in Go Gentle: a story that’s both deeply intellectual and still accessible … Smart, funny and devastating in a great way. Read this book’

Jennette McCurdy, author of I’m Glad My Mom Died

‘Highly original and loaded with Maria Semple’s signature wit, Go Gentle takes us on a fast, wild ride through the days and nights of a philosopher for whom the meaning of life – and how to get through it – is completely upended by the one thing she never saw coming. Love’

Bonnie Garmus, author of Lessons in Chemistry

‘I adored this novel and it made me very happy. Go Gentle combines Semple’s giant intellect, genius thinking, rich, witty dialogue and screwball comedy’

Nina Stibbe, author of Love, Nina

‘Manic and frank, playful and wise, Go Gentle rampages through reality, giving us glimpses into Hollywood writer’s rooms, the lives of the fabulously wealthy New York elite, art heists and philosophical debates, but perhaps most preciously it allows us to glimpse a vision of cronehood as empowering and sexy and fun. Adora Hazzard is a heroine for the ages’

Rufi Thorpe, author of Margo’s Got Money Troubles

‘This is the kind of book I dream of. Hilarious, urbane, touching but never sentimental and just brilliantly plotted … Maria Semple graces her readers with the intrigue, wisdom and belly laughs we deserve’

Gary Shteyngart, author of Vera, or Faith
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“Do not go gentle into 
that good night, 
Old age should burn and 
rave at close of day; 
Rage, rage against the 
dying of the light.”


—DYLAN THOMAS









—PART ONE—




THE COVEN






I slid the fried egg—extra crispy, embedded with cracked pink peppercorns—onto a nest of baby arugula centered atop a slice of toasted sourdough. I sharpened my paring knife with a few satisfying slashes and sliced four cornichons thin enough for light to pass through. Those I placed across the warm egg, chevron-style. I capped it all off with a second piece of toast, this one thick with lemon aioli.


Or: I made a fried egg sandwich.


But how you do anything is how you do everything, and one might say my life’s work has been chasing the Platonic ideal.


Viv appeared wearing that day’s iteration of short-shorts, baby tee and sneakers. Her alarm had gone off at six. Evidence indicated she’d devoted the past hour to awesome lashes and beachy waves.


“Good morning!” I couldn’t help but sing out.


Gorgeous, shallow creature, Viv! Reliably irritable, bereft of interests. Scroller, consumer, influencee. That Fate gave me Viv as a daughter provides a daily fountain of dismay and delight.


I encased the sandwich in glass, snapped shut the lid and presented it to Viv. She looked down and back up in dawning, victimized bewilderment.


“I’m not shivving you,” I pointed out. “I’m handing you your favorite sandwich.”


“But …” she began.


“But all my friends go out to lunch? But bringing lunch from home makes me look poor? It’s okay, you can say it.”


Viv narrowed her eyes, swiped the sandwich and pivoted back down the hall to her room. For punctuation: ye olde door slam.


A scrape in the lock. Our dog walker, Ziggy, returning Mr. Man from his morning constitutional.


Ziggy, there’s a kid: freshman at LaGuardia, he just had three pieces in the student art show. He’s a dedicated runner, has a dog-walking business and in his free time is watching all of Bret Easton Ellis’s movie recommendations. Added bonus, he’s besotted with me.


Mr. Man, unclipped from his harness, shot past me and straight to his bowl without a hello.


“Hey, Ziggy,” I said, positioning myself outside Viv’s room for maximum effect. “How’s photography?”


Also, as an infant, Ziggy had contracted meningitis, which resulted in progressive hearing loss. He grew up in the building and is a fan favorite. When we learned he was saving for eardrum surgery, we put up flyers in the elevator. Within a week, residents and staff had raised enough for two surgeries; we threw in one for his pal from camp. Not one to let a skill go to waste, Ziggy gets paid princely by gossip sites to lip-read clips of celebrities bad-mouthing other celebrities at awards shows.


“Or,” I said, loudly enough for Viv to hear, “is photography on pause because of cross-country?”


“I can do both,” Ziggy answered, hopping up and down while standing still, which is his lovestruck way.


“How do you find the time? You must never be on your phone.”


“You can stop trolling me,” a muffled command from within.


“Hey, Viv!” Ziggy stared at the closed door, hanging for a response. None came.


Or: maybe it’s Viv he’s besotted with.


Mr. Man, seeing his bowl was sans treat, returned and gave me an abject look.


“Don’t you worry, Mr. Man,” I said, all cute. “You’ll be dead soon enough. We’ll all be.”


“Oh!” Ziggy said. “Seven-sixteen. I saw them talking in the elevator.”


“For real?”


Ziggy poked his head into the hallway and indicated they were still there.


I whipped the dish towel over my shoulder.


At the far end of the hall, a luggage cart—the brass cage type, a remnant from when the Ansonia was New York’s grandest hotel—was stacked and strung with Fairway bags.


A blonde in her twenties, who I’d seen in the trash room (sweet-faced but notably unfriendly), came out in stocking feet and hoisted a case of IPA onto one knee.


“Hi!” I called as I approached. “You’re selling your apartment—”


At the sight of me, the girl became skittish as a bird.


“How did you know?” she half-gasped.


“I live down the hall, and—”


A handsome man with loose curls and strong captain-of-the-lacrosse-team vibes appeared and stood, shoulders flat against the door frame. At well over six feet, he looked down on me in more ways than one.


“Why, hello,” I said, and returned to the girl. “I’d like to talk to you about buying.”


“Hold on,” the guy said. “Are you—”


“Matt!” the girl whispered. “No—”


“—in the coven?” A grin broke out across his cherub-hued face.


Mention to one doorman, in passing, that you’re starting a coven, and soon the whole building is looking at you askance!


I chose to ignore.


“We can do it off-market,” I told the girl. “Save you the hassle and stress of listing.”


“I’m not really sure,” she said, eyes darting at Matt.


“How much?” he asked.


“We can get it appraised,” I answered. “If we don’t use a realtor, it saves you commission.”


“Not bad,” mused Matt. “We’ll get back to you.” He tossed a laughing look my way. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. Duty calls.”


Matt returned to a big screen television. He dove onto the couch, pulling off a midair half-rotation to land him flat on his back and aimed at the TV. This, he unmuted to “Breaking News.”


“TERRORISTS HIT THE BRITISH MUSEUM,” read the chyron.


“… No casualties have been reported,” blasted the anchor. “But we can confirm the Rosetta stone has been badly damaged.”


I was beginning to reassess my man Matt, the news lover, when the screen went black and switched to a crude animation of the back alleys of Baghdad.


Matt clutched a videogame controller with both hands and, elbows dug into his sides, began the grim business of annihilating soldiers, prostitutes and fruit merchants alike.


“He’s in commercial real estate,” the girl offered, starry-eyed. “We’re moving to Phoenix for his job.”


“Call me before you decide anything,” I told her. “I can think of five people who’d be interested.”


Just inside, I spotted a Sharpie on the counter. I popped in and wrote my number on a jumbo bag of Cool Ranch Doritos.


“Wait!” said the girl, as I turned to go. “Are you saying that the coven …” She was doing some kind of math.


“Yes?”


“Has a waitlist?”


Inside her apartment, Matt (shoes-on, doing the couch luge) was gunning people down with an intensity I reckoned he never applied to learning her love language. A statement bong dominated the coffee table. Meanwhile, out in the hallway, bag handles had begun to cut off circulation to his beloved’s ringless fingers.


“You’ll see,” I said.





I entered Central Park at Seventy-Second Street with amazement that this was my route to work. Even after five years, I took in the city with the mawkish wonder of a recent arrival. On the upside, tourists never stopped me to ask directions. On the downside, I tripped and fell more than your average New Yorker.


Passing the Dakota with its lit torches: each step I took as if through history itself. Approaching the Imagine mosaic and its unceasing soundtrack of buskers: my ears peeled through the din of car horns and helicopters to name that tune. Today, a deep cut, “Savoy Truffle.” Not even a John song! Descending the dogwood-flocked path: the majestic clomp of distant horse hooves sent a reliable thrill. Beholding the crazy quilt of budding magnolia blossoms, lime-green chutes and cutesy crocuses beginning their annual prison break: spring had sprung, baby!


The reflexive next move would be to stop and breathe it all in. But I’ve learned the hard way. Central Park, no matter how fresh-smelling it may look, you take one whiff and it’s piss all the way down.


I crossed the park, my pace juiced by the recent bomb-drop. (Not your bomb-drop, British Museum. Sorry, Rosetta stone, you were fun while you lasted!) The available apartment. Who would I ask to join …


Whatever you’d call our trio of highly competent, accomplished women (theater director, lawyer, philosopher) of a certain age (divorcee, widow, divorcee) who’d bought apartments on the same floor of the Ansonia so that down the line we could age in place and go out in a blaze of independence?


An unimpeachably intentional, highly curated, feminist old folks’ home? Nah, not much of a ring.


A tragic, estrogen-free trio trying to put our best face on the realization society is done with us and we’re destined to die alone? No, and bite your tongue.


It had started innocently enough. I’d moved to the Upper West Side after my divorce. Weeks in, I went to see chamber music with my friend Emily Ann (widowed lawyer), and on the way home said I had to stop at the market.


Emily Ann did, too. “What are you getting?” she asked.


(Now see, looking back, I already want to spend the rest of my life with that person: someone genuinely interested in my shopping list.)


“I’ve been craving tuna,” I said. “But the celery comes prepackaged in two heads, and I only ever want a couple of stalks.” I hated waste. Emily Ann did, too.


“It’s why I never make tuna,” Emily Ann put in ruefully.


“What are you getting?”


“Bread for sandwiches.”


Sliced bread. That, too, I hadn’t bought because I only ever needed a couple of pieces at a time. (Viv was away, summering with her dad.)


Right then, in the fusty cavity between the inner and outer doors of Morton Williams on Fifty-Seventh, inspiration struck.


I grabbed Emily Ann by both arms and dug my fingers in.


“You buy celery!” she cried, reading my mind. “And I buy bread, and we give each other half!”


A runaway train couldn’t have stopped us. On the aggressively narrow dining counter, I broke off celery stalks and slipped them into her Dave’s Killer Bread bag. Into my celery bag went six pieces of her twenty-one-grain bread. It was divine, if spinsterish—


Strike that.


It was divine and spinsterish.


When I attempt to define happiness and understand its place in the hierarchy of the human project (divorced philosopher), my mind leaps to those five minutes in the market with Emily Ann. (Sorry, marriage-to-Hal! Sorry, birth-of-Viv!) They were marked by spontaneity, creative problem-solving, lawlessness, laughter and kinship. I existed vividly and exclusively in the present moment. The universe was harmonious and it had my back. I felt wide and well.


Obv, the next day Emily Ann and I texted each other pictures. Her tuna: rough chunks of celery and onion drowning in mayonnaise. My tuna: finely diced celery, onion, fresh dill, parsley, kalamata olives, capers and Mama Lil’s Peppers, undetectable mayonnaise, generous lemon juice. Her arms: fingerprint-bruised from being dug into. Mine: not.


I recounted the story to our friend Minna (making her the divorced theater director). She wildly wanted in.


Thus began Fridays at Fairway. A meetup of single women who purchase and divvy celery, carrots, basil, muffins—anything we want but comes packaged too much for one. We’ve been known to bring Tupperware and Ziplocs. I call it a meetup because when other women see what we’re doing, they instantly get it and want in. Sometimes it’s a dozen of us. Other times it’s just me and a bag of Mexican limes, ten for a dollar. I’m still surprised The New York Times hasn’t gotten in touch; isn’t that all the Style Section is, breathless reporting on trends that barely exist?


We kicked it up a notch when an apartment became available on my floor. I mentioned it to Minna, who’d turned on her longtime East Village neighborhood for getting overrun by bougie NYU students. So she escaped to the suburbs of Manhattan, aka the Upper West Side, followed by Emily Ann a year later. The idea being to pool our resources and, when the time comes, we’ll take care of one another.


Women. You can’t accuse us of not being practical.


Whenever I mention this arrangement to married couples, I’m met with one of two responses neatly divided along gender lines.


1. “Wait, you can do that?” (Said with wheels turning and fond memories of Ding-Dong Ditch.)


2. “Keep away from my wife.”


I took out my phone and texted Minna and Emily Ann.


716 available. I’m on it.


In immediate response, not just the shriveled witch, but an outbreak of shriveled witches floating across my screen.


So, yes: coven.


As I waited to cross Fifth Avenue, I bid good morning to the private security guard who patrols the block.


“Morning, Tony! Catch any crazies?”


“Whatever you’re on,” he said, red-eyed and nursing a Greek diner coffee, “I need some.”


“A life of the mind,” I answered, and headed towards the steps of one of the few remaining Beaux-Arts mansions from the Gilded Age.





I have one of the weirder jobs. I’m the recipient of a fellowship from the Lockwood Library, you know, the museum on Fifth Avenue. Once home to steel baron Leo Lockwood, it’s now among New York’s swankier museums and houses the Lockwood collection. If you haven’t been, run-don’t-walk to check out the rare books, art, and whatever show is currently up. It’s a can’t-miss experience and the price is right: free, plus unlimited apple cider. At the very least, now you know where to pee on the Upper East Side.


In exchange for health insurance, an office overlooking a formal garden, and a cushy (for a philosopher!) income, I’m asked to research and write in the Library and, four days a week—here comes the weird part—provide moral training for Lionel and Layla Lockwood’s twin tween sons.


Today it’s weird. Back in the day—way back, we’re talking Ancient Greece and Rome—it was all the rage to have a philosopher on staff. Alexander the Great was famously tutored by Aristotle. Marcus Aurelius, future emperor of Rome, attributes his swoon-worthy character to his Stoic teacher, Rusticus. Philosophy, it wasn’t just for rich people! Socrates walked the streets of Athens hectoring all he came across into debating right from wrong, so vexing the powers that be they sentenced him to death by hemlock.


I admitted myself through the employee entrance, scanned into the turnstile and dumped my bag onto the conveyor belt.


“Oh, Doctor!” came a voice.


It was Hannah, the first assistant to Lionel and Layla Lockwood. Hannah was early thirties, with curly hair and severe, blow-dried bangs which left a neat runway of forehead above her chunky black glasses.


I entered Command Central, the eyes and ears of the Lockwood Library. A cramped space, it was barely big enough for Hannah. One wall was devoted to video surveillance monitors.


“The family returned from Paris early,” Hannah said, slicing mail with a letter opener. “There was an incident with the boys, and Mrs. Lockwood requested you today after school.”


I was supposed to meet Emily Ann at five, before the ballet—


“I’ll be there,” I told Hannah.


“I am drinking the yummiest latte right now.” She spoke slowly, emphasizing every word.


I never knew when she was done. Time passed.


“It’s from Blue Bottle,” she added.


As I waited for the next piece of information, or not, my eyes wandered to Hannah’s desk. On it was a visitor badge. The woman in the photo had dishwater hair. It sat atop her head like a bird’s nest.


I must have been giving off question marks.


“She’s back, all right,” explained Hannah. “Mr. Lockwood wants to put in a hydroponic garden and she got a sudden opening in her schedule. They’re meeting at four.”


Of course! The landscape architect.


When I started my fellowship, a massive renovation of the Lockwood residence—not to be confused with the Lockwood Library, but where the family lives, across Seventy-Sixth Street—had just been completed, and she’d designed the garden. I hadn’t thought of her for years.


No.


The opposite was true. I did more than think of her. Every time I stepped into that house and looked out the window, I felt her. Her playful genius became my playful genius.


“This is really good almond milk,” Hannah said, taking a close-eyed sip. “I wonder if it’s barista blend.”


Didn’t the landscape architect live in Los Angeles?


Hannah, noting my interest, added, “She’s moving here, you know.”


At that moment, Ravi entered. Ravi Bhardwaj was the elegant and aged curator of the Lockwood Library. He wore a tweed jacket over mahogany sweater and collared shirt. In other words, three layers.


I dug my fingers into Ravi’s arms and let out a rapturous growl.


Ravi, no questions asked, growled back. Which is why we love Ravi.


I felt wide and well.


I would ask Blanche Falk to join the coven.





The “incident” of which Hannah had spoken involved the Lockwood boys acting like spoiled little shits.


While in Paris, the eleven-year-old twins had learned of a flash drop of Louis Vuitton sneakers happening the next day. Lucien had woken up at six and, braving the spring dawn, stood in line for five hours and scored a pair. Lorenzo slept in. By the time he rolled into the Champs-Élysées flagship, the €2,500 limited editions had sold out.


If only Jesus were around, he’d make hay.


But none of this was considered the problem. That occurred later, as was being explained to me by their mother in the third-floor sitting room of the Lockwood residence.


Layla Lockwood was a young, natural beauty who was nevertheless doing more than her part to keep thriving the injectable economy.


Layla wore a one-shoulder workout crop top and matching leggings in persimmon. I knew from experience it would only be a matter of weeks before that particular hue trickled down to the hoi polloi and Viv would refuse to go on living unless I bought her something in that exact color.


Layla stood scoldingly over the boys, who were sunk into the bulbous cushions of a wood-trimmed settee. Lucien was forlorn, his face the tragedy mask turned to flesh. Lorenzo stared menacingly at the wall.


“As Lucien slept,” Layla said for my benefit, but looking at Lorenzo, “this one took a knife to Lucien’s brand-new shoes. And destroyed all the beadwork!”


At the reminder, Lucien tipped sideways and began bawling into the silk ikat.


On the coffee table sat a pair of beaded high-tops, so garish they made me want to avert my eyes. Upon reluctant inspection, indeed, beading was missing.


Lorenzo relocated his scowl to me. “Not all the beads.”


Lucien raised his head long enough to wail, “Pharrell’s signature!” and tipped back over.


“Where this one got a knife,” Layla said, shaking her head, “I’ll never know.”


“I ordered it from room service,” replied her son.


“Gee, I guess all I had to do was ask.” Layla turned to me. “Lucien has been a wreck ever since. And who can blame him? These boys have to wear uniforms all day. Shoes are the only way they can express their little personalities. There was a presentation about it at parents night.”


“You were supposed to wake me up!” Lorenzo said accusingly.


“Dad did wake you up! To go to the Louvre. That’s another thing. And this applies to you, too, Lucien. Lucien. Look at me.”


Lucien pushed himself up and looked at his mother with big, sad eyes. Dry eyes, for those keeping track.


“The whole point,” she said, “of our trip to Paris was to go to the Louvre. Three days I tried to get them to go. Three days they refused.”


“I hate the Louvre,” Lorenzo said.


“That is not an option,” returned his mother. “You know if it weren’t for the Louvre your father would be dead.”


Lucien parlayed the morbid sentiment into another anguished collapse.


The elevator dinged. Out popped Hannah, tapping her watch. Layla acknowledged her with a nod.


“Lucky for you,” Layla told the boys, making a rainbow with her index finger, “I have aerial arts.” She turned to me. “They’re all yours.”


Layla disappeared into the elevator, leaving me alone with the boys.


Lorenzo gave a look of complete boredom. Lucien, of semi-boredom.


Sulking rudely in their monogrammed sweaters, cerulean ties, moussed hair and emitting the nauseating odor of ruinously expensive body spray … I did kind of love them.


“Today is my lucky day,” I said. “You gremlins have given me a lot to work with.”


Where would I take this? Natural versus unnatural desires? Nonattachment equals freedom? Want what you have? Shop in your closet?


“I already know what you’re going to say.” Lorenzo came at me in full-on brat.


“Yeah,” said Lucien.


“So tell me.”


Lorenzo went. “You’re going to ask what are the four virtues.”


“And what will you say?”


“Wisdom, courage, justice and temperance,” Lorenzo sneered.


“Can we go?” asked Lucien.


“Not until we find the real culprit.”


“It’s Lorenzo!” Lucien said. “He wrecked my Frontrows.”


“Or,” I said, “there’s another culprit. One that came before.”


“Hee-haw,” Lorenzo said, and delivered his brother a noogie.


“You know what has its fingerprints over all this?” I asked. “Not Lorenzo. Not Lucien.”


Both boys leaned in. I paused for effect.


“Desire.”


They instantly deflated.


“Specifically, desiring externals. What’s an external?”


“Anything you don’t have,” said Lucien by rote.


It was subtler and more complex than that, but I took the win; the kid was eleven.


“Let’s think of some. I’ll go first. Louis Vuitton sneakers. What’s something else you want that you don’t have?”


“Artist passes to Coachella,” offered Lorenzo.


“A Cybertruck,” said Lucien, liking where this was going.


“A Mercedes-Maybach S 680!” Lorenzo added with glee.


“A backstage meet and greet with Kendrick Lamar!” Lucien shouted.


“A day with Sydney Sweeney!” cried Lorenzo ecstatically.


“Okay, okay!” I said. “What you’re displaying here? This is what I call irrational joy. Which might sound good. But actually it’s bad. You know why it’s so bad to get this jacked over wanting things you don’t have?”


“You might not get them?” said Lucien, already on the comedown.


“Yes! And want to hear the real mindblower? Even if you do get them, they’ll still make you unhappy.” I pointed to the shoes. “Look at all the misery those puppies caused.”


“Only because he wrecked them!” Lucien said.


“Let’s say Lorenzo didn’t wreck them,” I countered. “You could step in mud and ruin them. Someone else at school could show up wearing the same exact pair. Pharrell could go on an anti-Semitic rant and the shoes become radioactive. And for certain, you’ll grow out of them. How happy are they going to make you then?”


The boys were a different kind of silent. That’s what I was going for, the barely perceptible shift.


“Externals,” I said. “They make for a highly unstable existence. They put you in a constant state of fear that your happiness will be taken away.”


“So you can’t want anything?” Lucien asked.


“He who wants nothing is the richest man in the world,” I said, paraphrasing Seneca. “The less you want, the happier you’ll be.”


“Don’t you want anything?” Lorenzo asked in a rare display of inquisitiveness.


“Not if I’m doing it right. The only thing I want is good character. Another word for good character?”


“Virtue,” said Lucien.


“Available to you anytime, anyplace. You don’t have to stand in line for it. Nobody can deface it. Tell me again, what are the virtues?”


“Wisdom,” said Lorenzo, counting off, starting with his thumb.


“Being smart about things,” I said. “Always an available option. Always makes you feel good.”


“Courage,” Lucien added.


“Having the strength to do the right thing. It might be hard in the moment, but man, you feel good after.”


“Justice,” Lorenzo put in.


“Treating other people with respect. No world in which that’s a bad thing. What’s the last one?”


“Temperance,” said Lucien.


“Or self-restraint,” I said. “Which you two have displayed magnificently. You’re officially excused.”


The boys registered shock for about one second, then shot to their feet and sock-skated down the glass ramp.


“Nice try,” quipped a voice. “Ten bucks it won’t stick.”


It was Blanche Falk. I had no idea she’d been listening.


She wore a black T-shirt stretched at the belly and mustard Carhartt pants. Her skin was sun damaged; her hair wild straw. Her breasts, uncaged, pointed down and out. She was the type of woman you never saw in New York, certainly not on the Upper East Side: one who’d stopped trying. Her whole air was a throw-down that said, “Come at me, haters.”


Blanche was in poking-around mode, inspecting the garden through the third-floor windows. She spoke half to me, half to details only visible to her.


“What was that?”


“With the boys?” I said. “Tutoring.”


“Weird-ass tutoring.”


I stood up. Blanche took me in.


“Shall we dance?” She offered her hand. “It’s a King and I reference.”


To her point, my style did lean towards the marmish.


Years back, I’d made the executive decision to waste no brainpower fussing over what to wear each day. So I came up with a uniform: blue, long-sleeved dresses I could put in the wash. Blue to match my eyes. Long sleeves for sun protection. Machine washable because have you seen what they charge for dry cleaning?


Today’s dress was from Cos: navy cotton, boat-necked and A-line with a hem that hit above the ankle. Adding to the effect, on my feet were ballet flats.


“Moral training,” I explained. “Every day after school, I walk over and attempt to instill values.”


“How’s it working out?”


“I choose to enjoy the journey.”


“I was once walking down the Strip in Vegas,” Blanche said. “Outside the Mirage there was a billboard. It read, ‘The Mirage Buffet. Imagine it. Eat it.’ I thought, that’s rich people in a nutshell. Imagine it. Eat it.”


She went to a wall of glass and slid it open. “I’m not judging. I’m just saying Lionel and Layla sure know how to kick it to the next level.”


Lionel Lockwood was the left-leaning, black-sheep son of right-wing scion Loren Lockwood.


The family name had gotten Lionel into Harvard, where, judging from the photos on the wall, he majored in ultimate frisbee, rock climbing and anything not requiring a shirt. (If you’re carved from marble, why not flaunt it?) His gentleman’s Cs were no impediment to admission to Harvard Law. After several failed attempts at the bar, Lionel decided to become an “angel investor,” which translated into being hit up by anyone with coke and a startup.


At Burning Man, Lionel’s camp was legendary for being the biggest—forty-five RVs paid in full and stored in Reno the other 355 days—and the most dialed: illuminated bicycles with vanity plates for each guest, vegan chef, DJ flown in from Ibiza, masseuses galore, art concierge, psilocybin trip-sitter, nightly X-rated burlesque shows and ecstasy-laced apple cider.


Layla Lee-Howard—who’d been camping in a single tent in the outskirts of Black Rock City—heard there was Cereal Milk soft serve at Nepo Camp on the corner of Genuflect and Eighth.


She and Lionel locked eyes across his Austin Powers–themed outdoor living room. Lionel knew her from a past life, he was sure of it. (More likely it was from her supporting role on a campy, long-running drama. But who was Layla to correct him?) That was a Wednesday. Saturday they were exchanging vows in the Temple while behind them, the Man burned.


They returned to Lionel’s childhood home: five combined townhouses across the street from the Lockwood Library. Nine months later, the twins were born. Lionel and Layla continued to live large, if discreetly. Lionel came from the kind of money where you paid to keep your name out of the paper.


When the twins were five, the family was summering in Aspen. One afternoon, Lionel and his coach went free-climbing up Independence Pass. They’d reached forty feet when, in a true freak occurrence, an aluminum camp chair got caught in a gust of wind and came sailing towards Lionel. He reflexively shielded himself. It was a miracle he survived the fall.


During an all-night, touch-and-go surgery to save his shattered left arm, Lionel suffered several strokes. He emerged with his left arm amputated and right side paralyzed.


Layla, who’d been written off as a featherheaded gold digger, rose up. Her first order of business as the self-appointed CEO of their new life was to get Lionel back home. The townhouses, while taking up a quarter of a city block, were a warren of low ceilings, claustrophobic hallways and narrow staircases. Layla needed to think big.


She’d read about an architect who’d won awards for a research station at the South Pole. In an interview, the architect described herself as having “a soft spot for the logistical nightmare.”


Layla called her up. “Have I got a job for you.”


The logistical nightmare being that the Landmarks Preservation Commission wouldn’t let Layla touch the façades of the townhouses.


The architect solved this by turning the façades into a true façade. She tore down every wall but the ones facing the street. On the now-empty and sizeable lot, she plopped a glass box.


The final product is an astonishingly successful marriage of form and function … but you’re too gobsmacked by its whimsy and elegance to notice.


The first trick happens when you enter. It feels like there’s more natural light inside than outside. It’s all glass ramps and elevators, nary a stair to be found.


At one design meeting, Lionel had an attack of phantom limb pain so severe all he could do was scream. The architect watched helplessly as he writhed and howled. This was a common occurrence, one that terrified the already-traumatized boys. Layla expressed consternation that all the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t fix something as simple as phantom limb pain.


The architect lit up. Her husband once worked at Microsoft. In his lab, there’d been a soundproof room where they brought device prototypes to test for buzzing. It had been declared by Guinness World Records as the “quietest place on earth.” The architect popped one into the middle of the second floor. It’s where Lionel went at the onset of phantom limb pain. The boys called it “Daddy’s screaming room.”


To me, the best part of the house, the part that made me laugh out loud, was that the façade was four stories, and while the glass house was the same height, it was only three stories. This meant the floors of the glass house didn’t line up with the townhouse’s. Standing inside and looking out towards the street, you could see through the façade’s windows, but they’d hit above your head or below, never at eye level.


The only problem, and it was a big one …


When the family moved in, all they could see through the other three sides of glass were the barren, scarred walls of the surrounding buildings.


Enter Blanche, whose work Layla had admired from an Aman resort where she and Lionel honeymooned.


When Blanche arrived, she trudged around the muddy backyard and checked out the light. Her first move was to design and install three enormous metal trellises, one for each neighboring building. Her second move was to “do nothing and see what happens.”


Layla pitched a fit. She’d gotten so carried away by visions of helicopters lowering mature trees into her backyard that she’d already contacted the mayor’s office for permits.


It’s a testament to Blanche’s steely will that she went up against Layla and won. The Lockwoods agreed to give it a year.


What a year it was! The backyard began as a desolate eyesore of hoary mud. Still, you could sense a life force at work. When spring arrived, Blanche’s trellises exploded to life with multifarious vines, all vying for dominance. With summer’s direct sun came a symphony of flowers—lacy jasmine, deep-throated trumpets, spikey passions, weeping wisteria, snowy clematis—and these invited a riot of opportunistic wildlife. By fall, every fairy-tale forest creature in the book—squirrels, raccoons, chipmunks, rabbits, frogs—was calling the walled sanctuary home. The capper was the birdlife. (As of this writing, 193 and counting.) Lionel could go birding without leaving his wheelchair … and he didn’t need binoculars!


“Parrots swallow hollyberries whole,” Blanche said, having observed just that. “Now we know.”


“The best show in town.”


“The rat wall? It turned out way better than I thought. I can hardly take credit.”


“You’ve provided a lot of joy,” I said.


“As any garden should.”


“But this one. It makes me feel good about myself. And others.”


“I’m going to use that line on my students.”


I launched in. “I’m going to go for something big right now—”


The elevator dinged. It was Hannah, pushing her mail cart. In the top basket, the letters she’d screened. In the bottom, a vase of heirloom roses, the kind that actually smell.


“Hello, gals,” she said, swapping out a vase of day-old flowers. “My mother taught us never to go up or down the stairs empty-handed.”


Blanche looked affronted that she was expected to engage in this conversation. Me, I settled in. It’s only bad if you fight it.


“I just heard,” Hannah continued as she popped into Layla’s office and placed the mail on her desk, “that it was sixty degrees today.”


After a fat pause, she turned to me. “I hope your session with Lorenzo and Lucien was productive.”


This was Hannah pulling rank and telling me my time in the residence was up. I found it endearing. Blanche, not so much.


I watched her cycle through possible responses for the one most cutting. It took two seconds.


Blanche looked at me and said, “Helpful, isn’t she?”


Hannah’s eyebrows lifted, breaching her bang line. “Okey dokey.” She did a U with the mail cart and exited.


“Am I high right now?” Blanche said. “Did I get hotboxed on the crosstown bus? Sixty degrees? What does that even mean? Is that hot? Is that cold? Do I care?”


“You,” I said, in half-admiration, “are on tilt.”


“With irrational joy,” Blanche said. “Isn’t that what you called it? You were going for something big.”


“You teach at Columbia,” I said, taking a stab off the references to students and the crosstown bus. “So you probably have a place to live.”


“Go on.”


“I live in the Ansonia—”


“I know the Ansonia,” Blanche said, locking in. “I went to school on the Upper West Side. We’d go to the lobby to see the Ziegfeld girls. They’d be lounging in their paste brooches and tatty furs, sitting on the round sofas waiting for Godot.”


“They’re long gone,” I said. “But Flo Ziegfeld’s great-grandson, Ziggy, walks my dog.”


“Is it still a massive dump?”


A fair question.


The Ansonia, built in 1904, was once the largest and grandest residential hotel in the city, home to Enrico Caruso, Stravinsky, Toscanini, Mahler and Rachmaninoff who prized its thick walls. And Babe Ruth(!). And gangsters galore. The lobby fountains once boasted performing seals. Its heyday was brief, and the building went into steady decline. The basement pools became, in the ’60s, home to the Continental Baths, one of New York’s first gay bathhouses. (Where Bette Midler got her start with Barry Manilow accompanying on piano.) When too many straight looky-loos started showing up, the Continental Baths moved downtown to be replaced by the notorious ’70s swingers’ club Plato’s Retreat.


Let’s say there’s history.


“The Ansonia got converted to condos thirty years ago,” I told Blanche, “but it’s still a quarter rent-stabilized, which is what makes it so great. It’s very high-low. Tiny servants’ quarters that haven’t been touched in a hundred years come on the market for a relative song. Then one day you’re walking past a newsstand, and on the cover of Architectural Digest you see the ridiculously nice, impossibly chic lady on sixteen who turns out to be a fashion CEO who’s combined five apartments. Hallways wider than The Shining; thirteen-foot ceilings. No modern amenities; doormen everywhere. You either get it or you don’t. To those who don’t, we say, ‘Boy, bye.’ ”


Blanche: “I am extremely interested in where this conversation is going.”


“An apartment just came up on my floor.”


“And you’re thinking of buying it?”


“I’m thinking of you buying it.”


“Gee!” said Blanche.


“Are you single?”


“I am.”


“So am I. Two of my friends, single women, have bought apartments on the same floor. The idea is to grow old in curated company.”


“How lesbian are we talking?” Blanche asked.


“Not lesbian at all. It could be, I suppose. But it’s never come up. Are you a lesbian?”


God, I hoped Hannah was downstairs eavesdropping.


“After my divorce,” Blanche said, “it seemed like a solution. I tried it, so yes. But ultimately, no. Turns out, I like dick. Even though the only way I’ll get any at my age is if one falls out of the sky into my vagina. How much socializing is required?”


“None. Minna, Emily Ann and I can go weeks without seeing each other, and often do.”


“My kind of friends.” Blanche gave me a hard look. “This seems like a big move. Asking me to come live with you.”


“True,” I said. “And I could make a spreadsheet listing your pros and cons, comparing them to everyone else’s pros and cons. But that would be an illusion. I’ve learned the hard way that when life leaves you for dead, it’s always the thing you never saw coming.”


“Gee,” she said. “What happened to you?”


“Astute of you to ask.”


She waited for me to say more. I didn’t.


“You’re fun,” she said. “When did you decide I was the one?”


“This morning. When I saw your badge.”


“Spontaneous you! Must be nice.”


“It is,” I had to admit. “Every morning, I open my eyes and say to the universe, ‘Surprise me.’ ”


“Out loud?”


“It convinces the brain.”


“So, literally, if it was someone else’s badge, you’d have asked her?”


“No, no, no. Intuition tells me you’d be perfect. We want women like us. Women who present as scary, but have good hearts. Women who know how to get shit done. Women who, despite our age, share a dirty little secret: we’re just getting started.”


“Blanche Falk,” she said, sticking out her hand.


“Adora Hazzard,” I said, taking it.





When your mind is popping and all you want to do is think, nothing beats the ballet. And nothing makes you feel more blessed to be a New Yorker than Lincoln Center at 7:25.


With its central fountain gaily splashing, pocked marble sheath ghostily aglow and retro-chic architecture dripping with Sputnik chandeliers that give off light so cozy it never fails to surprise. That night, the philharmonic, opera and ballet were all in residence, making my harried bob-and-weave through the plaza a choreography worthy of Jerome Robbins at his cheekiest.


Adding gas to an already sublime evening? Emily Ann had cancelled on me. I was deliciously alone to unleash my lunatic imagination on its drug of choice: coven logistics!


Here’s how it works. There are Fridays at Fairway, as discussed. In addition, Minna, Emily Ann and I have a joint account into which we contribute $650 per month to cover all expenses. These include: Ziggy to walk the dogs; Julio to clean—pro-tip, hire a man because you return home not just to a clean house, but everything is fixed; Minna only needs her assistant Monday through Thursday, so we can request her on Fridays for errands, gratis.


We split subscriptions to the ballet, symphony and theater. A pair of tickets among us, as not all can or want to go to everything. (Bored yet? Too bad!) We sign up on the family plan for streaming services, cell phones and museum memberships. Emily Ann came with a car. We share the cost of a parking space in the Ansonia basement. (An extravagance out of reach for mere mortals, but split three ways? Move over, Gods!) Because we can guarantee three appointments, the hairstylist does our roots at home—at salon prices. I thought it was a bridge too far when Minna insisted on a seamstress once a month. Until the first thing she did was go through my dresses and add pockets. Now? Can’t live without.


For the ghoulish eventualities: we’ll need to fold in a nurse, physical therapist, cook and someone to hold us by the arm as we take our final shuffles around the block. When Ziggy heard this, he said, “I got you. I’ll walk you for free.” Love that kid.


Plus, we get to die at home. Plus, we’re not a burden to our kids. Plus, no Florida. Plus, compared to nursing homes, it’s a huge money saver.


Covens: you can’t afford not to!


I entered the packed lobby to blinking lights.


What to do with my extra ticket? I knew from experience that the box office workers shout you down—through their little speakers!—when you try to sell or give away extras. Tonight was a much-ballyhooed program so the standby line was a doozy. The last person in it was safely out of the sight line of the theater staff; I approached.


“Excuse me,” I said to a man’s back. “If you need a ticket …”


He turned.


“This is unbelievable.” He looked me up and down in guileless astonishment. Under his camel hair coat he wore a suit and open-collared shirt.


The lights flashed again.


“A Justin Peck premiere to boot.” I presented him my extra. “My gift to you.”


“What are the odds?” For a man in his fifties, his hair had impressive flow. “What do I owe you?”


“No need.”


“This hasn’t happened since 1991. Oakland Coliseum, New Year’s Eve.”


“A Deadhead are we?” I said.


He took the ticket.


“You are not miracling me.” He reached for his wallet and searched the ticket for a price. His eyes landed on my name.


“Adora Hazzard?” He looked up. “You’re not the …”


“Philosopher?”


To the extent people knew me, it was from my three books of Stoic translations. My name is on the cover, but most people only pay glancing attention.


This gentleman—well-off, judging from his Rolex and Italian loafers—looked like my typical reader.


“Right,” he said, piecing it together.


“If you’re going to go in …” came a helpful voice. It was the lady behind the gift counter.


The lobby had drained of life but for the blinking grid of overhead lights. The man and I bounded along the red, velvety carpet.


“Big ballet guy?” I asked.


“My enjoyment of ballet is inversely proportional to how badly I have to pee.”


“Aren’t you all-woman?”


“Compliment accepted.”


I pulled open the door to the auditorium, dark but for the amber glow of the hotly lit curtain. The Voice of God was reminding us to turn off our cell phones. We arrived at our seats.


“Take the aisle,” offered my seatmate in a low voice.


“Your legs are longer,” I said, slipping past.


The oboe sounded its A, and the rest of the orchestra followed suit.


“I’m paying for this ticket,” the man leaned in to whisper. He smelled of fig.


Staring ahead, I smiled wickedly, refusing to engage.


“I always prevail,” he said from the side of his mouth.


“No, I do.”


A “shh!” from behind.


Naughty energy crackled between us as our eyes remained locked on the curtain.


My program slid off my skirt onto the floor. I bent over to pick it up. As I did, I snuck a glance back. The man’s face looked expensively moisturized. I could see through his glasses. The prescription verged on legally blind.


The conductor’s baldpate appeared to ringing applause. I jumped at the opportunity to speak and leaned over.


“Buy me a parking-lot burrito.” It was a Dead show reference.


Looking straight ahead, the man nodded and smiled in multifaceted approval. Instead of answering, he dropped his eyes to the armrest.


Both my hands were squeezing his cashmere jacket! I had no memory of doing it; it was as if my arms were detached from my body. Mortified, I quickly released my grip.


The curtain rose to a scrim lit so beautifully purple it was worth the price of admission. A pair of dancers took the stage, a bare-chested man in flesh-colored tights and his partner in diaphanous nude chiffon whose crystals shot colored light. They appeared more naked than if they’d been unclothed.


A cello played. Bach. One of the Cello Suites. I knew it from Yo-Yo Ma, and was grateful for the grounding effect of the familiar.


I settled down and settled in.


The male dancer stood statue-still, offering his hand. The ballerina, pretending not to notice, teased him with a solo that was delicate, fanciful, precise.


Heat rose within me.


The ballerina finally took notice of the male dancer. She stepped tentatively towards him. One, two, three, and paused. She reached for his hand. He tenderly took it.


They began a pas de deux, their bodies flowing in and out of each other. It was sensuous. Too sensuous. I’d somehow forgotten the mechanics of breathing.


I took small, shallow sips so as not to draw attention, but my heart had gotten loose in my chest. I pulled in one huge breath.


I felt the man’s sideways stare. I gave him nothing. He turned his head and waited for me to do the same.


I dropped my chin and looked at my lap.


One of my hands was palm-down on my program. The other, the hand closer to him, rested palm-up, fingers curled … as if asking to be held.


Desire in the form of my hand.


Did the man see this, too? Is this why he was still looking at me? What would he do? Take my hand in the ballet? This handsome stranger I’d just met?


He returned his attention to the stage.


The male dancer was now dragging the ballerina across the floor. She was folded in on herself, like a wounded fawn.


I went to dig my fingers into my leg—but the one hand was stuck to the program. The sweat on my palm was like superglue. I attempted to pull it free—


Riiiip!


The sound of tearing paper shot through the auditorium. At the exact moment of a pianissimo. A dozen heads swiveled.


“Excuse me,” I whispered to the man and climbed over.


I hurried up the dark aisle and burst into the dead calm of the lobby. The only sign of life was a pair of ushers watching the Knicks on the bar TV.


I stood there trying to process what the hell had just happened.


I’d lost my center, that’s all.


I labeled it, “Nervous reaction to a stressful day.”


Between the news of an apartment becoming available, the bombing of the Rosetta stone and asking Blanche to join the coven, I’d arrived at the ballet depleted and off my game.


Nothing more, nothing less. My only available option was to put it behind me and do better tomorrow.


I sighed and headed for the exit.


In the glass, a school matron fresh off the schooner in 1950s Siam.


Blanche had me pegged. Even my hair was in a bun!


Beyond my reflection, in the plaza: a familiar figure on the fountain, leaning back on his elbows, legs splayed.


Ziggy! On his free nights he comes down and tries to score a ticket from someone leaving at intermission. I should have thought of him as soon as Emily Ann cancelled. This whole debacle could have been prevented.


A puff of Bach. Behind my reflection, the approaching man.


I pushed open the door and raced into Ziggy’s eye line. His face opened sweetly.


I let my ticket do the talking, pushing it into his hand.


“Whoa?” he said. “Really?”


“Adora!” came a voice through the thunder of the fountain.


I skittered across the plaza and stole into the shadows of the symphony portico. I rode it around the corner to the lesser-known side steps leading to Sixty-Fifth Street.


On Broadway, I mixed in with a human mass crowded around a halal truck. Only then did I dare turn. The man was gone.


I headed uptown doing the math in my head: with Blanche joining the coven, we’d need Julio one more day, but could offset the cost by dividing the parking spot by four instead of three. …


Up ahead, where Broadway takes a gentle curve, the Ansonia loomed above its puny brethren. Solid, ornate as a wedding cake, and turreted to boot.
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