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CHAPTER ONE

Right Now



In a bed at the center of the universe, a man is inside a woman he loves and they are moving, the bed is moving, the apartment is moving, the island of Manhattan is moving. There is a bowl of roses on the bedside table, fat white Boule de Neige—his own—chosen for her, and right off the truck, in the blue hours of the morning, this very morning. Now it’s late afternoon and outside, Park Avenue is clogged with strident, resentful cabs, but Marian—her name is Marian—feels oddly becalmed, borne aloft in the safe familiarity of her city and her bed, even as the angry horns float up and through her bedroom window, even as this wild pounding (his hips and her heart weirdly in tandem) moves her roughly against the sheet—a top note of friction, but good friction. This pounding—there is no other word for it, thinks Marian, but how odd. Pounded into submission? Pounded into sweetness? She smiles, her eyes closed against his neck. How odd a way to change a thing from something hard to something soft, as she is most certainly being made into something soft, into a sweet soft thing, tight between him and the sheet. Sweet butter, for example. And what is that thing they pound into butter? Is it milk? Is it cream?
         

“Yes,” says Oliver, as if in confirmation, and she laughs into his soft dark hair.

And then, quite suddenly, he stops, and Marian has one of those moments, those rare and otherworldly moments, when a person can see herself as if she were not herself at all but someone else, looking at her, and she sees (greedy, not knowing how long it will last) through the scrim of all this ambient affection, and all this situational lust, herself: white shoulder, white breast, dark nipple, fleshy. And—much to her own surprise—she is absolutely ravishing. Possibly, she appraises, almost coolly, the most ravishing woman who ever breathed. How dull of her never to have seen it, for all these years of mirror scrutiny and social unease, all these years secure in her twin designations of smart and plain. What a waste, never to have noticed her own loveliness, for surely men have longed for her since she put away roller skates. Surely someone will again before they put her in the ground. But never before, nor ever again, as much as right now.

Oliver moves again. It is a relief and a sadness.

“Sweetheart,” he says, though not distinctly.

From far below, a howl of enraged traffic drifts into the open window, and it occurs to Marian that she is inhabiting the moment of her greatest happiness. Never mind the reasons she should not be in this particular bed with this particular man—and there are many reasons, and they are very good reasons. Right now, right now: in her life, in this bed, with Oliver and the roses and the noise and the dusk of a Manhattan day in October. And she sees, as if she were falling from her own open window, her life flash not back from the end nor forward from the beginning but both of these at once, the ends racing for the middle, for this moment at the heart of her life, so that in the instant before she smacks to the last of consciousness, this is what she will see: herself and him, inside, in motion, in love, and then she will know that her life was actually a good life, with sweetness and pounding and car horns and the smell of him, Oliver, who looks at her that very instant and says what he says, which is: “I love you.”

Marian, in answer, in restraint, shifts a bit. This has the unintended effect of letting him sink—incredibly—even deeper inside.

“I love you,” Oliver says again.

There is the faintest pause, barely longer than a breath. Then she says, “You don’t have to say that. You shouldn’t say that.” And she moves again. She is not uncomfortable, precisely. But she wants to move.

“Why not? I love you.” She hears impatience in his voice. He has decided to take offense at this, in the way only a man can do.
         

“You’ll know others,” she says, her eyes on the roses. “You’re young.”

“Marian,” Oliver says. “Marian. Look at me.”

Marian turns. She does not want to look at him. She wants to look at the wall of her bedroom, which is taking the full hit of October light on a plaster painted six times with ever deepening greens. Like—she remembers Marshall saying, once, between coats four and five—“living in a goddamned terrarium.” But perhaps that’s not untrue, she thinks now: her burrowing instinct. Earth mother, that’s her! Can you be an earth mother and childless?

The sheets rustle. He is waiting for his answer, the angry young man.

But she is losing herself, too. There is something dizzying in the smell of him, she thinks, shutting her eyes tight and feeling him move. The smell where neck meets shoulder, back of knee, palm of hand: clean and hard, talc and tough, the animal scent of purest desire. Either that or the bed is rocking, or the building, which is not so very tall, but they are nearly at the top of it, and the beguiling of those impatient cars and screeching brakes, or his hips, which, being narrow (or more likely her own being wide) fit so neatly between her thighs and move so cunningly, or…there’s that smell again, Marian thinks. She wants to stop what she is doing, what they are doing, and just smell him. Hold still! I must smell! And she imagines herself slipping him over and onto his belly, immobilizing him with a well-placed knee, and leaning over him, nose to ear, nose to nape.
         

And then, quite suddenly, she remembers the way Caroline used to smell Oliver’s hair when he was a little boy—with a whispered “My luvvie,” and a kiss to his chubby, little-boy cheek—and it’s all over.
         

How small? How young? Having no children of her own, she has never been good at ages. Did he wear diapers? My God! (“My luvvie…” She concentrates: little boy, curly brown hair, corduroy pants, a grubby stuffed bunny clutched in a grubby fist, and Caroline, her hair gamine short, worn short those early years in Greenwich, when? After college, certainly. After Marian left Yale? Before New York? The math? The math?) My God!
         

“Marian,” he is crooning, and though she is now too miserable to let go herself, she is also too generous to hinder him, so she follows him with her hips and sounds, making herself hollow (vessel, Marian thinks grimly, old gourd, old girl) until he is rattling, like a death rattle. Little-death rattle. This breaks her misery and actually makes her laugh, though only for the briefest instant.
         

“Sweetheart,” moans Oliver, misunderstanding. There is a mist of sweat between them.

Marian closes her eyes. She holds the moment even as it slips from her, even as he slips from her, but Oliver’s elation lingers.

“Mmm,” she offers, noncommittally. She knows he loves her. And the terrible thing is, she has never not wanted him to love her. Not from the first and never since. He keeps throwing her golden apples, and she keeps stopping to pick them up. She will never have enough apples, she thinks.

“I want to tell everyone,” Oliver says, avoiding eye contact.

“Oh?” She says evenly. “And who constitutes ‘everyone’?”

“Well,” he considers, “the Upper East Side. Upper East and Upper West. SoHo. The West Village. Brooklyn Heights and Park Slope. Those people who move to Brooklyn, they’re so defensive, aren’t they? And Hastings-on-Hudson, and Montclair. They get very offended if people leave them out. Also the New Haven Line, or else I could never go home again. The Hamptons, of course. Or should I say, ‘the East End’ like the rest of you reverse snobs?”

Marian thwacks him.

“I figure an ad in the Ascendant should cover it. I’d just put it in the shop ad, it wouldn’t cost me any more! It could say, The Calla Lilies Are in Bloom Again at The White Rose. Order some today. And incidentally I am in love with Marian Kahn. That’s right, the Marian Kahn…author of Lady Charlotte Wilcox! Maybe I should do a special: Get a free pink paperback with any order of pink callas over $50. What do you think?”
         

“I think that’s shocking.” She shakes her head, indulging him. “My book, a freebie for a lousy fifty bucks? Make it at least a hundred.”

“Writers,” he says, and rolls his eyes. “God, the ego of writers.”

Marian laughs. She hadn’t seen it right away, this Puckish side of him, not in their serious, panicky, and reverent first months, and not often since, but it’s there. Oliver, for the most part, is a serious man, broody even, given to silences and careful speech, but now, very occasionally, a streak of playfulness turns itself to the light, and when it does, Marian finds herself disinclined to resist. In what she stubbornly considers her real life, levity is rare and abandon pretty much unheard of. She loves to laugh with Oliver. She loves to feel her body against his, both of them shaking with laughter. So long as he doesn’t go too far.

“Besides,” he says now, “why not bring in the fans? I’m a small-business owner. I’m supposed to be keeping my eye on the bottom line.”

“And just how,” Marian says, “is invoking a woman who’s been dead two hundred years going to increase your sales of calla lilies?”

“Not her fans, silly,” says Oliver, nudging her shoulder with his forehead. “Your fans. You have fans.”
         

“I teach history, Oliver. She was a wild adventuress whose boyfriend wore a dress. She has fans.”

He winces. “I forgot about the dress. I wish you hadn’t reminded me.”

“Oh?” she says archly. “And what do you have against a man in a dress?”

“Well, nothing. I mean, to each his own. But honestly, what kind of self-respecting heterosexual guy goes around in a skirt?”

“Hmm,” she says. “How about a heterosexual guy whose vengeful wife and creditors would like nothing better than to find him and drag him back to England? She had the money, you know. The wife,” Marian says. “Besides, I think Charlotte liked it.”

Oliver turns to her. “You’re suggesting she was of the Sapphic persuasion?”

“Oh, don’t be so small-minded, Oliver! I’m suggesting that his willingness to masquerade was a sign of his devotion, which she would have liked. And maybe it was a little bit titillating as well.”

He makes a face. “Titillating.”

“Sure. Why not? You’re traveling through Europe with your ‘girlfriend.’ You walk down the street, sit out in some public place surrounded by your countrymen abroad, half of whom have heard the scandalous story of your elopement and are dying to know where you are…and in addition to getting away with it—which is quite an aphrodisiac itself—you know that under that dress is the man who’s going to take you back to the inn and make love to you.”

Oliver considers this. “And this scenario would be appealing to any woman.”

“I can see its appeal,” Marian tells him. “Beyond that, I make no assumptions.”

“Interesting,” he says. His hand materializes, softly, at her breast, which he kisses. “And I thought I knew all about you.”

Marian closes her eyes. “You know enough,” she says.

“Sometimes,” Oliver says with a grin, his face to her neck, “I try to remember how I used to think of you. When I first read your book. Or when my mom would talk about you. But I can’t. I can only see you as I see you now.”

“Now,” Marian says, echoing him. This is promising. Now, she can handle. Only then—the one in the past and the one in the future—gives her pause.
         

“But did I tell you?” He perks up, lifting his head and looking slyly at her. “I remembered you the other day.”

She frowns. “Remembered me? When?”

“I think it was you. You tell me. It was in Greenwich, in the backyard. I was with Billy Pastor, so that would have been sixth grade, because he pissed me off the next year and we were never friends after that. My mom and Henry were having a party. A cookout.”

“Big steaks,” she says, her voice thin.

“Right. All the men stood around all night drinking G and Ts and acting like they were total hunter-gatherers, not suits on the train. And there was this woman on a log, smoking a cigarette, in this wild dress with purple squiggles on it.”

Marian swallows. “Marimekko,” she says.

“What?”

“Marimekko. From Finland. Very chic in the seventies. Never mind.”

“And it was you!” He crows in conclusion. “I remembered, the other night on the subway. Man, you were beautiful.”

“Yeah,” she says with a sigh. “I were.”

“You are.” He nudges her. “You’re not tricking me into that.”
         

She looks at him. “What were you doing looking at women when you were in sixth grade?”

“No.” Oliver laughs. “I wasn’t looking. It was just…just a filed memory, you know? And suddenly it came back to me.”

“On the subway.”

“Yeah, on the subway. I had you all over my fingers. It did something to my brain.”

“Oliver!”

“Oh,” he says, grinning. “Do that again. Blush again! From now on I’m going to leave your trail all over the IRT.”

“God, you would,” Marian says, repelled and elated.

“I would. I will,” he teases.

“You’re foul,” she says, laughing.

“But I clean up so nicely.”

“Foul. I’ll tell your mother.”

It has slipped. She hadn’t been thinking. Now it is out there, in the world, between them. His mother is her oldest friend—not her greatest, not her best friend, but certainly her oldest. An old girl’s oldest…that meant older than many, many. Caroline, who had white-blond hair and hated Miss Fokine’s dancing lessons as fiercely as Marian had, so so long ago. Marian will not tell Oliver’s mother. Marian is terrified of Oliver’s mother being told.

“Why not?” he says, his voice soft, but steely soft. “I’ll tell her myself. She has to know sometime.”

Marian shivers. And then, quite suddenly, she is on the point of tears. Where have they come from? Queued up behind the eyelids, they threaten to course like obedient soldiers, pouring from the trenches. “No, you wouldn’t. You can’t! Oliver, you can’t!”

But now he is sulking. He is off on his own stamp, his little performance piece: I am a man! I deserve! I’m entitled! Amazing how they all have this same soliloquy, in the end.
         

“Why shouldn’t I tell her? Why shouldn’t I tell everyone? What’s so terrible if I tell?”

“Tell,” Marian says, testing the word. At the tail of the L, a sudden hit of iron.
         

One of his arms slithers beneath her back, forcing her into an arch not quite comfortable, but she can live with it for a while. From across the apartment, she hears the purr of her office phone, and pictures it, for a moment, down the corridor, across the living room, and through the dining room, hooking around her kitchen with its cool Portuguese tiles and into the maid’s room that serves as her temple to Lady Charlotte Wilcox—the now very famous Lady Charlotte Wilcox—a sleek black phone with its little light blinking. She turns toward Oliver.

He is so lovely, she thinks again, and not only the part of him that she can see, nor even what she feels: the heat from him, the sweet frictions of his fingers and tongue. It’s his kindness, his goodness, the as yet undiscovered depths of his introspections and generosities. He is that sought-after thing: the good person, the good kid, the nice guy. That he is also passionate and smart and crushingly romantic seems almost beside the point. He is so good she dares not waste her time regretting that the situation is impossible. There will be time later for that, Marian thinks, desperate to clear even a wisp of preemptive sadness from her thoughts. Not now. Later. Not now.
         

“There’s nothing that has to be hidden here,” Oliver says. “I want everyone to know! I want your doorman to know. I want my customers to know! I want Pete at the Pink Teacup to know! Why not? Don’t I love you? Am I not of sound mind?”

“Yes,” she says, clutching at him. “I mean, no. Please.” Even to herself she sounds frantic. “Caroline would be devastated.”
         

“She’ll get over it. She’ll want me to be happy.”

“Not happy with me. Not happy with somebody her own age. And your father!”

“You mean,” he says coolly, “my stepfather.”

“Yes. Oliver, please think. This is wonderful. This is…I’m…” She shakes her head in pure frustration. “I’m so happy. This year…I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.”

“Missed it!” he says.

“Please, we need to keep it private. Oliver, promise me!”

“I won’t.” He crosses his arms in classic petulance. “You misunderstand me, Marian. This is for good with me. I mean, this is it, you know? So I want to be with you now and I want to be with you next year. I want to be with you in twenty years. I want to be with you in thirty years.”
         

The thought of herself in thirty years fills her with total horror. Reflexively, she pulls up the sheets.

“Too late,” he says smugly. “I’ve seen it.”

“And what about Marshall?” Marian says. “Doesn’t he have a say?”

“He had one,” Oliver says. “But he blew it. Besides, what’s he doing right now? He’d rather go off to some hut and shoot things than stay home and be with you.”

“Oliver. You know that’s not fair.” She swings her legs over the side of the bed, still holding the sheet across herself but prepared to make her getaway. “It’s a corporate retreat.”

“I’ve never understood the appeal of shooting things,” Oliver muses. “I think it’s an I’m-a-man-and-I’m-getting-old thing.”

Marian turns abruptly. “Well, perhaps when you’re getting old, you’ll understand it better.”

He recoils. “Marian.”

“Look. I’m sorry. But there’s no point attacking Marshall. His life is a very big house with lots of rooms and I don’t go into all of them. I’m happy with that.” She softens. “After all, I wouldn’t want him in all of my rooms, either, would I?”

Oliver, looking hard but not quite fierce, says nothing.

“But look how we’re wasting the moment, Oliver. We’re here. He’s there. When have we ever had this?”

“And what,” he says archly, “is this?”
         

The very question, thinks Marian. She would like him to be quiet now, and kiss her.

Marian considers him as if seeing him for the first time: man on the street, man through a restaurant window, man with flowers. There is a bloom on him that breaks her heart, and hair so richly brown it makes her think of fertile earth. Each cheek bears a brushstroke of pink, fading at the jaw line, as if he has just come in from a run on some spiky peak in New Hampshire. Oliver is twenty-six, elated, connected, utterly alive. She is forty-eight.

Again, that purr as the phone makes its transapartment statement. It can be nothing important enough to wrest her from her bed, her lover, even her petulant lover. Increasingly, these past months, it has been Lady Charlotte groupies on the line, wanting to touch her telephonic hem, so to speak, so much so it now seems to Marian that it’s time to change the number altogether. She holds her breath: the phone stops.

“I’m not trying to ruin things,” he says suddenly. “Believe me, that’s the last thing I want. But I want more, and I don’t see why we shouldn’t have it. And don’t—”

She has begun to speak, but he continues, “Don’t try to tell me it’s for me, because it isn’t. I’d marry you today if I could. I have no problem with the age thing, you know I don’t. I only mention it because I don’t want to ignore that it’s problematic for you.”

“I appreciate that,” Marian says carefully. “That’s very sensitive of you. But I’m asking you to do nothing for the moment. I just need some…stillness, I guess. I need to be still. Let’s give ourselves some time.” Please, she adds to herself, since she is not deluding herself about the rest of it.

“How much time?” Oliver says.

“Until…” Marian smiles, considering. “Until my rose is ready.”

He smiles. “You mean Lady Charlotte’s rose.”

“Of course.”

“A rose to order: pompous, overblown, and…what was the rest of it?”

“Pompous, overblown, and incapable of regret. That’s what I asked for, I seem to recall,” says Marian, laughing. “Surely that can’t be too difficult.”

“Difficult? It’s a serious challenge! But it might take time. I may not get it on the first try, you know.”

“Then I will wait,” Marian says, and they kiss.

Kissing him is her favorite thing. Kissing him is a thing she can do for hours. Oliver is a kisser of spectacular abilities, because he—alone, she believes, of his gender—has grasped the secret power of a kiss that does not necessarily lead to activities more genital. In other words, he can kiss for the sake of kissing, and a woman need not fear kissing him if she is not prepared to have sex immediately afterward. Marshall, it occurs to her even as she luxuriates in Oliver’s tongue, Oliver’s slightly overbitten front teeth, has never quite gleaned this fact, though she doesn’t hold it against him. Most men, after all, offered kisses as they might offer invitations to join a board: if you accepted, you’d better be prepared to come up with the goods. Marshall, a man of his generation (their generation, she reminds herself), had better things in mind than the meeting of lips, even the interplay of tongues: they were in it for fucking, pure and simple. Not that fucking didn’t have its place.
         

But Oliver…well, Oliver likes to kiss. Just now, indeed, he is holding her head, fingertips light on her jaw, lifting it, adjusting it, and her mouth is full of him and her thoughts are full of him, until she is almost helpless to keep herself from taking those demure above-the-shoulder hands and placing them decisively below the shoulder so that she can disprove her own point about kissing for kissing’s sake as quickly as possible. But before she can do that, there is a rude buzzing sound from the kitchen.
         

“Drat,” Marian says, pulling back.

“Oh, let it go,” says Oliver, his voice dreamy.

“Can’t.” She sits up. “It’s downstairs. The doorman knows I’m here.”

“So?” He leans back on his elbow. “If it’s a delivery he’ll take it.”

Marian gets out of bed, wrapping the sheet around herself like a lady on a Grecian urn. “Mr. Stern,” she informs him, “I live in this building. I have lived in this building for fourteen years. These doormen know far too much about my life, and I know virtually nothing about theirs. It is a strange and strained state of affairs that requires a highly choreographed dance involving all participants, and an inordinate amount of courtesy. And part of that courtesy, my young man, is answering the house phone when it buzzes.”

“Okay!” He puts up his hands and grins. “Answer! Answer!”

“Also random chats about the weather, cooing over baby pictures, superficial commentary about city politics, and a working knowledge of the championship prospects of major New York sports teams. I do not refrain from answering the house phone when he knows I’m upstairs and then expect the departure of my young and lovely friend in due course to pass without some salacious interest. Do you follow me?”

“Like a slave,” Oliver laughs. “Now hurry up and answer the phone.”

Marian does. She trails her sheet through the apartment, hearing the house phone sound its angry buzz a second time as she pads over the dark wooden floors. In the dining room her mail from yesterday is piled on the long oak table: magazines, catalogues, bills, a fat manila envelope of Charlotte reviews, from Italy this time, forwarded by another satisfied publisher. Also a box from Hammacher Schlemmer, another of Marshall’s gadgets to be fussed over, perplexed by, and ultimately consigned to molder with its gadget cousins in the hall closet. “All right!” she hisses to herself as the house phone blasts anew.

“I’m here!” She reaches the kitchen and snatches it up. “Sorry, Hector. I was working, didn’t hear the phone.”

“Mrs. Kahn? It’s Hector downstairs? I try to stop him.”

Marian goes cold. Her sheet slips in her grip. Irrationally, she thinks of Marshall up there in Nova Scotia. He is up there, isn’t he?

“What is it, Hector?”

“He coming up. He say he your cousin. He insist! He say you expecting him, he your cousin! Mr. Barton Ox he say he name is.”

Ox?

Oh no. Oh no no no, Marian shakes her head. And it’s her own bloody fault: the idiot said he was coming to town and she’d failed to head him off. And now he’s here, on his way up. And she is in the kitchen holding a sheet over her breasts. And there is a naked man in her bed.

“Thank you, Hector!” Marian yelps. “That’s fine!” And she hangs up the phone and tears back to the bedroom, letting her sheet fall behind her on the rug. “Oh shit!” she is muttering. “Oh very much shit.”

“Hmm?” Oliver is in the bathroom. Water runs into the sink.

“Oliver!” Marian hisses. “You’ve got to get out of here! My cretin of a cousin is coming upstairs. I completely forgot he was coming to the city, and now he’s in the elevator.”

“Why’s he a cretin?” Oliver asks with interest.

“Not now!” She is fumbling with her bra strap. It springs from her fingers once, twice. “Shit!”

“Calm down, sweetheart. I’ll just leave.”

“You can’t leave. I mean, you have to leave, but you can’t leave. You can’t go out the front door, you have to go out the back door. You have to go now.”
         

“But I have no clothes on,” Oliver says wickedly. “Have you thought how that will look?”

“Where are your clothes?” Marian asks frantically, but even as she does, two things happen: she knows where his clothes are—they’re where her own clothes of the afternoon are, deposited all over the living room as she and Oliver had moved from chair to rug to sofa hours earlier—and the doorbell rings.

“Oh shit!”

“So why’s he a cretin again?” says Oliver.

“Go!” She swats him and opens a bureau drawer, snatching out a black cashmere sweater. “And be quiet. Get your clothes, go into my office, quietly, and when you’re dressed, go out the back and take the service elevator down. I’ll…I’ll call you when he’s gone. I’ll call you at the shop.”
         

“Will you have dinner with me?”

The doorbell rings again. Twice, this time.

“Sure, of course. Just…Oliver, please, just scram.”

But he insists on kissing her once more, catching her head as it emerges from the neck of her sweater, and even amid her panic she feels the briefest rush as he clutches her. Then he pads nakedly away, refusing, like any man, to be hurried. Marian yanks open the drawer of her dresser and takes the top pair of pants. Black, like the sweater. She’ll look funereal, but she is already dressed and moving toward the door. And yet there is something…something nagging her, and not the now-enraged rings of the bell. It’s something about…no, not the clothes. (As she moves past the living room she can see that Oliver has picked up her own as well as his—sweet of him.) Not the doorman, not even her cousin, who is the last person she wishes to see, it’s something about…

“Hi!”

Marian flings open the door, and a fleshy index finger is lifted away from the buzzer.

“Oh, Barton! What a treat!” She gushes. And then it comes to her.

It’s the service elevator. Which is broken and awaiting repair, and not going anywhere.


	

    
	
		
CHAPTER TWO

A Ridiculous Man



They didn’t want to let me come up!” he says indignantly. “Can you imagine that?”
         

Barton’s face is a veritable purple, Marian thinks. She offers a kiss with minimal contact to his sweaty right cheek.

“Oh,” he pauses in his rant to smear the cheek against hers. “I said, ‘Of course I’m going up! I’m her cousin!’ ”

“We’ve had some trouble with people who’ve read the book…,” Marian says lamely.

“Yes, yes.” He waves his thick hand dismissively. It occurs to Marian that he does not know which book she means. Does he even know she has written a book?

“So they’re very careful, you see. Once we had a whole busload from Indiana down in the lobby. Luckily we were out at the beach that day, but the other tenants were not happy.”

“What?” He seems to be looking around worriedly. “Can I get something to drink?”

She takes his coat, which is heavy tweed, and drapes it across her arm. “Come on into the living room. Come tell me all the news.” Marian turns on a lamp. The day has turned its corner into dusk. She strains to hear some sound in the kitchen, in the maid’s room–office, and beyond. Surely he can’t still be getting dressed? “What will you have?”

“Oh,” he says, considering. “Maybe some bourbon. You have bourbon?”

“It’s in the kitchen. Give me a sec.” And she takes off, moving quickly in her bare feet across the hallway and dining room. When she gets to her office she finds Oliver lounging on the daybed. He is wearing a pair of boxer shorts. Only a pair of boxer shorts.

“Did you know your elevator is broken?” he says casually.

“No! I mean, yes. Yes. I did, but I forgot. Oliver, where are your pants?”

He appears to consider this very seriously. “Maybe under the sofa?”

“Oh no! You forgot them?”

Oliver shrugs, but he is clearly enjoying himself. “I didn’t forget them. I missed them. I was in a hurry.”

Her own clothes from earlier, she notes, are piled at the foot of the daybed.

“I have to go. I have to get him a drink. Look, just stay here, okay?”

He grins at her. At the sight of his little overbite, she melts a bit. “Where would I go?” Oliver says mildly. “I’m in a compromised position. I’ll just amuse myself in here.”

“Fine,” she says, distracted. “But quietly.”

Marian dashes into the little bathroom next to her office, flushes the toilet and loudly shuts the door. Then she grabs a glass, scoops up some ice from the icemaker in her freezer, and scoots back to the living room, where the bourbon has been all along. “Sorry!” she says gaily. “Had to pee!”

Barton looks up. “What?”

She crosses the living room to the bar, flicks open the door, locates the bourbon and pours. “You’re looking good. It’s so nice to see you in town. You never come down anymore, do you? But you should have called.”

You really should have called, she thinks.

“Oh, the phone,” Barton says bitterly. “It just rang and rang. Then that message machine. I refuse to speak to a machine! I’m not a machine, I won’t speak to one! Besides, I knew you were here. Why didn’t you pick up?”

“I was working,” Marian says lamely. “Sometimes when I’m working I don’t answer the phone.”

Does he know what I mean by work? she wonders. And why is she defending herself? Marian goes to the bar, before the window. The light outside is going and she feels the day slipping from her hands. Though perhaps, she thinks longingly, it can still be salvaged. Perhaps Barton will drink his drink and go away and there will be more time. On top of the bar, massed in a silver pitcher, are more flowers from Oliver: roses, but strange roses, white with pink at the tips. Oliver has a thing for roses, and these are lush, lovely, and greedy for attention.

“I finally decided, I’ll just go upstairs,” he continues, as if he has not heard her speak. “And they wouldn’t let me come up!”

Then he is off again, on the doorman and his impudence. “I told the man I was your cousin, but he said…”

Poor Hector, Marian thinks with a sigh. This will require a tip. A big tip.

Barton drinks his bourbon. He has put on weight, mostly in the neck, but the effect—she observes with irritation—is actually not to his detriment. Barton has always managed solid good looks in spite of his corpulence. Moreover, having now attained the age at which his comportment—prematurely middle-aged—is more or less appropriate, he looks like nothing so much as a captain of industry. This is odd, because Barton has never had anything to do with industry. In fact he has never, to her knowledge, had any sort of job, let alone a job likely to pay what a captain of industry might expect to be paid. In fact, it occurs to her now, Barton can’t possibly have much remaining wealth at all. Whatever money his side of the family once had must now be much dissipated by his generation of one. The final generation, Marian imagines, since he has never shown the slightest inclination to procreate. And that, she supposes, is no bad thing.

“Didn’t you get my letter?” he says, accusatory.

His letter? She got it: Coming to NY Oct. 9/10, will call. On a heavy cream-colored card with a pen-and-ink drawing of his house near Rhinebeck on the front. The house had a name—The Retreat—also rendered in said drawing. And a date, likewise inscribed: c. 1830. And a provenance, ditto: The Home of Henry Wharton Danvers, 1804–1878.
         

He is a ridiculous man. He has been for years. Before that, he’d been a ridiculous boy.

“I got it,” she says merrily, pouring some seltzer into a glass for herself. “I was looking forward to seeing you. When shall we get together?”

Tomorrow, Marian is thinking. I can do tomorrow. A drink somewhere. Not here. Maybe the Cos Club. Her precious weekend with Oliver, and she has to have drinks with her visiting cousin at the Cos Club!

He looks at her as if she is insane. “We’re…together…now.” He speaks deliberately, as if she is a child. Not only a child, but a backward child.

“Well…” She thinks of Oliver in his boxer shorts, and then, as if on cue, there is a distinct rustle from the direction of the kitchen. Barton does not seem to notice. The ice in his highball glass tinkles.

“So don’t you want to know what it’s all about?” He leans forward, extending the glass toward her.

What it’s all about? Marian thinks. She hadn’t known there was an it. Where was the it in Coming to NY Oct. 9/10, will call?
         

“Of course! I can’t wait!” She takes his glass. “Tell me.”

“I’m getting married.”

There’s a definite fumble at this point as Marian grapples with the highball glass, which somehow is prevented from falling on the Aubusson while nonetheless bathing her hands with seltzer. She stands still for a moment, barely gripping the glass between wet palms. Barton getting married? The very notion is absurd. Barton uttering the phrase “my wife”? Barton in bed with a…woman? She wants desperately to laugh, but she manages to muster enough control to sputter, “How wonderful.”
         

Wonderful. As in full of wonder. As in will wonders never cease?

How Marian wishes she were in a position to give full voice to her wonder. In the most delicious of all possible scenarios, she would now be shrieking, YOU CAN’T BE SERIOUS! and WHO CAN YOU POSSIBLY INTEND TO MARRY? and WAIT A MINUTE, I’VE ALWAYS ASSUMED YOU WERE—

“Yes, I’m quite pleased,” Barton says, and indeed he is now the picture of pleasure. “She’s a fine girl. A lovely girl. Not silly at all.”

This seems an odd point of defensiveness, Marian thinks. “Girl?” she manages to say.

“Well, young lady. Of course, she couldn’t be old, you know!” he offers cheerfully. “We intend to start a family.”

“Family?” Marian thinks she might faint. “You’re going to have children?”

“Well,” he grins, enjoying her all too obvious state of alarm, “not me of course! She’s going to have them.” Barton looks at her. “I’ve surprised you, I see.”
         

This is pointless to deny. “I’m very happy for you, Barton,” she says, fetching his refill. She is thinking, Don’t be such a snob. Maybe it’s true there’s a mate for everyone. Maybe he’s been looking, all this time. Maybe all it ever took was the right woman.

Marian fixes him with an extravagant smile. “So! Don’t hold out on me. Who’s the…young lady? Do I know her?”

He grins, showing many teeth. “Do you know Kaplan Klein?”

“Well, sure,” Marian frowns. She ought to. She and Marshall had had a broker at Kaplan Klein for nearly twenty years. “Does she work for them?”

“Work for them!” He laughs riotously. “Work for them!” He shakes so hard his bourbon sloshes onto his hand. “No, Marian, she doesn’t work for them. They work for her!”

“Oh,” Marian frowns. “You mean, she’s a Kaplan. Or a Klein?”

“A Klein. Sophie Klein. Her father is Mort Klein.”

Damn, Marian thinks. Mort Klein. How like Barton to fall right in the clover. Mort Klein!
         

“Wow,” she can’t help saying. “Where’d you meet her?”

Barton grins. “I allowed the Hudson Valley Historical Society to hold their fund-raiser at The Retreat. Mort was there. Sought me out. Utterly fixated, you know. On us.” Barton chuckles.

Marian sighs. It’s not that she doesn’t understand him perfectly. She understands him perfectly. Mort Klein’s penchant for the first Jewish families of the city is not exactly obscure. But what is there to say about it?

“He knew all about The Retreat, but that’s to be expected. It’s a very important house, you know.”

“Yes,” she offers.

“Loves old houses, too. Do you know, he lives in the old Julius Steiner mansion, on Fifth and Ninety-second. He’s restored it completely. Right back to 1910. I’m going there myself, this evening.”

“Well!” Here Marian must fight to hide her actual envy. The Steiner restoration has been lauded in Architectural Digest and offered for various fund-raising events of heady social heights—the New York Historical Society, she seems to recall, and the UJA. She has never been there herself, though.
         

“But here’s a funny thing!” Barton slides his palms over the generous thighs of his trousers. “This guy, all the money in the world, fabulous house, incredible stuff! He bought an entire set of Rosenthal china at Sotheby’s, five hundred pieces! Once belonged to Isidore Schwartz. Uses it for breakfast. And the place in Millbrook, you wouldn’t believe. He has a vineyard starting up next door. All that, and he talks like a tough from the Bronx.”

Which is precisely what he is, thinks Marian. Mort Klein is the ultimate tough from the Bronx. Mort Klein rules the corner, the corner rules the world.

“He’s very smart,” she says, thinking aloud.

“What?” Barton says gruffly. “Oh, well I suppose he must be. But that voice! I mean, all that money, why not pay for a speech therapist?”

“Maybe he doesn’t think there’s anything wrong with it.”

Barton finds this hysterical. He laughs above and beyond the call of humor. He laughs so long that Marian actually becomes bored. He has been here at least ten minutes, she thinks. How much longer?

Finally, Barton checks himself. “Well. I’d take a refill.”

Relieved, in a way, to have something to do, she goes to get it for him. Behind her, on the couch, there is a crunching sound as Barton shifts and resettles his bulk against the raw silk pillows, then, farther off, a distinct answering rustle from the kitchen. Instinctively, Marian fakes a cough.

“I’m sorry!” Her voice is falsely bright. “Change of season! Getting a cold!”

“Is somebody else here?” He is looking over his shoulder.

“Oh…” She is frantically thinking. Should she invent a servant? Or gamble on Oliver’s being spooked enough by what’s just happened to keep very still for the remainder of this excruciating interview? But before she can choose one of these unenticing options, a well-timed distraction occurs in the form of a ringing telephone in a corner of the living room, for which Marian lunges, taking Barton’s glass with her. “Just a sec, Barton. This might be important.”

It is important. As she approaches the phone, she sees that the light for the home line is blinking and the light for the office line is steady. Oliver is calling her. She takes a breath.

“Yes!”

“Sorry, sweetheart. I was reaching for something up on the shelf and it fell.”

“Oh. Yes, that’s fine.”

“How long is your cretin going to stay?”

“That’s not easy to say.”

“Because there’s something I’ve been thinking of doing to you,” Oliver says, and Marian, despite herself, feels a brief flash of longing.

“Ah,” she says tersely. “Well, I’m not sure what you had in mind.”

“Well,” he says, “I thought I’d see if you were telling me the truth before. About that thing you found so titillating. And I’m getting a little impatient.”

Now this, thinks Marian, is an intriguing statement. Another afternoon, she might chomp on it awhile, and with some pleasure, before answering. But this is not another afternoon.

“And this is in reference to…,” she lobs, and the receiver vibrates with his soft laugh.

“I had no idea we were the same size,” he says. “Well, the skirt’s a bit loose, but the tights are nice and snug. I guess that’s why they call them tights, yes?”

He pauses for her response, then, when it doesn’t come, he charges on.

“I have to say, it wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. Everything feels so…soft. This sweater is so soft, you know. Well,” he says gleefully, “of course you know. I just wish I filled it out as nicely as you do. Is this breast envy? Do women get that? And what are you doing with a wig, anyway?”
         

For a minute the question does not compute. Then she feels her heart begin to pound.

Marian glances at Barton, who seems to be frowning at the painting above the mantelpiece. She is not surprised. The painting is dark, abstract, and difficult. Barton is strictly an ancestral portrait man, himself.

“I want you again,” says her lover, from her office, from her clothing.

And then, for the first time in all her forty-eight years, she truly understands the phrase weak in the knees. The heavy tumbler slips in her palm.
         

“I’m sitting here thinking about it.”

“Oh,” she manages to say. “It’s on the left. In the drawer, on the left.”

“I love that place under your arm, where the freckle is. I love where your thighs touch. I’m not going to make a big deal about it. If he’s such a cretin, he won’t notice if you excuse yourself.”

Marian stands perfectly still, perfectly firm. She has turned away from her cousin. Outside, in the sliver of open space between two Fifth Avenue towers, she can just spy the glint of setting sun on the Reservoir.

“Hmm?” Oliver prods. “Are you coming?”

She can see the little runners, too. Little bug-sized runners, running around. She used to run around the reservoir, herself, but it proved too hard on her knees, her old knees, her weak knees. They are now very weak, indeed.

“Come on. You can lift my skirt and I’ll lift yours.”

I’m not wearing a skirt, she nearly says aloud.
         

There is a rustle from the sofa, gratuitous and clearly impatient. “Look, we’ll finish it tomorrow,” she hears herself say, and even allows herself a moment of smugness: I sound good! I sound fine! “That’s enough for right now.”
         

“Marian…,” Oliver is crooning. “We’ll light a candle under Lady Charlotte’s portrait. I’ll kiss you in the precise place Lord Satterfield kissed her.”

“Yes,” she says tightly, no longer amused. “We’ll do that tomorrow.”

He sighs so audibly she wonders if she is hearing it through the phone or all the way from the office. “Then I’d better just come out,” Oliver says suddenly.

Marian gasps. “What? No, that’s not necessary.”

“Tell him I’m your research assistant. Let’s have some fun.”

She is about to yell at him, but the light on the phone has already gone out. The phone is silent. Out of breath, Marian replaces the phone and turns around.

“My research assistant,” she hears herself say.

His eyes leave the painting and study her. “What?”

“That was…my research assistant.”

And now she can’t think what to do. Give him his drink? Run for the kitchen? Head for the nearest exit?

“What about her?” he says impatiently, and then there is a new, unmistakable sound from the kitchen. Her office door: shutting. Barton turns around once again.

Marian goes to the bar and clutches at the bottles. She resists, but only barely, the urge to down Barton’s bourbon herself.

“Oh, hi!”

The greeting comes from the doorway, though the voice is not exactly familiar. And then the chilling rustle of silk as her cousin rises.

“Hello!”

The second voice is Barton’s. A different Barton. A Barton enthralled. She has never heard this Barton’s voice before. Marian pivots, drink in hand.

“Oh God,” she can’t help saying, and very loudly.

Oliver, quite placid, and quite pleased with himself, looks languidly in her direction. He is indeed wearing her clothes, clothes he evidently gathered from the living room floor on his dash for the service elevator: one gray cashmere turtleneck sweater, one camel-colored wool skirt (which hits her at the knees but him decidedly above), one pair of black tights, Marian’s shoes—and amid her shock she allows herself the briefest moment of horror at this information: he can fit into her shoes, her feet are as big as a man’s!—and…and this is what takes her breath, what she cannot, cannot understand, refuses to accept: her wig.

This, then, is the item that fell from the shelf. She can’t even remember which shelf precisely, or when she put it there, years ago, how many years? Diagnosis, surgery, chemotherapy…twelve years. Twelve years ago!

“Hi!” this absurd new Oliver says again.

She wants to hit him. She will never speak to him again.

Barton repeats his equally avid greeting: “Hello! You must be Marian’s assistant!”

“Yes,” he says affably, as if this scenario is entirely mundane. His voice is not precisely normal, but it is not fake, either. It is breathless, she decides, as if Oliver has exerted himself in walking from the kitchen. “I’m her assistant. I’m Olivia.”

Olivia, thinks Marian with astonishment. But of course.
         

“Well, sit, please!” Barton says enthusiastically. He reaches for Oliver’s elbow and force-guides him to the couch. As Oliver sits, he delicately crosses his legs at the knee. He has, Marian notes, great legs. But she knew that.

“Olivia,” Marian says quickly, “is one of my graduate students. She’s been helping me on the new book.” She hustles across the rug and practically hurls the glass into Barton’s lap. He chuckles a bit as he takes it, then introduces himself.

“I”—pause for emphasis—“am Barton Ochstein.”

“Yes!” says Oliver. “Of course I know that. Marian has told me about you!”

Barton leans forward. “Nothing but the truth, I hope!”

“Nothing but the facts!” says Oliver and giggles, and Marian, slinking dejectedly back to her own sofa across the room, wonders why, if he needs to be a girl, he has to be the giggling type.

But of course, he doesn’t need to be a girl—that’s the point—and since he isn’t a cruel man, there is something else in play here, an attitude not essentially mean but not unwilling to make levity from someone’s ignorance, either. It’s a quality she hasn’t seen in him before, Marian reflects, because he is not like other New Yorkers she has known, many she has known, who will willingly comment on the taxi driver’s hygiene or the waitress’s intelligence. His kindness, she has always thought, comes from his knowing the inequities of the world, and how fortunate he’s been: in his health, his comfort, the love of his family, and the bounty of his education. And perhaps that is why he is willing to make sport of Barton Ochstein, whose privileges outweigh even Oliver’s own, and who has made so much less of them than he ought.

Marian watches them in silence for a moment. They are on a wavelength, this absurd couple, chortling in concert, making small, flirtatious touches of neutral body parts. Can Barton actually think Oliver is a girl? Fresh as the memory of his flesh may be, she forces herself to see Oliver with neutral eyes: young female, demurely dressed, clear skin and hairless jaw, flat-chested but also flat-throated, as the turtleneck covers his Adam’s apple. His body is lithe and twists with a suppleness she herself has not possessed in some years, his hands are masculine but small. His voice—to her ears—is strained, but perhaps that is because she knows his natural voice. (This voice, she suddenly realizes, is his sexual voice, the voice of his neediness and discovery, the voice of his pleasure. It is her voice, it belongs to her, and how she resents his using it now, only to make fun.) And while the wig, which she has happily not seen in years, looks a bad fit to her, it might fool someone who cares to be fooled, or just isn’t looking.
         

Barton is looking. He is leering, and she does not know which offends her most: that he is newly affianced, that she has always supposed him to be gay, or that the object of his perfectly evident lust is the object of her own. She watches Barton’s hand, at rest on the cushion between them, delicately turn at the wrist until the knuckle presses Oliver’s leg. This charade, she thinks, is the worst thing Oliver has ever done, and by far the most dangerous. This is the joke that will drag him into trouble. Only don’t, she thinks fervently, let it drag me, too.

“Oh, I know Rhinebeck!” Oliver is saying. “I once had a boyfriend who took me up for the weekend.”

“Ah!” Barton’s eyes widen.

Marian sits forward. “Don’t you need to leave, Olivia?” she asks pointedly.

“No!” Barton says.

“No,” Oliver smugly agrees. He sinks back into a cushion. “I have time.”

“You…” Her thoughts grasp. “You have a…doctor’s appointment, isn’t that right?”

“It was canceled,” Oliver says languidly.

Barton assumes a look of concern. “A doctor! You’re not ill, I hope?”

“Never better,” Oliver confirms.

“Don’t you have…” Marian searches. “A date?”

“Canceled,” he says, leaning back against the cushion.

“Now who would cancel on you?” asks Barton. “Whoever he is, he isn’t worth it.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” This is Oliver, shaking his pretty head. “I think he was ashamed to be seen with me. He denied it, of course, but that’s what it was. Some people are. Some people,” he says, with a little choke, “don’t set much stock in living honestly and openly with the person they love. I have nothing to hide,” he adds, in case Marian has failed to glean his meaning. She has not failed.

“Nor should you!” says Barton. “We are human creatures, with human needs. If there is love between two people, that is all that matters.” He reaches over to touch him, to touch Oliver, on his thigh. Barton’s hand, damp from the glass, leaves a damp mark on the soft cashmere skirt, and staring at it Marian suddenly understands that her cousin is quite clear on Olivia’s gender. He is not flirting madly with a person he mistakes for a woman. He is flirting madly with a man in women’s clothing. Oh Barton, she thinks, equally piteous and pissed off. But she can’t seem to take her eyes away from them.

“You are a remarkable young woman,” says Barton, and not to Marian. “To have such strength of character, and at your age.”

Oliver actually blushes. “Thank you. But I owe that to someone else. Someone who taught me to believe in myself. Do you know who that person is?”

Barton shakes his head, but Marian, with a plummeting feeling, thinks she does.

Oliver gets to his feet and fixes her with a look of such tenderness that in ordinary circumstances she might meet it with open arms. Then he walks to the couch where she is sitting and perches on the armrest, settling one cashmere-clad arm behind her head. “This woman,” he says in his breathy voice.

“Oh?” Barton sounds dubious.

“This wonderful woman. She sat down with me and showed me that if I was not myself, truly myself, I was nothing. And that I deserved to be loved for who I was.”

“Ah,” he mutters. “Yes. Good.”

“She changed my life, this woman.”

Marian shrugs with embarrassment, but she is experiencing something equally uncomfortable, from his nearness, from the thin strength of his arm, through the cashmere of her sweater and through the cashmere of his, which is also hers.

Barton nods avidly, like a convert in the front row of a revival tent. “Yes!”

Yes indeed, Marian thinks. She can’t help glancing to her right, where Oliver’s knees peek out from beneath the skirt, crossed in black tights. They are lovely knees, attached to lovely thighs.

“I’ve spent so much of my life,” Oliver says, carefully, “well, cut off, in a sense. All I want is to connect. Like Forster said!” he ends brightly.

“Forster?” Predictably, Barton is dim on Forster.

“He once wrote, ‘Only connect…’ That’s what he craved. Contact with another person. Human touch. Not even bodies, but souls. The people he wrote about lived alongside one another, but they never really looked inside one another.” Oliver pauses. “Forster was a very lonely man. I don’t want to be lonely,” he says, with a catch in his voice.

The catch, Marian realizes, is real. She turns to look at him and he looks frankly back. And there is her Oliver. She would know him anywhere, with his cool gray eyes and the tiny brown mole at his left temple. And then, unbidden, there is a great leap inside her. She wants to reach for him. She wants to put her hand under his skirt. She thinks of her own hands unfastening his bra—an astonishing thought. Is he even wearing a bra? Is he wearing her bra? What would it be like to unfasten a bra and slip forward the shoulder straps? she wonders, unable to turn her thoughts aside. She knows the mirror of this, the clumsy hand behind her back, the way her shoulders fall forward, protectively, the hands coming up to cover her breasts in modesty. But how would it feel to reach behind him and flick that latch of hook and elastic? Would he hold the fabric against his chest, unsure about letting go? And what would it be like to pull up a skirt and strip down a pair of tights? Would he cross his legs? Would he…Oh my God…would he open them? She is stunned by the realization that her thighs are pressing together, right now, right this second.
         

Oliver stares at her, that infuriating half smile still taut across his face, but less certain than a moment earlier. Because he knows, Marian thinks. He knows exactly what she is considering, exactly what she is wanting. Then he moves beside her. The motion is so small, it is more an adjustment than a motion, but it leaves him just perceptibly turned in her direction, and the hand in the lap of his skirt—her skirt—slowly twists, like a card player showing his cards, and lies palm up and open.

Across the room, Barton clears his throat.

God, she is thinking, what will it take to make him go away? What will it take to make him disappear so that she can make love to Olivia?

Perhaps this: the house phone sounds its metallic buzz from the kitchen, and up she leaps, automatically, leaving the two of them in dangerous isolation in the living room, the inadvisability of which occurs to her almost instantly. She is about to rush back, to warn them both in some idiot way not to talk to each other, not to look at each other, when the house phone buzzes again, three short jolts this time, and it gets her attention, as Hector tends to favor the long and languid depression of finger to button. Not Hector?

Snatching it from its hook set in the marble backsplash, Marian cries, “Yes? Hector?”

“Marian?” The voice, not Hector’s, chirps. “Oh, super! Are you ready to go? I’m bringing up your mail.”

From the living room there is a sudden burst of laughter, and she stands, paralyzed for the moment by her two developing scenarios, numbed by the notion that they are about to collide.

Ready to go? She thinks, blankly. Ready to go where?
         

In her hand, the house phone begins to emit its distinct, I-have-been-disconnected rumble, and she replaces the receiver. She is wasting precious seconds. She can practically hear the elevator whir, the rolling clatter of the door opening on her landing, the muffled chime of the doorbell. She needs to move, now.
         

Laughter. What are they laughing about? What common ground can possibly exist between her conceited, no-longer-quite-certainly-homosexual cousin and her lover in his—or, rather, her—stockings and wig? Another precious second passes. It is nearly dark. In ten minutes, the lights will be on in the city. In two minutes, Valerie Annis—who has just elevated herself from tiresome acquaintance to object of utter loathing—will be in her apartment, braying in that barely tolerable voice of hers. How has she come to know such disagreeable people?
         

“Oliver?” she says faintly.

No one comes. The living room noises continue.

Marian steadies herself. “Olivia?” she calls. “Can I see you, please?”

The elevator whirs. Only a few more flights to go before the door clatter, the ring.

“Olivia?”

“I’m here,” Oliver says. He pushes open the kitchen door, lets it swing shut beside him. “He’s just asked me to meet him later. Can you believe it? He wants me to come to the Regency, for a drink, at eleven.” Oliver grins. “What kind of girl does he think I am?”

“Oliver,” she says frantically.

“Don’t worry. I said I was busy.”

Then, incomprehensively, he is kissing her. She flails at him. The elevator door clatters open on the landing.

“Oliver! I’m…” She shoves him away, “I’m trying to tell you! That’s Valerie Annis, she’s coming up.”

Oliver looks blank. He is a clueless brunette. “Valerie?”

“I told you! That woman with the column!”

“Ah,” he nods. “The one my mom refers to as that cunt.”
         

Marian stops. “Really?” Caroline is not given to profanity.

“She outed some nice old lady on the board of the ballet. Absolutely no reason, just malicious.”

That would be Valerie, Marian thinks.

The doorbell rings.

“Why’s she here?” Oliver says.

“God, I have no idea. I haven’t seen her since…”

Marian stares at him.

“What?”

“Oh no. I saw her last week at a dinner party. There’s a benefit tonight, at the Guggenheim, but I never intended to actually go. I just made a donation.”

“Marian,” he says, hurt.

“No, honestly, I couldn’t tell her why I wasn’t going, not right in front of Marshall. Maybe she said something about going together. I wasn’t listening, I guess. I should have paid attention.”
         

“You were daydreaming about our weekend,” he says, floating the notion.

Quite possibly, Marian thinks. Though it’s just as likely she’d been tuning out Valerie’s drone.

The bell rings again. If a bell can be made to sound testy, this one does.

“Look,” she says, pushing him, “just get back in the office, and this time stay there. I’ll get rid of her as soon as I can, but this woman is no fool. She’ll take one look at you in that wig and we’ll be the lead item in a certain salmon-colored weekly.” He opens his mouth. “No. Just get in there. Oliver, for once, just do it.”

He puts up his hands and goes.

From the living room, she hears an aggrieved “Marian? Where’ve you gone?”

From the foyer, three short rings.

Oliver closes the door.

“Coming!” she cries, to everyone, and rushes out of the kitchen.

How has it happened? How has she moved from the serene privacy of her lover’s arms on a weekend that was meant to have been theirs alone to this wild invasion of people she despises? How has she become someone people feel free to just drop in on? Don’t they know she has a book to write? Aren’t they aware that she is trying to get something accomplished?
         

Marian reaches the front door and flings it back. She refuses to be effusive in her welcome, but good manners compel a gracious expression to the woman her open door reveals, a brittle blonde with suspicious cheekbones and a black Italian coat so conscientiously understated it reeks of money. She is carrying a wide cardboard box topped by a stack of catalogues. “Valerie,” Marian allows.

“You’re not wearing that.” Valerie Annis frowns.

“What? Oh, Valerie, I am so, so sorry. I completely forgot, and now I just can’t walk over with you.”

The “walk over” is meant to be a terse reminder. Marian had not, after all, agreed to be Valerie’s date for the evening—but merely to “go with her.” Besides, she is under no illusions that Valerie wants actual companionship for the evening. Valerie wants, merely, to arrive with Marian, then promptly ditch her to speak with everyone, anyone else.

“You’re not skipping out,” Valerie says sourly.

“I’m afraid so. Not that they’ll miss me. I made a donation,” she adds, somewhat defensively.

“Well,” Valerie pouts, “I think you might have called.”

“I was just about to!” Marian cries. “But then my cousin turned up. Unexpectedly. I apologize. I wouldn’t blame you for never speaking to me again!”

I should be so lucky, she thinks.
         

Valerie scowls, shifting the weight of her burden.

“Oh, let me take that!” Marian says, grabbing it. The catalogues teeter and spread. “I’m going to have such a boring weekend,” she tells Valerie, reassuringly. “Marshall’s out of town and I’m not doing a thing but working.”

“Oh working…don’t tell me about it. I’m constantly working! I said to Richard, I said, ‘You keep me running around this way, I’ll get overexposed, and nobody will tell me anything anymore.’ Really, I ought to just put my foot down, Marian. He knows perfectly well I’m the only reason anybody reads his silly paper.”

“Hmm,” Marian says. Richard is her boss, a venture capitalist who fueled the first online matchmaking service, and whose favorite plaything is the New York Ascendant. The two women are still standing in the doorway, though this is rather optimistic on Marian’s part.
         

“Even so, three parties a night! Sometimes more! What does he think I am?”

A Class-A gossip, quite accurately, she thinks. “That is a lot,” she agrees.
         

“What is that?” Valerie groans theatrically, and nods at the box in Marian’s arms, as if someone had asked her to assume the burden in the first place.
         

Marian, noting the familiar logo on the return-address label, says, “More Lady Charlotte letters, I suppose. They forward them to me.”

“What, still? You’ve got people writing to you still? After all this time?”
         

“It’s only been a year,” she says, offended. “A year since the paperback.”

“Oh!” Valerie sweeps past her into the foyer, her green lizard Jimmy Choos clicking smartly on the parquet, probably doing some damage. “Did I tell you I had dinner with Yusuf last week? Just the two of us and some woman he was with. And the bodyguards, of course, but they were at another table. Before his reading at the Y. Unfortunately I couldn’t stay for the reading. He said he had read your book.”

Marian has just begun wondering at the apparent non sequitur when this last nugget is tossed off.

“Really?” Despite herself, this impresses her. Yusuf Hanif has taken time out from being the subject of international militant hostilities to read her book?

“Poor man.” Valerie shrugs off her coat. “So lonely. Imagine what his life must be like, with those bodyguards. I tell you, they looked like longshoremen.”

Marian clucks sympathetically. She watches, with resignation, as Valerie slings her coat over one of the foyer chairs.

“Marian,” says Barton, who has appeared in the doorway of the living room, pointedly holding his empty glass. “I didn’t know you were expecting company.”

“I wasn’t!” she says brightly. “This is an unexpected…”

“I always try to be unexpected!” Valerie says, clicking across to him with her immaculate hand outstretched. “You must be Marian’s cousin! There’s certainly a family resemblance.”

He takes the hand. “The Warburg chin,” he says, seriously. “It’s quite distinct.”

“Warburg?” she chirps. “As in Warburg?”

Barton looks sharply at Marian. The notion that she has not informed each and every one of her acquaintances of her Our Crowdliness is nothing short of astounding to him. “Certainly,” he says fiercely, as if his very manhood has been challenged.

Valerie pivots on the spike of her heel, without letting go of Barton’s hand. “Marian,” she scolds.

“On my father’s side,” Marian says, with reluctance. “My father and Barton’s mother were brother and sister.”

“Well, of course!” Valerie says soothingly. “And where have you been hiding yourself, Mr. Warburg?”

For a minute he looks abashed, but he recovers. “My mother was a Warburg. My father’s name was Ochstein. Which is also my name.” He has always resented that, Marian thinks. That Marian, a mere female, got the Warburg surname for her very own (and then was so poor a guardian that she traded it for her husband’s!) while he, though obsessively attentive to family history, is one name removed from their illustrious mutual ancestor. Marian has sometimes known Barton to refer to himself as Barton Warburg Ochstein, though she knows perfectly well that his middle name is Samuel.

“Well, Mr. Ochstein,” Valerie says. “Don’t tell me we’ve met before! I’ve met many, many people, but I would certainly have remembered you.” She has left him and his hand in her wake, now, and moved into the living room. Marian and Barton meekly follow her. “Do you live abroad? Are you in town for this party at the Guggenheim?”

It takes Marian a moment to understand this question. To Valerie and her ilk, charitable events are entirely divorced from the actual causes they benefit. They are parties. With themes. Valerie, more likely than not, has no idea that tonight’s very elaborate shindig is meant to fund art programs for inner-city children.

“Not abroad,” he responds, sinking again into the soft cushions of the couch. “Only as far as Rhinebeck. My home is The Retreat. It once belonged to Henry Wharton Danvers.”

Henry Wharton Danvers? Valerie frowns.

“Surely…” he begins, but she interrupts with gaiety.

“Oh, I’m an utter moron! You must understand! That’s why my column is so successful. Because people are forever having to explain things to me! They sit me down, and they say, ‘Valerie, you’re clearly ignorant, my dear, so I’m going to tell you everything.’ And they do!”
         

“Column,” Barton says, puzzled.

“In the New York Ascendant. I am the Celebrant,” she says, solemnly.
         

“Ah.” He is blank. Marian is not surprised: Barton’s snobbery is rooted in the past. He has, and this is perhaps to his credit, never been very interested in new money. Except, perhaps, in the rather newsworthy new money of his prospective in-laws.

“You read me,” she says smugly.

“I have,” says Barton. And now he remembers his glass. “Marian? I’ve just time for another.”

Marian rises.

“Are you off somewhere?” Valerie asks.

“My fiancée’s family home. Her father is giving a little dinner tonight.”

“You’re getting married!” Valerie exclaims. “And to whom?”

“Valerie?” interrupts Marian. “A quick drink?”

“No, darling.” She doesn’t take her eyes off Barton. She does not want her concentration disturbed.

“Sophie Klein,” says Barton, with crudely attempted indifference. “She is the daughter of Mort Klein.”

There is silence. The silence is impressive. Even Marian, crouched at the liquor cabinet, can feel it, like pricks along her spine. Finally, the contents of Valerie’s lungs are expelled in a rush. “Well, this is…I offer you my congratulations, Mr. Ochstein.”

“Barton,” he reassures her. “Please.”
         

“Barton,” replies Valerie. “Well, this is just lovely.”
         

“Thank you,” says Barton, but it’s directed to Marian, as he accepts his drink. “I’m delighted, myself.”

“Miss Klein is in the family business?” Valerie asks.

“Oh no. A student. Sophie is at Columbia.”

Marian looks at him. The fact that Barton, barely cognizant of her massive best-seller, is also, apparently, unaware that she holds a chair at Columbia should not surprise her, but it does.

“Columbia?” Marian asks, nearly wounded. “Your fiancée is at Columbia?”

“Undergraduate?” Valerie leans in. “That’s adorable.”

“No, no,” he chuckles, enjoying their attention. “Sophie’s writing a thesis in the history department.”

“That’s my department,” Marian says, and she is shocked to hear it come out a whine.
         

The others look at her for a perplexed moment, then turn back to each other.

“How fascinating. What about?” Valerie has leaned back against the cushion.

“Oh,” he says and waves his hand, “Germany in the forties. She gave me the rundown, but it’s very complicated.”

Marian sinks onto the opposite couch and sets down her load of mail on the rug. How many people, she reflects, could wield the phrase “Germany in the forties” with the apparent abandon her cousin has just used? The Holocaust, the Shoah, the Third Reich…even the war, yes, but “Germany in the forties”? Does he even know, she wonders, what happened in “Germany in the forties”?
         

Vaguely, and from a not unwelcome distance, she watches them, the two of them, fanning their mutual flame. Sophie Klein! Daughter of Mort Klein! As in Kaplan Klein! She hears Barton tell again the story of his meeting with Klein père at The Retreat, c. 1830, and his now distinctly offensive appraisal of his future father-in-law’s accent. She is happy for them to take up these minutes with their exchange. Minutes spent on each other are minutes Oliver will be forgotten—or in Valerie’s case, undiscovered—and minutes that will lend legitimacy when she kicks them out, a prospect now tantalizingly near. Idly, discreetly enough not to break their spell, she nudges the teetering stack of mail with her foot, toppling a cascade of shiny opulence onto the Aubusson—Bloomingdale’s, Neiman Marcus, Tiffany. Beneath these is a large envelope from none other than Kaplan Klein, and then the charitable appeals: first the mass mailings with their computer-generated pseudo-handwriting, which she can safely ignore, then the more exclusive supplications, addressed in cool script, for the New York City Ballet, Goddard-Riverside, and Women in Need, to which she will inevitably respond.
         

“He’s not a well man, you know,” her cousin says.

“No,” Valerie coos, rapt. “I didn’t know.”

Marian closes her eyes. When she was a child, the solicitations her Irish nanny received daily made even this cacophony of requests seem muted by comparison. Every Catholic mission from Korea to Zimbabwe had had Mary’s address, and appeals arrived continually from around the globe, each and every one of them to be answered with a crisp one dollar bill. Marian smiles, remembering the afternoon routine of letter opener, coil of stamps, and stack of bills. How much of Mary’s salary had gone into those envelopes? Marian wonders. How many Park Avenue nannies had blown it all that way, between their left-behind siblings in Cavan or Monaghan and those little brown babies, lining up for a shot and a school uniform? Where were those brown babies now, and where were the nannies?

“Marian?”

She looks up. “Hmm?”

“I said,” Valerie says, enunciating carefully, “have you?”

“Have I what?” Marian says.

“Been to the Steiner mansion.”

“Oh. No.”

“No?” says Valerie with disbelief. “You mean, in all this time?”

Marian feels addled. She must have missed something significant amid the superficial nattering on the opposite sofa. “Time since…?”

“Since the restoration. Mort is so generous with the house. I’ve been to many events there,” she says, smugly.

With one pocket full of purloined Beluga and the other hiding a tape recorder, Marian thinks, but she assembles her most gracious smile.
         

“Oh, you’re lucky. I’ve never been. Is it lovely?”

Valerie turns back to Barton, since this is a question which evidently needn’t be answered.

“Now what’s happening tonight?” she asks.

He shrugs his meaty shoulders. “Haven’t the faintest. Some sort of family dinner. They have it every Friday. But Sophie and I have an appointment tomorrow with an attorney for the prenuptial.”

“Ooh…” Surprisingly, Valerie has found room to lean back still farther. Any more and she’ll be supine, Marian thinks. “Aren’t you smart. We all have to be so careful today. It’s extremely wise to settle financial matters before a marriage.”

Oh Barton, thinks Marian, the time has come to shut up now.
         

“I couldn’t agree more,” he says with a nod. “Where there are assets, there must be clarity. For example, when Mort was last with me at The Retreat, I was telling him about all the work that the estate still requires. There is a significant problem with the original molding on the ground floor, which we are going to have to replace. Now I don’t need to tell you that this is fantastically expensive. You’ve got to find someone who can mill wood on the old machines, and with the kind of intricate original we’ve got there, this makes the thing doubly challenging. But Mort said at the time, he said to me, ‘Barton, this is preservation work of the highest order, and it must be done right. We cannot take the chance of having it bungled, it’s too important!’ ”

“Sure.” Valerie nods.

“So clearly he intends to make some contribution to this effort. Not that I’m surprised, given his interest in early architecture, not to mention New York history and the part my family has played in it. Soon to be his daughter’s family, I should add. But I do think we will all be more comfortable once these intentions are down in black and white.” He finishes with a nod.

Marian looks at him blankly. Does he mean to bill Mort Klein for his restoration costs?

“Barton,” Marian says. She can’t stop herself. “You’re not intending to make your repair bills part of your prenuptial agreement.”

He looks at her as if she is mad. “Not at all! Not at all! I mean for it to be a separate matter. Entirely separate.”

“Oh.” She is relieved. “Well, good.”

“A separate document. Quite apart from any arrangements we might make regarding the marriage. If Mort wishes to contribute to the restoration of an important American home, and he has given every indication that he wishes to do so, then I see no reason we shouldn’t put that in writing.”

Marian looks at Valerie. Valerie is beaming. Valerie must be wild to get to her laptop, her cell phone.

Barton, misunderstanding, leans forward conspiratorially. “After all, I am making my own gifts in this arrangement, am I not? Over the years I’ve had many opportunities to marry. I mean, within my own social group. I say this not as a snob, mind you! Marian can tell you that I am a very humble person. I do not call attention to myself or demand special favors because of our family, do I, Marian?”

Oh leave me out of it, she thinks wearily.

“But I do recognize that my family, like any other American family, has always moved in a circle of like-minded people, people with the kind of common history that makes us all feel…” He ponders. He is having an actual reflective moment, Marian thinks. “Comfortable!” Barton says, triumphantly. “Now I am bringing someone into that circle, do you see? And while that is far from an impossible thing—this is America, after all—it is not simple, either. I am, so to speak, standing up for this person. I am vouching for this person, and uniting my own fortunes with those of this person.”

Marian wonders whether “this person” refers to his future wife or to Mort Klein. She imagines the two men, for a moment, standing staunchly side by side, with her cousin’s great hand around Klein’s shoulder. There is, it occurs to Marian, even a slight resemblance between them, notwithstanding the “famous” Warburg chin: a high crown and strong nose, and that certain satisfaction arising from a life lived by principle, even if it is a lousy principle. They’re a pair. They are, truly, she sees, made for each other. And isn’t it a pity Barton can’t marry the father?

Valerie, for once, is speechless.

Barton, Marian thinks, deserves everything the Celebrant is going to do to him.

“You know,” she hears herself say, “this is horrible, but I’m going to have to leave you. I need to get ready.”

They both look at her.

Ready for what? she knows they are thinking.

She wishes she had taken a moment to answer this question, herself, before speaking up.

“Ready for what?” Valerie asks, as though she is only now noticing Marian as a creature of any independent interest whatsoever.

“Dinner. I’m having dinner with one of my graduate students. A woman,” she adds, unnecessarily. “She’s in trouble with her thesis. She’s writing about the bluestockings, and she hasn’t been able to get focused. I said I would take her out to Nicola’s and we would talk about it away from the office. It might help,” she finishes lamely.

Valerie looks quizzical. “Blue stockings? I didn’t know they wore blue stockings in the eighteenth century.”

“Oh,” says Marian with a hopeful nod. “But they did. And there is so much material.”

“Well, it’s fine with me,” Barton says, plunking down his tumbler on the end table. “Only I could use some advice from you ladies, since I want to send flowers to Sophie. I went into one poky little place on Lexington and all the flowers looked half dead. I couldn’t send those.”

Valerie shakes her head in mock horror. “Naturally, you couldn’t.”

“I don’t have time to look around. Just tell me where one goes. Who does the best flowers now?” He peers, suddenly, past Marian. To the bar? No—of course, to the flowers. “Who did those?”

Valerie turns, too. The white roses with their strange pink tips, so open, nearly baroque, Marian thinks. Like a still life: White Roses in Silver Vase with Manhattan Skyline.
         

She bites her lip. “The White Rose.”

“Ooh!” Valerie gives a little chirp. “Yes! That’s it!”

“I can see it’s a white rose,” Barton says impatiently.

“No, it’s the shop,” Valerie says. “The shop is called the White Rose. It’s a darling place in the Village.”

“That’s too far,” he says dismissively. “I’m hardly going to go all the way down there just for flowers.”

“But you needn’t,” Valerie reassures him. “Just call them. Tell them what you want and how much you want to spend. They’ll do something beautiful. Their flowers are so lovely, everyone uses them.”
         

Her emphasis on “everyone” has its intended effect. Barton looks back at the flowers, frowning. “What’s the name again?” he says.

Marian smiles. Despite her anxiety, she is pleased to hear Oliver’s flowers praised. “It’s called the White Rose.”

And here, quite suddenly, and quite unaccountably, Barton grins with apparent delight. “Yes,” says Barton. “That’ll do. She’ll find that amusing. Do you have the number?” He gets to his feet.

Marian, thrilled at this development, gets to her feet, too.

“No,” she lies.

“Perhaps Olivia does. I’d like to say good-bye to her, anyway.”

“Good-bye?” Valerie stands, too, but she is not ready to depart just yet. “You mean someone else is here?”

“Just my assistant,” Marian says. “Working back in the office. We were working”—when you interrupted us, she had been about to say—“earlier this afternoon. Marshall is in Nova Scotia this weekend on one of his board retreats. I try to keep the decks clear when he’s away. I usually get a great deal accomplished.”
         

“Well, I’m sorry we’ve interrupted,” Valerie offers, apparently speaking for Barton as well and not sounding sorry at all.

“No, it’s fine.” It’s fine now, Marian is thinking. Now it’s almost over.
         

“Where is Olivia?” Barton insists. “I want to say good-bye.” He looks knowingly at Valerie. “Absolutely charming girl. Well,” he says with a smirk, “not actually a girl, you know.”

Valerie, who cannot bear not knowing anything that might precede the phrase “you know,” perks right up. “What do you mean?”

“My lips,” he says gravely, “are sealed.” But he looks at Marian with a pleading expression.

My God, thinks Marian. This man must never be allowed in public.

Valerie looks at Marian. “Well? What is it? You’ve got a hermaphrodite assistant?”

“No, no,” says Marian. “Nothing like that. Just, you know, a cross-dresser. She’s one of my students, actually.”

Oddly, this comment seems to make all the difference. “Academia!” declares Valerie, giving Barton a conspiratorial glance. “Where would all the oddballs go if we didn’t have universities to put them in?”

Marian resists responding. This comment may be the broadest of unbased slanders, but she would rather take it than prolong the visit.

“I’ll look up the phone number for you,” Marian says. “No need to trouble Olivia.”

“But I insist,” says Barton. “I must say good-bye. I will not leave without doing that.”

“Yes, let’s have a look at her,” Valerie says, looking around. “Is she a pretty girl at least or one of those bad jokes with a beard?”

“Adorable,” Barton says.

“Oh please,” Marian says, pleading. “Please don’t say anything in front of her. She’s very sensitive. She doesn’t want people paying attention to her. Just,” she looks at Valerie, “try to pretend you don’t notice. Promise me, Valerie.”

Valerie puts up her hands. “Sweetheart! Of course! You know how good I am at pretending not to know things.”

Marian looks from one to the other. Her nerves are shot, she realizes, and there is no fortitude she can summon for another round of Olivia the transvestite assistant, not with Valerie Annis figured into the equation. The Celebrant is no Barton Ochstein, tenant and restorer of The Retreat and prime oaf. The Celebrant wields a scalpel in New York society and holds allegiance to herself, alone. She will take one look at beautiful Oliver in his cashmere turtleneck and pumps, his skirt and wig, and understand that Marian is in love with her oldest friend’s twenty-six-year-old son, who is the proprietor of the aforementioned White Rose, and who happens to be in drag. Tasteful drag. Understated drag. But drag.

But what can she do? She wants them out, and then she wants a brandy.

Marian goes to the living room phone and dials her office. It rings in the distance, once, twice.

“Yes?” says Oliver softly.

“Oh…Olivia, Mr. Ochstein needs to leave and wants to say good-bye to you. He’s also asked me to recommend a good place for flowers to send to his fiancée. Can you find the number of that place I like in the Village?”
         

There is a pause. “Marian,” he warns, his voice low, “are you sure about that?”

“Do you remember what it’s called?” she says tersely. “The White Rose? I think I may have their card somewhere. It came with one of the arrangements.”

He is silent for a moment. “All right. I have one.”

“That’s it.” She is breathless with strain. “Bring it out and say good-bye, then we can do a bit more before you have to leave.” She puts down the phone. Expectantly, the other two turn toward the kitchen.

The office door opens and closes. They hear footfalls, Oliver in unaccustomed heels—just as well they aren’t high heels—approaching.

Then he is there, her strangely lovely girl, smiling shyly, with the white business card in one hand. Valerie stares, uncharacteristically silent, her lips pursed in concentration. “Oh,” Oliver says. “I didn’t know someone else had come.”

“I am Valerie Annis,” says Valerie, staring.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” says Oliver politely. “My name is Olivia.”

“Olivia…” Valerie shakes hands, but lets the name linger. She is angling for a surname.

“I work with Professor Kahn.”

“That must be fascinating.”

Oliver smiles but doesn’t answer. He has gleaned that Marian wants this cut short. He is helping.

“I understand you have something for me, Olivia,” says Barton.

Oliver extends the card.

“And do you approve of this place?” He glances: “The White Rose?”

“Yes, they do very nice work. Professor Kahn gets flowers from them sometimes.” His pride is now engaged. Marian watches him look past the group to the roses. His roses. “I think…,” he says pointing, “aren’t those from the White Rose, Professor Kahn?”

“I think so,” she agrees reluctantly.

“Of course, I don’t know anything about flowers,” Olivia continues with becoming modesty, “but I think they’re the most beautiful roses I’ve ever seen.”

Marian gives him a brief look. Brief, but pointed.

“Well, that’s quite a recommendation,” says Barton. “Perhaps one day someone might send you some flowers from the White Rose.”
         

“Oh,” Olivia says, “I doubt that.”

“We’ll see.” He raises an eyebrow and nods meaningfully. “I’ll tell you what. May I put you in charge of this errand for me? I would like to have some flowers sent to a young lady. Some roses I think. And they must be white.”

“Oh,” Oliver gives Marian a brief, uncertain look. “Well, I’d be happy to.”

“You’re very sweet,” Barton says. “And, may I say, very charming.”

“And very busy,” Marian says pointedly. “Really, Barton, can’t you take care of this yourself?”
         

“No, no,” Oliver smiles. “It’s fine. I’m glad to do it.”

“Well, I’d be appreciative,” Barton purrs. “Next Friday will be fine. I’ll write down the address.” And he reaches into his jacket for a pen and one of his own cards. Marian watches him write: Sophie Klein, 1109 Fifth Avenue. No apartment number, no zip code. And no instructions about payment, she notes.

“How should Olivia arrange the bill?” Marian says shortly, and he makes a dismissive gesture as he hands over the card.

“Oh. Have it sent to The Retreat. That will be fine.”

Fine for you, she thinks. Bills sent to The Retreat probably all disappear into the same black hole of nonpayment. Perhaps this one will even be absorbed by some trumped up “restoration” project to be delineated as part of Barton’s prenuptial agreement. Sophie Klein, in other words, will end up paying for her own flowers. Well, thinks Marian, she’d better get used to that.

Barton’s hand lingers for an extra moment in Oliver’s hand. Then he leaves his card behind. “You’ll take care of it for me?”

“I will,” Oliver says amiably.

Well, what is she worried about? Marian thinks with resignation. This is a good development for Oliver and his shop, possibly even a great one. It’s an expensive order, or will be if somebody actually ends up paying for it, and no bad thing to send a beautiful arrangement to the Steiner mansion, where some of the wealthiest people in the city are likely to admire it, not least Mort Klein himself.

Barton turns to Marian, as if abruptly recalling her presence. “I must go. I’m late for the Kleins. Where is my coat?”

Oliver sets down the card on Marian’s coffee table. “I’ll get it,” he says cheerily, and goes.

“Oh, Barton,” Valerie says, finally breaking off the gaze she has fixated on Oliver, “you’re going to the Kleins now? I’m going that way. I’ll walk with you.”

It is an announcement, not a request.

“Fine!” says Barton. He is shrugging his broad shoulders into the coat Oliver holds open. “You can walk me as far as the door.”

Valerie flinches a mite at the put-down, but recovers admirably. “Of course. Good-bye, Miss…,” she says to Oliver, who has finished helping Barton on with his coat.

“Olivia,” he says.

“Well, very nice to meet you. Marian?”

Marian steps forward and kisses one bony cheek, then the other bony cheek. She smells some awful cucumber perfume. She pulls back and smiles with a practiced facsimile of fondness, but Valerie, she notes, is staring frankly at her, without a veneer of sociability. Marian watches as her gaze makes a clockwise sweep, from crown to waist and up again. “Who’s doing your color now, Marian?” she asks suddenly.

“My…?”

The question takes a moment to sink in. Either Valerie has forgotten that they are not alone, or she is being cruel. So cruel, Marian thinks, frantically avoiding the eyes of her cousin and her lover.

“We can do better. Whoever you’re seeing, I’m going to set you up with my person at Fekkai. He’s impossible to get, but I’m going to fix it for you. I want to,” she says. “Please, don’t say anything. It’s done.”

“Oh,” Marian says, burning.

“And I want to take you up to see Peter Davidoff on Madison. He’s the biggest whore, you can’t imagine! You tell him, ‘I don’t like this freckle,’ and he says, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll zap it. It’s gone!’ ” She laughs, a glasslike laugh. “His office, everyone you know’s in the waiting room! It’s what La Côte Basque must have been like in the sixties, only we all know what we’re doing there. Who cares! Why look older than we have to?” She looks at Barton. “Isn’t that right?”

He frowns, baffled, so Valerie tries Oliver.

“Not that you’ll need to worry about that for eons, Olivia. You have lovely skin.”

Oliver refuses to thank her aloud. He offers only a half smile.

“Well,” Valerie chirps, “must go. Barton?”

“Yes!” He steps forward, and Oliver grabs the door. “Marian,” Barton says as Valerie stabs the elevator button, “I will be in touch. I want you to meet Mort. And Sophie, of course.”

“Of course,” Marian echoes. Her voice sounds flat.

“Good to see you!” Valerie says. “I’m so glad I stopped in. I hope we didn’t interfere too badly,” she says gaily, as if she and Barton are a couple.

“Not at all,” Marian says. Oliver steps back as the elevator door opens. Carlo, the elevator man, doesn’t need to see the young man he brought up this morning dressed in women’s clothes. “Good-bye,” Marian says as they step into the elevator. “Good-bye,” as it closes. “Good-bye,” as they descend.

And then Oliver is around her, beside her, pressing her arms with his arms, and her face is hot against his face, and he is holding her so tight the strength of his arms is the only thing keeping her from flying to pieces.

“That bitch,” he says, swaying and swaying. “That bitch.”
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