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About the book


June Bloom is a smart and clear-eyed twenty-nine-year-old writers’ assistant on the late-night comedy show Stay Up with Hugo Best. Hugo Best is in his sixties, a legend of TV and humor known to have an interest in younger women. After he unexpectedly leaves the show and a party is held for his now-unemployed staff, Hugo and June strike up a conversation, their first. They have rapport, and soon Hugo winds up inviting June to his mansion in Greenwich, Connecticut, for the long weekend. ‘No funny business,’ he insists. June, in need of a job and money, confident she can handle herself, decides to go.


The exact terms of the visit are never spelled out, but June is realistic enough to guess. Even so, as the weekend unfolds and June gets deeper and deeper glimpses into the enigmatic Hugo’s life and character, their dynamic proves to be much more complicated and less predictable than she expected.


Charting the four days June and Hugo spend together, Stay Up with Hugo Best is at once hilarious and poignant, brilliantly incisive and terrifically propulsive. It is a tremendously insightful exploration of sexual politics in the modern age and the unforgettable, one-of-a-kind story of one young woman’s stumbling into adulthood.
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On the last episode of the show, Hugo interviewed a veteran America’s sweetheart who’d been on many times before. She sat on the stiff blue couch crossing and recrossing her flashing shins and baring her wholesome gums. Hugo wore his black pinstriped suit, his signature.


The actress said, “Hugo, I’m going to miss seeing you in my bedroom every night at 12:34 eastern standard time.”


Hugo said, sly grin, laughs from audience, “We can arrange something if you’d like . . .”


At the end of the hour he stood in front of the swaying purple curtain and thanked his producers, his band, and his bandleader, Bony Suarez, for taking so many years of his jokes with such élan. He teared up when he got to his loyal fans, and Bony led the band in a sentimental version of the theme music.


The taping was over by late afternoon and there was a huge white sheet cake for the staff. Stay Up with Hugo Best, it read in the show’s font. We all had a piece and a small plastic cup of champagne and then went to the oyster bar on the corner to do our real drinking.


I found it important to drain a lot of top-shelf liquor in situations like these, when someone else was buying and the revel was not wholly mine. I was out of a job after that day. The new host would hire his own writers, and those writers would hire their own assistant. As the writers’ assistant for under a year, I was so low totem I was subterranean. I was the part of the pole they buried underground.


Come next week it was back to the open mics. Back to standing outside of the midtown clubs passing out flyers to tourists, saying, “Comedy, comedy inside, don’t you guys like to laugh?” I practiced it out loud in the corner of the oyster bar, spoke it into my rocks glass to remember how it felt in my mouth.


“Who are you talking to?” asked someone next to me. Bony Suarez had ditched his suit jacket, rolled up his cuffs. He was rubbing his bald head with one hand and holding a beer in the other.


“No one,” I said. I swirled the fluid in my glass. “Just an old friend.”


Bony nodded. He knew me only barely. “Drink up, because that motherfucker is paying.”


I followed his gaze to the motherfucker in question. Hugo sat at the bar at the center of an eager throng. The most junior writer, a Harvard grad named Julian who was three years younger than me, was at his elbow. On his other side, a very young woman perched on a bar stool touching his hair. I had never seen her before—she wasn’t on staff—and I wondered if Hugo hadn’t either.


“Where did she come from?” I asked Bony.


“Who knows?” said Bony. “Eugene Lang? The ether? Where do they ever come from? He arrives and they just materialize.”


Hugo sipped his whiskey and said something that made her laugh in a false, head-thrown-back way. In my experience a woman laughed like that for one of two reasons: to show off her delicate collarbone or to flatter someone who’d told a bad joke. Hugo still had on his pinstriped suit, though it must have held the funk of the studio by now—the faint burned-hair scent of the lights, the smell of his body. When the woman finished laughing, she reached out and smoothed his lapel. He looked satisfied with himself. His lapel didn’t really need smoothing.


“You ever been so sick of a suit,” said Bony, “that you wanted to do an act of violence to that suit?”


The young woman climbed into Hugo’s lap. He looked over at us, over at Bony, and shrugged theatrically. I knew that shrug. I had grown up watching his stupid hammy gestures on TV, practicing them in front of my bedroom mirror.


I said, “He thinks it hides his paunch, I bet. He probably calls it The Paunch Hider in his mind.”


Bony took a step back and assessed me. I was nothing to Bony Suarez, still less to Hugo Best. I was a shape on the periphery of their future nostalgia.


Bony said, “You’re gonna be okay. You’re young and pretty and sort of funny.”


“Say it like you mean it,” I said. “Give it some vim.”


Bony just snorted and walked away.


I was alone again in my white-tiled corner. It had grown hotter, hazier, more crowded. The party would continue to thicken until someone led a mass migration to a cheaper bar. One-dollar shots, beer mud on the floor. Jukebox full of nothing you’d want to hear. The older people would all filter off then, to Metro North, to condos uptown, to wherever people went when they had somewhere compelling to go. The young people would stay late and drink too much, order pizzas to the bar, confess their true feelings, and pair off to kiss each other in the bathroom.


After a while, Julian gave up on Hugo and came over, frowning.


He’d been the writers’ assistant before me, promoted to staff writer nine months ago. When he moved up, I had taken his place. Because of this we were bonded forever, members of the same wary club.


“I was pitching him a show,” Julian said.


He took a drink of beer. He was sweaty, agitated, his pale upper neck scratched up from an impatient shave.


“The one I told you about. Remember? Mates? The sitcom where the characters all live in a house together but you can’t make out what any of the relationships are. It’s just completely opaque.”


“I remember,” I said. “They’re all different ages and ethnicities.”


Julian smiled, ran a hand through his hair. He only ever truly relaxed when he was laughing at his own jokes. “Yeah, and they all leave the house together every morning in a gray minivan. And it’s unclear where they’re going and you never find out.”


“God, Mates,” I said. “I love it. But can it sustain itself for twenty-two minutes week after week?”


“As a premise it’s no thinner than any other sitcom out there.”


“Is that how you pitched it to Hugo?”


“No, I pitched it as Friends taken to its logical conclusion. Cheers, but way dumber.”


“And how’d that go?”


“It went great. He ordered thirteen episodes. No. Come on. You saw how it went. He wasn’t listening to me. She was distracting him.”


We looked back over. By now Hugo was barely visible, his face concealed by the woman’s cascade of dark brown hair. She held her champagne flute aloft in a posture of victory. He put his hand on her thigh, just rested it there knuckle-side down, and I had to turn away.


“Careful,” I said. “That’s the president of the network.” A flash of real alarm passed over Julian’s face. Then he said, “Oh. Ha-ha,” and took his glasses off to clean them with his shirttail. We were silent, trying to negotiate the moment. It seemed to call for some small gesture of mutual comfort or commiseration, which neither of us was able to summon. To do so would acknowledge the presence of feelings—uncertainty, dashed hopes, even friendship—and once the levees were breached there was no telling what would happen.


“What will you do now?” I said.


“Another show. Another staffing job. Something will work out eventually. Something’s got to. What about you?”


“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll go to law school. Prove everyone right.”


Julian shook his head. “You? No.”


“Why not?” I said. “Get to wear a nice suit, carry a briefcase. Go out for a power lunch, whatever that is. You know everyone who’s a lawyer is just someone who decided to do it?”


Julian said, “Yeah, but . . .”


He seemed on the verge of a sincere remark, but a clanging began, the sound of silverware on glass. The room rotated to face the bar, where Hugo had risen to give a speech. Julian looked at me once more and shrugged. Then Hugo started talking, and whatever Julian had been about to say floated away toward the ceiling, never to be retrieved.


Hugo began, “I’m going to be brief because I know you all have more important things to do.” He mimed taking a shot to appreciative laughter. “I came to this show as a young man.”


A few feet away, Bony cleared his throat.


“A youngish man.”


Bony cleared his throat louder.


Exaggerated grimace. “All right, I was forty.”


Everyone laughed again.


“We started this thing twenty-five years ago,” said Hugo. “Think about that. Twenty-five years. George H. W. Bush was president. Remember him? Old willowy guy? No, me neither. The Internet as we know it did not exist. Meaning people were just blindly stumbling into stores seeking pornography. Bony had hair. Unimaginable.”


These were the contours of the show, its rhythms exactly. I got the sense someone else had written the speech for him. I could picture the head writer, Gil, yawning his way through this final bit of drudgery, his mind already elsewhere. He’d stop to glance out the window, sigh, think of the other courses his life could have taken—dissertations unwritten, chickens upstate—now all lost to him.


And while Gil worked, Hugo would have been where? Alone in his office squeezing a stress ball? Having a boozy lunch that stretched well into the afternoon? Passing time with one of the young women who materialized from nowhere and would return there just the same? I found these scenarios all equally likely.


Hugo was saying, “For twenty-five years, I came in every day and did my best.” He paused for laughter, groans. It was his favorite pun, rarely undeployed before large audiences. “Did I get good at it? Did I learn how to host a talk show? I’m sure you have your opinions on that. But I can say with confidence that it has been the greatest pleasure of my life, working with you.” He eyed Bony. “Correction: most of you. You were the ones that made me look good night after night. The credit for everything we did over there goes to all of you.” He took a long moment to make eye contact with each of us, even me. “You’re all equally to blame.”


Roaring laughter, whoops, applause.


He waved a hand, dismissing us. “Now go get drunk.”


Chatter resumed and the crowd rearranged itself. Hugo was swept along to another part of the room by Laura Posner, his longtime manager and executive producer. His stool stood empty, as if people sensed it would be presumptuous to sit there. After a while Gil sat down, scratching self-consciously at his trim black beard with a capped pen.


Julian rattled his beer in Gil’s direction. It was still half full. “Do you want another drink? I think I’ll get another.”


“You’re going to pitch him,” I said. “You’re shameless.”


Julian winced. “What choice do I have? I might never see him again, or any of these people. Her—” He was pointing at Laura Posner, still holding Hugo’s hand. “I’ll never see her again. Or him—” Dennis Pascale, a programming executive talking into his cell phone. “No chance. Will they remember who I am a month from now? Doubtful. How would I begin to describe myself? Hi, I don’t know if you remember me, I wrote for the show for a few months? In the illustrious sinking ship period?”


His stubbled throat bobbed as he spoke. Even his Adam’s apple seemed panicked. I remembered how young he was. He had just moved out of his parents’ house in Short Hills, New Jersey. For years as a page and then as the writers’ assistant he’d commuted every morning on the bus. At the end of the day, he went home and ate the dinner his mother left out for him on a cellophaned plate, and went to sleep under a Wayne Gretzky poster he’d had since second grade. He told me he couldn’t remember ever liking hockey that much. Now he might have to go back.


“All right, I was only kidding,” I said. “Go on and pitch him if you want to. Good for you. Maybe I would, too, if I had something to pitch.”


“You would?” he said.


Between the two of us I was worse off. He had the better résumé, the parental fallback plan. He had his ideas, however silly, and the nerve to voice them aloud. Still, I couldn’t help reassuring him. He looked at me so hopefully.


“Definitely,” I said.


We watched Hugo break free of Laura and cross the room, making his way back to his young woman. The crowd parted for him and filled in again after he’d passed. When he reached her he took both her hands in his like they’d had a long separation.


Julian drained the dregs of his bottle, took a deep breath. “So I guess we’ll never see each other again.”


This was false and we both knew it. New York only ever got smaller. It contracted at the same rate the universe expanded. Eventually it would just be the same ten people shuttling back and forth between work and home, averting each other’s gaze.


“We’ll see each other in the next world,” I said, “and not a moment before.”


It was early evening when I left the oyster bar. I was buzzed, headachey. The sun was still out, and I had the disorienting feeling of emerging from a movie theater into daylight. That feeling could turn into despair if you let it.


I decided to go downtown and do stand-up at Birds & the Bees. Told myself it’d help me ease back into things. Birds & the Bees was a dank basement room on Bleecker that never filled up. If I arrived early enough, the manager would let me do a set for whatever semblance of a crowd happened to be there. In the past, results had been mixed. Sometimes the place was full of NYU undergrads, ten or more of them, out on a weekday afternoon bender. Other times it was just Randy, a neighborhood pot dealer, wiry and balding, with one rolled-up pant leg, nursing a club soda at the bar.


Today there was an act on when I showed up, an even more lost soul than me with a ukulele. Dressed in a bolo tie and cowboy shirt, he strummed a melancholy tune about the new president. His tone was hard to gauge. One minute he was close to tears, the next scornful. He flubbed a lyric about the Electoral College and started over, apparently from the beginning.


“How long has he been at it?” I asked the bartender.


She had thick, pale, tattooed biceps and a delicate doll’s face. Her hair was braided into two long pigtails. She smiled rarely, laughed never.


“Since the dawn of man,” she told me.


I asked her for a gin drink and swallowed it down in three gulps. It tasted like quinine, like a pinecone, like last-ditch medicine. It was restorative in its way. It restored my aversion to gin.


“Do you want your hot dog?” asked the bartender.


She stepped aside so I could see the cooker behind her. I had made the mistake once before of cashing in on the free hot dog that came with every drink.


“Oh. God no.”


There was another figure at the bar, hunched, disheveled, and looking at me sidelong. The braided bartender looked at him sidelong, and I looked at both of them—sidelong, you might say. Then we all put the sidelong thing to rest and turned to watch the act in progress.


The guy on stage plunked away at his political epic. The tune sounded like “Clementine,” only slower. I paid close attention to see if I could figure out what was funny about it, or what was supposed to be funny. Was it bad comedy or a parody of bad comedy? Was it a bad parody or a parody of a bad parody? I went around like this for a while before giving up. At the end, he pulled out an air horn and set it off, a raw, honking noise that echoed around the room. A couple sitting near the stage got up and walked out. I tried to take a final sip of my drink, but all that was left was ice and lime husk.


At that hour at Birds & the Bees there was no one to herald your arrival onstage. If you wanted an introduction you had to do it yourself, into a microphone set up in the hallway near the bathroom. Some people did, affecting a booming announcer’s voice. I could never bring myself to do it. The indignity was too much. I preferred instead to walk on stage almost as if it was an accident. Oh oops. Well, now that I’m here.


By the time I went on, the audience consisted of two or three men sitting by themselves in the shadows. Even the bartender had disappeared; maybe she was changing the kegs. A pair of college girls wandered in with shopping bags and kept up a conversation at a table near the back. In the nearly empty room their voices sounded almost as loud as my own.


“It’s too much to handle. I cannot handle it anymore,” one was saying.


“You shouldn’t have to,” confirmed the other. “You should not have to.”


I was doing the bit about men being able to suck their own dicks. Men can suck their dicks, it went. They can suck them and suck them. It was time to stop pretending they couldn’t reach. Every time a man’s late it’s because he’s been sucking his own dick. He may show up panting with some excuse about transit or the dentist, but really he’s been sucking his own dick. He’s been sucking it and sucking it. And so on in that vein.


The bit got a couple of laughs from out in the gloom. I told the feeble crowd I was June Bloom, thank you very much for coming, and then went backstage to throw up. It was a dry heave, mostly, an empty and painful going-through of the motions.


When I came out of the bathroom, Hugo Best was standing in the dim green hallway. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, tried not to show my surprise.


“Nerves?” he asked.


“Ennui,” I said.


“I used to be a puker, too.”


The hallway was narrow and hung with framed portraits of legendary comedians. Lined faces, flat eyes. What came next was the part where I asked Hugo what he was doing here, but I didn’t know how to initiate this. Over his shoulder I could see a picture of Rodney Dangerfield. I had always liked Rodney’s face, his pop eyes and look of forthright insanity. Sometimes there was solace in things that were very ugly.


“Can we go stand outside or something?” I said at last. I motioned to the pictures on the walls. “These guys are making this weirdly heavy.”


Hugo nodded. “We must avoid gravitas at all costs.”


I followed him out through the bar, past the college girls and drunks, back up the six stairs to street level.


In front of the club, a breeze ruffled my dress and raised goose bumps on my bare legs. It was late May, the eve of Memorial Day weekend, that precarious presummer period in New York when the weather hasn’t fully made up its mind about what it’s going to be.


“You work on my show, right?” asked Hugo.


“Worked on the show, yeah. The writers’ assistant. My name is June.”


“June,” he said. “Right. June. You were good in there, June.”


A year ago this casual praise from Hugo would have felled me, sent me careening back to the bathroom to puke again in a paroxysm of nervous joy. All that time, my whole life, of waiting for this man’s approval and here it was, too easily, too cheaply won.


“Thank you,” I said, though. “It means a lot for you to say that.” I paused. “So what brings you here?”


“This is where I got my start. I guess I was feeling . . .”


He trailed off and turned to study the entrance of Birds & the Bees, its yellowing marquee. His gray-blond hair lifted boyishly in the wind. It had gotten almost completely dark.


“What happened to the girl you were with at the oyster bar?”


“Girl?”


“On your lap.”


“Oh. She didn’t want to come. Can’t imagine why.”


He gestured toward the bar. The smell of stale beer and public toilet was wafting out.


“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” I asked. “A party or something?”


It was last night, he told me. There’d been champagne and passed appetizers, those tiny puffed pastries with one bite of crab in them. A band had played. All on the network’s tab.


“Weren’t you there? I thought we invited the staff.”


I shook my head. No one had told me about a party. “I guess I missed the e-vite.”


“It wasn’t that fun. Mostly just executives patting themselves on the back. For what, I don’t know. Anyway, tonight I thought I’d let everyone celebrate without the boss. They deserve to trash me if they want to.”


He put his hands into his pockets. I braced for an awkward good-bye. But he made no move to end the conversation, no head fake up the street. Was he waiting for me to make my excuses—dinner plans, a dog to walk, a complicated train ride and someone expecting me at home? If I didn’t initiate, it might never end. But did I want it to end? Not exactly. Not unless he did.


“How did you come to be here?” he asked.


“N to Eighth, walked the rest of the way.”


He rolled his eyes.


“I’m friendly with Susie, sort of. I took her stand-up class like a decade ago.”


“Ah, Stand-Up Basics. And how would you rate your experience?”


The class had been a waste of money. The other students were nonserious: retirees trying out a hobby, office workers building their confidence. Susie herself had been bored. She’d taught it for thirty years as a way of supplementing the club’s income and her enthusiasm had expired long before I got there. The only real upside had been her offer, extended on a whim, to let me perform occasionally. I think she kept letting me do it because she’d forgotten how the arrangement had come about. Or because she just didn’t care.


“Two stars. Once she sent me out to get her an aloe beverage. Another time I helped fix her printer.”


“Bravo,” he said. “Multitalented.”


“Hey, I’m no hero. It was a paper jam. I just reached in and yanked it out. Took thirty seconds. People tend to give me an easily accomplished task.”


“Why do you think that is?”


“Maybe I seem competent, but just a little.”


He laughed approvingly. “What did you think of the show today?”


I thought about what to tell him. The show had had the trappings of a celebration without feeling like one. There were tributes, special guests, a gag reel. Running jokes were reprised. Barbra Streisand sang a song. It was exactly the conclusion you’d expect, only the energy was off. Hugo’s enthusiasm seemed faked. Even so, I was sure the audience felt lucky, as if they’d witnessed a historic moment. This was what I finally landed on.


“It was historic,” I said. I sounded unconvinced.


He repeated, “Historic.”


I tried again, “It was . . . it made me sad.”


He nodded. “Me, too.”


A burly guy in all black dragged a stool out of the club. It was late enough now for a bouncer. We watched him take a Sudoku from his back pocket and start filling it out. People began to weave around us and down the stairs into the club, the first arrivals for the early show.


“Listen, let’s get a drink,” said Hugo. “Somewhere other than this.”


“I can’t. I’ve got a thing. I’ve got to go stand around on a roof with some young people.”


“Of course, a roof.”


“I’m serious. I’m not blowing you off. Another time maybe.”


He thought for a minute, swaying forward on the balls of his feet. He seemed a little drunk already. “This is going to sound crazy, but you should come spend the holiday weekend with me.”


He had a house in Connecticut, he said, growing more excited. With a pool, tennis court, everything. I should come hang out, discuss comedy. We could leave right then. He thought I had potential. He wanted to hear me talk.


I said, “That roof thing I mentioned? I’m meeting a boy there. A man. We’re at the beginning and I’m trying to figure out whether he loves me or hates me.”


“Love and hate aren’t mutually exclusive,” said Hugo. “Especially at the beginning.”


He smiled, a dashing enterprise that usurped his entire face. “Come to Connecticut. No funny business.”


The breeze gusted again, blowing blossoms off a tree just up the street. They came at us in a small white cyclone. One landed on Hugo’s lapel, an accidental boutonniere. It was warm and cool both, and what light was left in the sky looked purple.


“How can anyone make good decisions in this city?” I asked.


“They don’t,” said Hugo. “Nor anywhere in the world.”


I directed Hugo’s driver, miles away at the front of the SUV, farther downtown and over the Williamsburg Bridge. Now that we were together in a confined space, Hugo withdrew a little, composed himself after his earlier eagerness. He popped in a piece of spearmint gum and I could smell it over the new-car scent. He smoked for twenty years, twenty years ago, he told me. Unbelievably, he still needed the gum.


“My generation smoked,” he said. “Today everyone vapes. You don’t vape, do you?”


“I don’t vape.”


“Good. It’s a weak simulacrum. If you’re gonna do the thing, do the real thing. Not the PG version. Not the cantaloupe-flavored version. You know?”


“Sure.”


The bridge was a string of taillights creeping forward in fits and starts. Below, the dark blue surface of the river reflected back streaky clouds and buildings and cars moving up the FDR.


“Lived out here long?”


“Sort of.”


I’d started in Manhattan over a decade ago and been forced farther and farther east, changing neighborhoods ahead of gentrification. Now I lived in Bushwick with a friend and soon we’d be priced out again. Already the signs were there.


Hugo nodded. “Tapas bars. Coffee shops.”


“Craft beer sold in growlers.”


We lived at the neighborhood’s limit, right between Ridgewood and Bed-Stuy. It wouldn’t be long before we shipwrecked against the hard barrier of Brownsville. Brooklyn was finite. You could only go so far east.


“And then what?” asked Hugo.


“I don’t know. Queens? Jersey City? Bangor, Maine?”


“Outer outer outer borough.”


“I have a twelve-hour commute,” I said. “But you wouldn’t believe how much reading I get done.”


“It’s a tragedy what this city is doing to our creative class.” We stopped in traffic near the foot of the bridge. Bikes streamed by in the last of the dusk. Being in a chauffeured car all of a sudden was a shock to the system akin to jet lag. I felt transported across time zones. I struggled to recall the chain of events that had gotten me there. We’d crossed the street, I could remember that much. He’d held the car door open for me, grasped my elbow while I’d taken the step up. The contact had lit up my nervous system like a strand of Christmas lights.


“Where do you live,” I said, “when you’re not in Connecticut?”


“I keep a sleeping bag at the office, unroll it under my desk after everyone leaves. Laura came in early once and caught me. Gave me hell. Apparently there’s something called sleep hygiene.”


Laura was the self-appointed keeper of his health. I thought of earlier in the bar, her casual hand in his. Their relationship was a popular topic of office gossip, but no one seemed to have all the details. There was a consensus that they had been

lovers when they were much younger. Opinions diverged on whether they still were.


“I’ve heard of it. You’re only supposed to sleep in your bed and only use your bed for sleeping.”


“What fun is that?” He pointed back toward Manhattan and north. “I live uptown. Stuffy neighborhood, you’d hate it.”


I turned to look. Manhattan was still there. “I bet it’s got a bad view, too.”


“Rotten. Too much park.”


“At least it’s cheap, right?”


“A steal. It’s a slum around there. Not like this.”


We were in the land of warehouses, of plywood partitions and artists lofts. Even with gentrification being what it was, it had a bombed-out feel. All that was missing was the rubble in the streets, the holes torn from facades to reveal bathrooms and kitchens, the severed pipes still dripping water. I had considered telling him to skip it and making do without a change of clothes, picking up a toothbrush somewhere along the way. It could have marked the beginning of a life untethered. But there was the matter of clean underwear and my cell phone charger. The crude implements of modern survival.


On my block, the driver pulled up into the bus lane and punched the flashers. Scaffolding fronted most of the buildings. The bodega on the corner would sell you a hamburger or a loose cigarette. Our joking had acknowledged and dismissed the difference in our lifestyles, but I was still embarrassed to have taken him to such a place. It was a block like so many others I’d lived on: charmless and in flux.


“I’ll only be a minute,” I said, getting out of the car.


The street in the evening was as busy as midday. Kids flew by on Razor scooters. The pet store next door—Just Pets—was getting a delivery. Two men hoisted terrariums full of gray mice up on their shoulders. Outside my building, Rocco sat in his striped beach chair, burning incense. His legs were bloated with disease, skin purple, shards of yellow toenail sticking out of his bare toes. He was a painter; he made portraits of neighborhood people and sat there all day trying to sell them.


He greeted me by name but I waved and kept going. Rocco spent his nights in shelters, smelled like patchouli layered over wet popcorn, loved to talk about his process. You couldn’t engage him without a clear schedule and a heart full of hope. I glanced back at the car to see if Hugo was watching. The windows were tinted and gave nothing away.


Inside the vestibule, one of our neighbors, a tall guy named Lars, appeared to be waiting for me. He had his collapsible bicycle with him, mint green, so small he had to stoop to hold it steady. His round black helmet framed his sweaty forehead.


“You guys need to be better about getting your mail,” he said.


I looked at our mailbox: Bloom/Newton. Corners of letters poked out. More were balanced on the narrow ledge above it.


“Okay,” I said.


“First of all, couldn’t some of those letters be important? Are you not paying your electric bill?”


Once Lars had knocked on our door to give my roommate, Audrey, an Anthony Bourdain book. Another time he asked her on a date. Both occasions she had laughed. Now he was mad about mail and taking his revenge.


“We do that stuff online. But I’m kind of in a hurry. Could we talk about this another time?”


He made his voice very calm and leaned down slightly to clutch the bike. “The mail piles up. The postal worker can’t fit it all. He just puts it wherever. It gets on the ground. It gets kicked out the door and onto the street. You don’t want it out there, do you? With all your identifying information on it? Today I got one of your letters in my mailbox.”


He held it aloft. A credit card offer.


“You can just throw that away,” I said.


“That’s not my job! It’s your mail!”


I took the envelope from him. I worked late, I told him, and sometimes forgot to get the mail. But as of today I was unemployed, so I could give it my full attention. I could watch for the mailman, have him personally hand me my letters. I could camp out with Rocco and preempt him halfway down the block.


“Oh,” he said. He took his helmet off. His hair was pressed to his skull. “Why doesn’t Audrey get the mail ever?”


I laughed. He’d managed to bring it around to Audrey. “I have to go.”


He called after me, “Sorry about your job.”


I was up the first flight already, the first of five, and didn’t bother to respond.


Our apartment took up half a floor, each room longer than it was wide. I knocked over a bike as I entered, and the bike knocked over a broom. I lunged for the broom, but didn’t catch it. It clattered as it hit the floor. On the couch, Audrey raised her eyebrows.


“Well, why was there a broom there?” I said.


“I was going to sweep,” said Audrey. “One day.”


We both laughed at the notion of Audrey sweeping.


“I ran into Lars downstairs.”


“Oh God,” she said. “The mail?”


“He wanted to know why you don’t ever get it since you’re here all day.”


Audrey used to want to be a comedian, too. Now she worked from home freelancing articles for culture websites. Fifty bucks here, one twenty there. Occasionally she’d get a more permanent gig and go to an office for a few months. Then the company would realign, pivot to video, get bought out, disintegrate, and she’d end up back on the couch, sending out invoice reminders.


“It’s too boring for me to contemplate,” she said. “Did you tell him that?”


“I didn’t feel up to it.”


“Tell him that next time. Tell him I think they should discontinue the mail. Why are people still scribbling something down on a piece of paper and paying to have it delivered to another person? It makes no sense. Everywhere there’s a post office they should build a wind turbine instead. Would that make a good essay?”


“No,” I said. “Come with me for a second.”


Audrey followed me down the hall to my room. I had a window that looked out on the street, and I beckoned her over to the blinds.


“That’s my boss down there,” I said.


She squinted. “You mean a producer or something?” She pulled back and cocked her head. “Or . . . You don’t mean Hugo Best?”


“It’s him,” I said.


I told her about our encounter. My set on Bleecker, his invitation outside. How fast it had all happened. How looking back at Manhattan from the Williamsburg Bridge had been like glimpsing the Earth from space. I felt oddly like I was lying. I kept adding details to make it sound more true.


“The guy on before me had a ukulele,” I said.


“How is that relevant?”


“Just painting a picture.”


We looked through the blinds again. The car’s smoky windows reflected the orange streetlight.


“What’s he doing in there, reading emails?”


“Just chewing gum, I think.”


I started jamming clothes at random into a canvas tote bag. I searched my drawers for what to bring. He’d mentioned a pool and a tennis court, but otherwise I was at a loss.


“What do I pack?”


Audrey let the blinds fall back into place. “How long are you going for?”


“I don’t know. I forgot to ask. I guess all weekend?”


“Don’t you have that thing with Logan tonight?”


Yesterday I’d been consumed by my relationship with Logan; today I felt barely able to picture him. What had I liked about him again? His modish swoop of hair and carefully considered interests? His tidy shirts buttoned all the way to the top? He thought it was funny that I worked in network television. He had gotten the idea that I was doing it ironically and I hadn’t corrected him.


“It’s not that important,” I said. “It’s just standing on a roof.”


She settled onto the striped duvet my mother had gotten me when I’d come to the city for college eleven years ago. She wore sweats and a frayed T-shirt with cutoff sleeves, but crossed her wrists elegantly in her lap.


She said, “If you’re doing this for the experience, fine. If you’re doing it for your career . . .” She paused. “Also fine.”


“It’s not like that,” I said.


“But if this is some hero worship thing . . .”


“It’s not.”


“But if you have expectations . . .”


“I don’t.”


She exhaled. “Remember when I met that author on the plane?”


I did, but she told me the story again anyway. She was on her way to California for a wedding and had ended up in business class seated next to the author. He was one of the lesser greats, upper-second-tier, bald and charismatic with a gold Rolex that rattled on his wrist when he motioned to the flight attendant for another round of drinks. His most recent book was being made into a movie, he explained, sipping, and he was headed to LA for a meeting. He was sure it would be a dreadful affair. They always were. The movie or the meeting, Audrey asked, and he smiled. They talked for a couple of hours. He paid for the drinks and they exchanged numbers.


“It felt promising,” she said. “It had weight. Not just a chance encounter, but the beginning of something.”


I was getting impatient, doing a lap around the room for anything I’d forgotten. “And then halfway through the flight he took his shoes off and watched a kids’ movie.”


“And socks,” she said. “Shoes and socks. And not just a kids’ movie. An animated princess movie for little girls.”


“Is this an allegory?”


“It’s a real thing that happened,” said Audrey. “As well as an allegory.”


“Can’t men watch cartoons without some judgment on their masculinity?”


“It wasn’t just about his masculinity.”


Later, the author fell asleep and his breathing sounded ragged and wet. Audrey could feel his body heat radiating three inches off his skin like a clammy dome. She’d come close to grabbing her bags and heading back to coach. It was lurid, his humanity. It was a neon sign switched on in the dark. It ruined his books for her forever.


“Granted, I was drunk,” she added. “But that was that author,” I said. “And this is Hugo.”


“Author, television host. There’s no difference.”


“Sure there is.”


I wasn’t going to get into it, but the problem with allegories was that they worked in general but failed in the specific. Anything could happen with Hugo. Anything at all. The outcome wasn’t limited to disgust. Plus, I could think of counterexamples. Our friend Priya from college had fucked Michael Jordan once and it was great. They watched Ray after on demand. He sent her home in a chauffeured limo.


“I think that’s apocryphal,” said Audrey. “Anyway, you’re not going to Michael Jordan’s house, are you?”


“I guess not.”


“Say it did happen. Priya wasn’t invested in basketball at all. Michael Jordan wasn’t her idol. She wasn’t employed by Michael Jordan. She wasn’t in her twentieth year of a one-sided conversation with him in her head.” She paused. “Isn’t Hugo like seventy?”


“Not seventy. Sixty-five.”


“And what about his thing with that high school girl? What’s her name—Kitty Rosenthal? How old was she, sixteen?”
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