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Part One


Close to Home













RENT CONTROL


“My God,” Edith said, “that was the most real experience of my life.” She put her arms around him, put her cheek against his naked chest, and pulled him tightly to her. She was crying.


He was crying too. “Me too, darling,” he said, and held his arms around her. They were in the loft bed of her studio apartment on the East Side. They had just had orgasms together. Now they were sweaty, relaxed, blissful. It had been a perfect day.


Their orgasms had been foreshadowed by their therapy. That evening, after supper, they had gone to Harry’s group as always on Wednesdays and somehow everything had focused for them. He had at last shouted the heartfelt anger he bore against his incompetent parents; she had screamed her hatred of her sadistic mother, her gutless father. And their relief had come together there on the floor of a New York psychiatrist’s office. After the screaming and pounding of fists, after the real and potent old rage in both of them was spent, their smiles at one another had been radiant. They had gone afterward to her apartment, where they had lived together half a year, climbed up the ladder into her bed, and begun to make love slowly, carefully. Then frenetically. They had been picked up bodily by it and carried to a place they had never been before.


Now, afterward, they were settling down in that place, huddled together. They lay silently for a long time. Idly she looked toward the ledge by the mattress where she kept cigarettes,



a mason jar with miniature roses, a Japanese ashtray, and an alarm clock.


“The clock must have stopped,” she said.


He mumbled something inarticulate. His eyes were closed.


“It says nine twenty,” she said, “and we left Harry’s at nine.”


“Hmmm,” he said, without interest.


She was silent for a while, musing. Then she said, “Terry? What time does your watch say?”


“Time, time,” he said. “Watch, watch.” He shifted his arm and looked. “Nine twenty,” he said.


“Is the second hand moving?” she said. His watch was an Accutron, not given to being wrong or stopping.


He looked again. “Nope. Not moving.” He let his hand fall on her naked behind, now cool to his touch. Then he said, “That is funny. Both stopping at once.” He leaned over her body toward the window, pried open a space in her Levelor blinds, looked out. It was dark out, with an odd shimmer to the air. Nothing was moving. There was a pile of plastic garbage bags on the sidewalk opposite. “It can’t be eleven yet. They haven’t taken the garbage from the Toreador.” The Toreador was a Spanish restaurant across the street; they kept promising they would eat there sometime but never had.


“It’s probably about ten thirty,” she said. “Why don’t you make us an omelet and turn the TV on?”


“Sure, honey,” he said. He slipped on his bikini shorts and eased himself down the ladder. Barefoot and undressed, he went to the tiny Sony by the fireplace, turned it on, and padded over to the stove and sink at the other end of the room. He heard the TV come on while finding the omelet pan that he had bought her, under the sink, nestling between the Bon Ami and the Windex. He got eggs out, cracked one, looked at his watch. It was running. It said nine twenty-six. “Hey, honey,” he called out. “My watch is running.”




After a pause she said, her voice slightly hushed, “So is the clock up here.”


He shrugged and put butter in the pan and finished cracking the eggs, throwing the shells into the sink. He whipped them with a fork, then turned on the fire under the pan and walked back to the TV for a moment. A voice was saying, “. . . nine thirty.” He looked at his watch. Nine thirty. “Jesus Christ!” he said.


But he had forgotten about it by the time he cooked the omelets. His omelets had been from the beginning one of the things that made them close. He had learned to cook them before leaving his wife and it meant independence to him. He made omelets beautifully—tender and moist—and Edith was impressed. They had fallen in love over omelets. He cooked lamb chops too, and bought things like frozen capelletti from expensive shops; but omelets were central.


They were both thirty-five years old, both youthful, good-looking, smart. They were both Pisces, with birthdays three days apart. Both had good complexions, healthy dark hair, clear eyes. They both bought clothes at Bergdorf-Goodman and Bonwit’s and Bloomingdale’s; they both spoke fair French, watched Nova on TV, read The Stories of John Cheever and the Sunday Times. He was a magazine illustrator, she a lawyer; they could have afforded a bigger place, but hers was rent-controlled and at a terrific midtown address. It was too much of a bargain to give up. “Nobody ever leaves a rent-controlled apartment,” she told him. So they lived in one and a half rooms together and money piled up in their bank accounts.


They were terribly nervous lovers at first, too unsure of everything to enjoy it, full of explanations and self-recriminations. He had trouble staying hard; she would not lubricate. She was afraid of him and made love dutifully, often with resentment. He was embarrassed at his unreliable member,



sensed her withdrawal from his ardor, was afraid to tell her so. Often they were miserable.


But she had the good sense to take him to her therapist and he had the good sense to go. Finally, after six months of private sessions and of group, it had worked. They had the perfect orgasm, the perfect release from tension, the perfect intimacy.


Now they ate their omelets in bed from Spode plates, using his mother’s silver forks. Sea salt and Java pepper. Their legs were twined as they ate.


They lay silent for a while afterward. He looked out the window. The garbage was still there; there was no movement in the street; no one was on the sidewalk. There was a flatness to the way the light shone on the buildings across from them, as though they were painted—some kind of a backdrop.


He looked at his watch. It said nine forty-one. The second hand wasn’t moving. “Shit!” he said, puzzled.


“What’s that, honey?” Edith said. “Did I do something wrong?”


“No, sweetie,” he said. “You’re the best thing that ever happened. I’m crazy about you.” He patted her ass with one hand, gave her his empty plate with the other.


She set the two plates on the ledge, which was barely wide enough for them. She glanced at the clock. “Jesus,” she said. “That sure is strange . . .”


“Let’s go to sleep,” he said. “I’ll explain the Theory of Relativity in the morning.”





But when he woke up it wasn’t morning. He felt refreshed, thoroughly rested; he had the sense of a long and absolutely silent sleep, with no noises intruding from the world outside, no dreams, no complications. He had never felt better.


But when he looked out the window the light from the streetlamp was the same and the garbage bags were still piled in front of the Toreador and—he saw now—what appeared



to be the same taxi was motionless in front of the same green station wagon in the middle of Fifty-first Street. He looked at his watch. It said nine forty-one.


Edith was still asleep, on her stomach, with her arm across his waist, her hip against his. Not waking her, he pulled away and started to climb down from the bed. On an impulse he looked again at his watch. It was nine forty-one still, but now the second hand was moving.


He reached out and turned the electric clock on the ledge to where he could see its face. It said nine forty-one also, and when he held it to his ear he could hear its gears turning quietly inside. His heart began to beat more strongly, and he found himself catching his breath.


He climbed down and went to the television set, turned it on again. The same face appeared as before he had slept, wearing the same oversized glasses, the same bland smile.


Terry turned the sound up, seated himself on the sofa, lit a cigarette, and waited.


It seemed a long time before the news program ended and a voice said, “It’s ten o’clock.”


He looked at his watch. It said ten o’clock. He looked out the window; it was dark—evening. There was no way it could be ten in the morning. But he knew he had slept a whole night. He knew it. His hand holding the second cigarette was trembling.


Slowly and carefully he put out his cigarette, climbed back up the ladder to the loft bed. Edith was still asleep. Somehow he knew what to do. He laid his hand on her leg and looked at his watch. As he touched her the second hand stopped. For a long moment he did not breathe.


Still holding her leg, he looked out the window. This time there were a group of people outside; they had just left the restaurant. None of them moved. The taxi had gone and with it the station wagon; but the garbage was still there. One of the people from the Toreador was in the process of putting on



his raincoat. One arm was in a sleeve and the other wasn’t. There was a frown on his face visible from the third-story apartment where Terry lay looking at him. Everything was frozen. The light was peculiar, unreal. The man’s frown did not change.


Terry let go of Edith and the man finished putting on his coat. Two cars drove by in the street. The light became normal.


Terry touched Edith again, this time laying his hand gently on her bare back. Outside the window everything stopped, as when a switch is thrown on a projector to arrest the movement. Terry let out his breath audibly. Then he said, “Wake up, Edith. I’ve got something to show you.”





They never understood it, and they told nobody. It was relativity, they decided. They had found, indeed, a perfect place together, where subjective time raced and the world did not.


It did not work anywhere but in her loft bed and only when they touched. They could stay together there for hours or days, although there was no way they could tell how long the “time” had really been; they could make love, sleep, read, talk, and no time passed whatever.


They discovered, after a while, that only if they quarreled did it fail and the clock and watch would run even though they were touching. It required intimacy—even of a slight kind, the intimacy of casual touching—for it to work.


They adapted their lives to it quickly and at first it extended their sense of life’s possibilities enormously. It bathed them in a perfection of the lovers’ sense of being apart from the rest of the world and better than it.


Their careers improved; they had more time for work and for play than anyone else. If one of them was ever under serious pressure—of job competition, of the need to make a quick decision—they could get in bed together and have all



the time necessary to decide, to think up the speech, to plan the magazine cover or the case in court.


Sometimes they took what they called “weekends,” buying and cooking enough food for five or six meals, and just staying in the loft bed, touching, while reading and meditating and making love and working. He had his art supplies in shelves over the bed now, and she had reference books and note pads on the ledge. He had put mirrors on two of the walls and on the ceiling, partly for sex, partly to make the small place seem bigger, less confining.


The food was always hot, unspoiled; no time had passed for it between their meals. They could not watch television or listen to records while in suspended time; no machinery worked while they touched.


Sometimes for fun they would watch people out the window and stop and start them up again comically; but that soon grew tiresome.


They both got richer and richer, with promotions and higher pay and the low rent. And of course there was now truly no question of leaving the apartment; there was no other bed in which they could stop time, no other place. Besides, this one was rent-controlled.


For a year or so they would always stay later at parties than anyone else, would taunt acquaintances and colleagues when they were too tired to accompany them to all-night places for scrambled eggs or a final drink. Sometimes they annoyed colleagues by showing up bright-eyed and rested in the morning, no matter how late the party had gone on, no matter how many drinks had been drunk, no matter how loud and fatiguing the revelry. They were always buoyant, healthy, awake, and just a bit smug.


But after the first year they tired of partying, grew bored with friends, and went out less. Somehow they had come to a place where they were never bored with, as Edith called it,



“our little loft bed.” The center of their lives had become a king-sized foam mattress with a foot-wide ledge and a few inches of head and foot room at each end. They were never bored when in that small space.


What they had to learn was not to quarrel, not to lose the modicum of intimacy that their relativity phenomenon required. But that came easily too; without discussing it each learned to give only a small part of himself to intimacy with the other, to cultivate a state of mind remote enough to be safe from conflict, yet with a controlled closeness. They did yoga for body and spirit and Transcendental Meditation. Neither told the other his mantra. Often they found themselves staring at different mirrors. Now they seldom looked out the window.





It was Edith who made the second major intuition. One day when he was in the bathroom shaving, and his watch was running, he heard her shout to him, in a kind of cool playfulness, “Quit dawdling in there, Terry. I’m getting older for nothing.” There was some kind of urgency in her voice, and he caught it. He rinsed his face off in a hurry, dried, walked to the bedroom and looked up at her. “What do you mean?” he said.


She didn’t look at him. “Get on up here, Dum-dum,” she said, still in that controlled-playful voice. “I want you to touch me.”


He climbed up, laid a hand on her shoulder. Outside the window a walking man froze in mid-stride and the sunlight darkened as though a shutter had been placed over it.


“What do you mean, ‘older for nothing’?” he said.


She looked at him thoughtfully. “It’s been about five years now, in the real world,” she said. “The real world” for them meant the time lived by other people. “But we must have spent five years in suspended time here in bed. More than that. And we haven’t been aged by it.”




He looked at her. “How could . . . ?”


“I don’t know,” she said. “But I know we’re not any older than anybody else.”


He turned toward the mirror at her feet, stared at himself in it. He was still youthful, firm, clear complexioned. Suddenly he smiled at himself. “Jesus,” he said. “Maybe I can fix it so I can shave in bed.”





Their “weekends” became longer. Although they could not measure their special time, the number of times they slept and the times they made love could be counted; and both those numbers increased once they realized the time in bed together was “free”—that they did not age while touching, in the loft bed, while the world outside was motionless and the sun neither rose nor set.


Sometimes they would pick a time of day and a quality of light they both liked and stop their time there. At twilight, with empty streets and a soft ambience of light, they would allow for the slight darkening effect, and then touch and stay touching for eight or ten sleeping periods, six or eight orgasms, fifteen meals.


They had stopped the omelets because of the real time it took to prepare them. Now they bought pizzas and prepared chickens and ready-made desserts and quarts of milk and coffee and bottles of good wine and cartons of cigarettes and cases of Perrier water and filled shelves at each side of the window with them. The hot food would never cool as long as Edith and Terry were touching each other in the controlled intimacy they now had learned as second nature. Each could look at himself in his own mirror and not even think about the other in a conscious way, but if their fingertips were so much as touching and if the remote sense of the other was unruffled by anger or anxiety then the pizzas on the shelf would remain hot, the Perrier cold, the cars in the street motionless, and the



sky and weather without change forever. No love was needed now, no feeling whatever—only the lack of unpleasantness and the slightest of physical contact.


The world outside became less interesting for them. They both had large bank accounts and both had good yet undemanding jobs; her legal briefs were prepared by assistants; three young men in his studio made the illustrations that he designed, on drawing pads, in the loft bed. Often the nights were a terrible bore to them when they had to let go of each other if they wanted morning to come, just so they could go to work, have a change of pace.


But less and less did either of them want the pace to change. Each had learned to spend “hours” motionless, staring at the mirror or out the window, preserving his youth against the ravages of real time and real movement. Each became obsessed, without sharing the obsession, with a single idea: immortality. They could live forever, young and healthy and fully awake, in this loft bed. There was no question of interestingness or of boredom; they had moved, deeply in their separate souls, far beyond that distinction, that rhythm of life. Deep in themselves they had become a Pharaoh’s dream of endless time; they had found the pyramid that kept the flow of the world away.


On one autumn morning that had been like two weeks for them he looked at her, after waking, and said, “I don’t want to leave this place. I don’t want to get old.”


She looked at him before she spoke. Then she said, “There’s nothing I want to do outside.”


He looked away from her, smiling. “We’ll need a lot of food,” he said.





They had already had the apartment filled with shelves and a bathroom was installed beneath the bed. Using the bathroom was the only concession to real time; to make the water flow it was necessary for them not to touch.




They filled the shelves, that autumn afternoon, with hundreds of pounds of food—cheeses and hot chickens and sausage and milk and butter and big loaves of bread and precooked steaks and pork chops and hams and bowls of cooked vegetables, all prepared and delivered by a wondering caterer and five assistants. They had cases of wine and beer and cigarettes. It was like an efficient, miniature warehouse.


When they got into bed and touched she said, “What if we quarrel? The food will all spoil.”


“I know,” he said. And then, taking a deep breath, “What if we just don’t talk?”


She looked at him for a long moment. Then she said, “I’ve been thinking that too.”


So they stopped talking. And each turned toward his own mirror and thought of living forever. They were back to back, touching.





No friend found them, for they had no friends. But when the landlord came in through the empty shelves on what was for him the next day he found them in the loft bed, back to back, each staring into a different mirror. They were perfectly beautiful, with healthy, clear complexions, youthful figures, dark and glistening hair; but they had no minds at all. They were not even like beautiful children; there was nothing there but prettiness.


The landlord was shocked at what he saw. But he recognized soon afterward that they would be sent somewhere and that he would be able to charge a profitable rent, at last, with someone new.













A VISIT FROM MOTHER


(for Herry O. Teltcher)


By the marble fireplace in the main bedroom a discreet television set was playing. It sat on a Regency stool with inlaid legs. The program was a videotape of a ballet.


“My God,” Mother said, as he brought her and Daddy in. “It’s in color!”


Barney was flustered. They had been dead a dozen years and for a moment he had forgotten. “Sure, Mom,” he said. “Color TV’s been around for years . . .”


Mother’s face, bright for a moment, became wistful. “It’s a pity,” she said. “Your father would have enjoyed it so . . .”


Barney glanced at his father shyly, then glanced away. His father’s face was impassive; as always, he neither confirmed nor denied what Mother had said about him.


“Would you like something to drink?” Barney said to her. “Coffee maybe?” It was eleven in the morning.


“You go ahead, Barney,” Mother said, pronouncing his name with a kind of sigh. “I don’t want anything for myself.”





She was wearing the same J. C. Penney dress she had worn to Daddy’s funeral, the same black patent shoes. Daddy was wearing a blue serge Nixon suit and brown shoes. His hair was pale gray; his face was pained, as though his false teeth were hurting.


They were both Midwesterners and they looked out of



place in this New York apartment. Somehow, Barney remembered, they had even looked out of place in their own Ohio ranch house, however much Mother had tried to possess the space of it by endless dusting of furniture, by the covering of its cheap parquet floors with her own hooked rugs. Daddy alone had filled and held one corner of the living room of that airless house with its pastel walls, its Currier and Ives prints, the hooked rugs everywhere, Grandmother’s sofa, Aunt Millie Dean’s cherry table, the coat of arms on the kitchen wall by the never-used copper molds—the curved fish, the decorated ring, the gingerbread man that might have formed mousses or cakes but never had. Daddy had made that dark corner his, sitting grimly in the overstuffed armchair with his Time or his crosswords or staring out beyond the pale curtained window at the nothing at all that surrounded them. As a child, Barney’s heart had moved toward that silent and frightened man with inarticulate love, unable to look him in the eyes.


Later, after his coronary, Daddy’s place had become the painted brass bed in the corner bedroom, where he lay and smoked Viceroys in a holder and continued his grim solutions to crossword puzzles in magazines and almost never spoke. Mother had completely become his voice: “Your father doesn’t think much of the fall programs, Barney,” or “Your father believes the economy is headed for a slump.” But he never heard Daddy say anything.





Barney led the ghosts out onto the terrace. Mother gave a polite gasp at the view of the Hotel Pierre, rising to the right of the General Motors building. Two pigeons flew up from the floor of the cedar decking. The terrace was splendid on this June morning; the ivy on its fence glistened in the bright sun; its scarlet geraniums glowed.


“You certainly have a lovely apartment, Barney,” Mother said. As usual her voice held back somehow in the praise. There was a “Yes, but. . .” in it, if only by inflection.




For years he had ignored the way Mother gave with her words and took away with her voice. But now he said, “What’s wrong with it, Mother?”


Daddy was seating himself carefully in one of the lava gray deck chairs, as though, even dead, he had to protect himself from exertion.


Mother looked shocked, then reproachful. “I didn’t say there was anything wrong, Barney . . .”


Anger hit him suddenly and unexpectedly. “Damn it, Mother!” he said, astonished at the strength in his voice. “I heard the way you said it.”


She looked powerless but she came back instantly. “I wish you wouldn’t use that kind of language, Barney. I know that times have changed since we passed on, but your father . . .”


“Fuck my father,” Barney said. “It’s you I’m talking to, Mother.”


At the word “fuck” his mother gasped and fluttered her hand over her heart. For a moment she became Blanche DuBois, raped by Stanley Kowalski.


Barney glanced toward Daddy and saw his face frozen in pain. “I’m sorry, Mother,” he said. “I shouldn’t have said that.”


Mother’s relief was immediate. She became Lady Bountiful at once. “Oh, I suppose people talk that way all the time now,” she said, as if her absence from the living had produced the degeneration in standards she had always expected it would. “It’s just that we’re not used to it is all.”


He was wondering how she could know how people talked nowadays when she said, “Some things do come through to us, you know. Not a whole lot.”


“Where are you when you’re not here?” he asked. “Is it Purgatory?”


“Oh, no,” she said. “It’s not Purgatory. Your father and I don’t even know if there is a Purgatory. We’re in a quiet place,” she said, With the old hint of a whine in her voice, as if



she were trying to tell him something too painful for words. That he didn’t write to her often enough?


He had shown them the whole apartment now, in the ten minutes since he had prayed to see them and they had, surprisingly, stepped out of the elevator. He had had no idea such things were possible, yet accepted it easily enough. There had been a lot of new and surprising things in his life lately and this was another of them.


He had only lived in the apartment six weeks, here on the Upper East Side between Fifth and Madison, with skylights and high ceilings and marble fireplaces. A year before he had been living in an old house near a small Ohio town, wishing he were dead. Now he had an $l,800-a-month apartment, was a slim fifty-one years old, had grown a beard. The folk art paintings on his walls alone had cost more than his annual salary as a professor. The apartment was the top floor of what had once been a millionaire’s mansion. Barney had made the money by writing a book about viruses that had, wildly, become a best seller for thirty-seven months. Two Nobel laureates had pronounced it the best work on the subject ever written.


“It certainly is nice to have a terrace,” Mother was saying. “If only Gwen were here to enjoy it. Gwen always liked being outdoors.”


So that had been it. The “but.” “Gwen can go outdoors in Ohio any time she wants to, Mother,” he said. “She has three acres all to herself.”


Mother looked hurt. “You know what I mean, Barney.”


Immediately he felt the stab of guilt that Mother had clearly wanted him to feel. He buried it. “Gwen is well rid of me,” he said. “And I’m happy with Isabel.”


“It’s too bad we can’t meet Isabel. I suppose that when a woman goes out to a job . . .”


He could have brained her with a two-by-four. “Can you stay for an hour?” he said.




That caught her by surprise and she turned to Daddy. “I don’t really know. What do you think, Allston?”


Daddy grunted some sort of assent, his first vocalization since arriving. Mother turned back to Barney and said, “Well, I suppose it’ll be all right. No more than an hour.”


“Good,” Barney said, with triumph. “I’ll call Isabel and tell her to jump in a cab. We can all have lunch together.”


“Barney!” Mother said. “You’re such a child. We don’t need lunch. We’re dead.”





Isabel arrived breathless but poised. In her tight Sasson jeans and T-shirt her figure was stunning; her face, without makeup, framed by curly gray hair that matched her gray eyes, was luminous. Gwen’s waist was thick, her face solid and plain; she had a comforting look to her, domestic and tranquil. Isabel looked like a movie star on a day off. Gwen dyed her hair; Isabel glowed in gray.


“Mother and Daddy,” Barney said, “I’d like you to meet Isabel.” Isabel looked at their faces wonderingly. She had seen photographs of them. “Jesus!” she said. She held out a hand to Mother.


Mother was cool. “I’m sorry, dear, but there’s no touching.”


Isabel looked up to his face. “What’s going on, love?”


“It’s real, honey,” he said. “Hard to believe. But you get used to it.”


“I’d like a glass of wine,” Isabel said.





The four of them sat on the terrace. A blue jay perched itself on one corner of the fence, facing itself toward Central Park. The sky was a perfect blue. There was no breeze. Mother’s hands were folded in her lap, over the pleats of the blue rayon dress. Daddy stared at the middle distance. Isabel sipped her wine, Barney his coffee. The black cat, Amagansett, came to



the open French doors and crouched himself toward the jay, motionless.


“Is your accent British?” Mother said at last to Isabel. It was a fencing question; if Isabel’s accent were not British de Gaulle had been Japanese.


Isabel nodded over her wine. “Scottish.”


“Such a civilized country,” Mother said. “With the lochs.” She pronounced it lox.


“Mmmm,” Isabel said and set her wineglass down on the deck.


“Yes,” Mother said, somehow satisfied by the exchange. She had managed to remove for herself any threats that Scotland might have for her and was ready to get down to business. “Are the two of you married? I don’t want to be rude.”


“No, Mother,” Barney said. “We have no plans to be married.”


Mother pursed her lips. “You’re very . . . liberated,” she said.


“Oh, come on, Mother. It’s no big deal and you know it.”


“Barney,” Mother said. “I’m not thinking about what other people do. And God knows you’re old enough to do as you like.”


He looked at her. She was Mother all right, with the dewlaps at her neck—or wattles, or whatever they were—and the pink-painted and wrinkled lips in a kind of pout. He had seen that pout a hundred times on the streets of New York. She sat now in the deck chair with her knees a foot apart and the hem of her rayon dress pulled back. He could see the sagging white flesh of her inner thighs above her rolled-down beige nylons. He turned his head away, pretending to look at the blue jay. “Then what are you thinking of, Mother?” he said.


“Of your health, Barney,” she said, and he looked back at her own rampant unhealthiness. “Of the doctors who told me you should take it easy, should not excite yourself. . .”




My God, he thought. That again. “Mother,” he said aloud, “I’ve had cardiograms yearly for thirty years. I don’t have rheumatic heart anymore.” Yet in her presence he hardly believed it. “I’m not a sick child.” But the words lacked conviction.


Isabel stood up and stretched. “I’ve got to get back to work at the museum,” she said. Isabel was a director of the American Museum of Folk Art; Barney had been in love with her for nearly a year. She was forty-three, twice divorced, with a Ph.D. in Art History from Glasgow and a perfect bottom. “Good-bye, Mrs. Witt and Mr. Witt,” she said. “Your son’s a terrific lover.” She finished off her wine at a gulp and left. No one had eaten lunch.


“Well,” Mother said, “she certainly is up-to-date. I see she feels comfortable without a bra.”


“Come off it, Mother,” he said. “Are you trying to tell me she’s a whore?”


Mother looked away with a grimace. “Times change, Barney,” she said, as though they didn’t. “I just hope you’re sure she’s what you really want.”


“I hear you, Mother,” he said. “You said that about my first bicycle, the red one.”


“It’s just that your father and I want you to make up your own mind about what’s right for you . . .”


“My father hasn’t said anything about Isabel,” he said. It was something new for him to speak like that and he felt a sense of exceeding proper limits. But he did not look at his father, the pathetic and silent figure in the chair.


“I know how your father feels about you,” she said. “We’ve been married a long time.”


“How are your . . . your existences, now?” he said, changing the subject.


She brightened a bit. “Your father rests well,” she said. “I still seem to have my old difficulty sleeping.” As far as he could remember, his mother slept all right. She only liked



complaining about not sleeping, about “tossing and turning.” “You know, Barney,” she went on, “where we stay now sometimes our forms change and we become different ages of our lives. Sometimes I’m the age I was before you were born. And sometimes your father and I become babies, just little fat things with diapers on. When that happens I just sleep and sleep.”


“Wow!” he said, genuinely astonished. “Do you have any control over it?”


“Well, yes. It’s more or less a matter of willing it.”


“But, my God,” he said, “then how can you have a sleeping problem? You can make yourself an infant whenever you want to and just sleep.” He shook his head in exasperation. “Like a baby.”


She pursed her lips. “It just doesn’t seem right, Barney. For a grown-up person . . .” Her voice trailed off in a way he recognized, a way that meant, Don’t pry into my sorrows, Barney. I have sensitivities you wouldn’t understand.


When she was living he wouldn’t have persisted, but things were different now. “Come on, Mother,” he said. “If you really wanted to sleep it certainly wouldn’t strain your dignity to be a baby.” Then the stupidity, the narrowness of her struck him and he said, “Jesus, there’s something terrific about being a baby for a while.”


She shook her head adamantly, giving the look that meant, “I knew you wouldn’t understand.” Finally she said, in a confidential and pained voice, “Barney. There’s no one to change the diaper. It’s . . . humiliating.”


He stared at her in disbelief. Of course. All those matches in the bathroom, those bottles of Air Wick. The way she made him run the lavatory tap when he peed, and aim for the edge of the toilet, so she couldn’t hear it. The horror on her face if he farted.


And then something else struck him. “You’re both the same



ages you were when you died. Why don’t you make yourselves younger? Why be old?”


She looked at him wonderingly and for a moment her everlasting guard seemed to be down. “Why not be old?” she said.


It rushed upon him, overwhelmed him. There they sat, on his New York terrace, both in their physical sixties, with pale, sagging bodies, false teeth, bags under their eyes. And by choice. They could be whatever age they wanted to be in whatever Limbo they had their existence.


He stared at her. “Make yourself young for me, Mother,” he said.


She seemed not to hear him. She had fallen into some kind of guarded reverie.


Throughout his adult life Barney had suffered a frustrating disparity between sexual desire and sexual performance. Years before, a psychiatrist had uncovered memories of Barney’s mother undressing in front of him, when Barney himself had been three and four years old and had slept in a cot in Mother’s room. “Now don’t peek, Barney,” she would say, and pull her dress over her head. He always did peek, at the peach-colored slips, the flared rayon panties, the dark triangle of hair between her legs.
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