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Chapter 1


It was almost impossible to get to Lexington and Sixty-third Street. The wind was howling, and the snow drifts had devoured all but the largest cars. The buses had given up somewhere around Twenty-third Street, where they sat huddled like frozen dinosaurs, as one left the flock only very rarely to venture uptown, lumbering down the paths the snowploughs left, to pick up a few brave travellers who would rush from doorways frantically waving their arms, sliding wildly to the kerb, hurling themselves over the packed snowbanks, to mount the buses with damp eyes and red faces, and in Bernie’s case, icicles on his beard.


It had been absolutely impossible to get a taxi. He had given up after fifteen minutes of waiting and started walking south from Seventy-ninth Street. He often walked to work. It was only eighteen blocks from door to door. But today as he walked from Madison to Park and then turned right on Lexington Avenue, he realized that the biting wind was brutal, and he had only gone four more blocks when he gave up. A friendly doorman allowed him to wait in the lobby, as only a few determined souls waited for a bus that had taken hours to come north on Madison Avenue, turned around, and was now heading south on Lexington to carry them to work. The other, more sensible souls had given up when they caught their first glimpse of the blizzard that morning, and had decided not to go to work at all. Bernie was sure the store would be half empty. But he wasn’t the type to sit at home twiddling his thumbs or watching the soaps.


And it wasn’t that he went to work because he was so compulsive. The truth was that Bernie went to work six days a week, and often when he didn’t have to, like today, because he loved the store. He ate, slept, dreamed, and breathed everything that happened from the first to eighth floor of Wolff’s. And this year was particularly important. They were introducing seven new lines, four of them by major European designers, and the whole look of American fashion was going to change in men’s and women’s ready-to-wear markets. He thought about it as he stared into the snowdrifts they passed as they lumbered downtown, but he was no longer seeing the snow, or the stumbling people lurching toward the bus, or even what they wore. In his mind’s eye he was seeing the new spring collections just as he had seen them in November, in Paris, Rome, Milan, with gorgeous women wearing the clothes, rolling down the runway like exquisite dolls, showing them to perfection, and suddenly he was glad he had come to work today. He wanted another look at the models they were using the following week for their big fashion show. Having selected and approved the clothing, he wanted to make sure the models chosen were right too. Bernard Fine liked to keep a hand in everything, from department figures to the buying of the clothes, even to the selection of the models, and the design of the invitations that went out to their most exclusive customers. It was all part of the package to him. Everything mattered. It was no different from U.S. Steel as far as he was concerned, or Kodak. They were dealing in a product, in fact a number of them, and the impression that product made rested in his hands.


The crazy thing was that if someone had told him fifteen years before when he was playing football at the University of Michigan that he would be worried about what kind of underwear the models had on, and if the evening gowns would show well, he would have laughed at them … or maybe even have busted their jaw. Actually, it struck him as funny now, and sometimes he sat in his huge office on the eighth floor, smiling to himself, remembering back then. He had been an all-around jock when he was at Michigan, for the first two years anyway, and after that he had found his niche in Russian literature. Dostoevski had been his hero for the first half of junior year, matched only by Tolstoi, followed almost immediately by Sheila Borden, of slightly less stellar fame. He had met her in Russian I, having decided that he couldn’t do the Russian classics justice if he had to read them in translation, so he took a crash course at Berlitz, which taught him to ask for the post office and the rest rooms and find the train in an accent which impressed his teacher enormously. But Russian I had warmed his soul. And so had Sheila Borden. She had sat in the front row, with long straight black hair hanging to her waist romantically, or so he thought, her body very lithe and tight. What had brought her to the Russian class was her fascination with ballet. She had been dancing since she was five, she had explained to him the first time they talked, and you don’t understand ballet until you understand the Russians. She had been nervous and intense and wide-eyed, and her body was a poem of symmetry and grace which held him spellbound when he went to watch her dance the next day.


She had been born in Hartford, Connecticut, and her father worked for a bank, which seemed much too plebeian to her. She longed for a history that included greater poignancy, a mother in a wheelchair … a father with TB who would have died shortly after she was born. … Bernie would have laughed at her the year before, but not in his junior year. At twenty he took her very, very seriously, and she was a fabulous dancer, he explained to his mother when he went home for the holidays.


‘Is she Jewish?’ his mother asked when she heard her name. Sheila always sounded Irish to her, and Borden was truly frightening. But it could have been Boardman once, or Berkowitz or a lot of other things, which made them cowardly, but at least acceptable. Bernie had been desperately annoyed at her for asking him the question she had plagued him with for most of his life, even before he cared about girls. His mother asked him that about everyone. ‘Is he Jewish … is she … what was his mother’s maiden name? … was he bar mitzvahed last year? … what did you say his father did? She is Jewish, isn’t she?’ Wasn’t everyone? Everyone the Fines knew anyway. His parents wanted him to go to Columbia, or even New York University. He could commute, they said. In fact, his mother tried to insist on it. But he had only been accepted at the University of Michigan, which made the decision easy for him. He was saved! And off to Freedomland he went, to date hundreds of blond blue-eyed girls who had never heard of gefilte fish or kreplach or knishes, and had no idea when Passover was. It was a blissful change for him, and by then he had dated all the girls in Scarsdale that his mother was crazy about and he was tired of them. He wanted something new, different, and a trifle forbidden perhaps. And Sheila was all of those. Besides she was so incredibly beautiful with huge black eyes and shafts of ebony hair. She introduced him to Russian authors he had never heard of before, and they read them all – in translation of course. He tried to discuss the books with his parents over the holidays, to no avail.


‘Your grandmother was Russian. You wanted to learn Russian, you could have learned Russian from her.’


‘That wasn’t the same thing. Besides, she spoke Yiddish all the time …’ His voice had trailed off. He hated arguing with them. His mother loved to argue about everything. It was the mainstay of her life, her greatest joy, her favourite sport. She argued with everyone, and especially with him.


‘Don’t speak with disrespect about the dead!’


‘I wasn’t speaking with disrespect. I said that Grandma spoke Yiddish all the time …’


‘She spoke beautiful Russian too. And what good is that going to do you now? You should be taking science classes, that’s what men need in this country today … economics …’ She wanted him to be a doctor like his father, or a lawyer at the very least. His father was a throat surgeon and considered one of the most important men in his field. But it had never appealed to Bernie to follow in his father’s footsteps, even as a child. He admired him a great deal. But he would have hated being a doctor. He wanted to do other things, in spite of his mother’s dreams.


‘Russian? Who talks Russian except Communists?’ Sheila Borden … that was who. … Bernie looked at his mother in despair. She was attractive, she always had been. He had never been embarrassed about the way his mother looked, or his father for that matter. His father was a tall, spare man with dark eyes and grey hair, and a frequently distracted look. He loved what he did, and he was always thinking of his patients. But Bernie always knew he was there, if he needed him. And his mother had been dying her hair blond for years, ‘Autumn Sun’ the colour was called, and it looked well on her. She had green eyes, which Bernie had inherited from her, and she had kept her figure well. She wore expensive clothes that one never really noticed. They were navy suits and black dresses and had cost an arm and a leg at Lord and Taylor or Saks. Somehow she just looked like a mother to him. ‘Why does that girl study Russian anyway? Where are her parents from?’


‘Connecticut.’


‘Where in Connecticut?’ He wanted to ask her if she was planning to visit them.


‘Hartford. What difference does it make?’


‘Don’t be rude, Bernard.’ She looked prim and he folded his napkin and pushed back his chair. Eating dinner with her always gave him stomach pains. ‘Where are you going? You haven’t been excused.’ As though he were still five years old. He hated coming home sometimes. And then he felt guilty for hating it. And then he got mad at her for making him feel guilty for hating it. …


‘I have some studying to do before I go back.’


‘Thank God you’re not playing football anymore.’ She always said things like that that made him want to rebel. It made him want to turn around and tell her he’d gone back on the team … or that he was studying ballet with Sheila now just to shake her up a little bit. …


‘The decision isn’t necessarily permanent, Mom.’


Ruth Fine glared at him. ‘Talk to your father about it.’ Lou knew what he had to do. She had already talked to him at length. If Bernie ever wanted to play football again, you offer him a new car. … If Bernie had known, he would have gone through the roof, and not only refused the car, but gone back to playing football immediately. He hated being bribed. Hated the way she thought sometimes, and the overprotective way she treated him, in spite of his father’s sensible attitude. It was difficult being an only child, and when he got back to Ann Arbor and saw Sheila she agreed with him. The holidays hadn’t been easy for her either. And they hadn’t been able to get together at all, even though Hartford was certainly not the end of the world, but it might as well have been. Her parents had had her late in life, and now they treated her like a piece of glass, terrified each time she left the house, frightened that she would get hurt or mugged or raped, or fall on the ice, or meet the wrong men, or go to the wrong school. They hadn’t been thrilled at the prospect of the University of Michigan either, but she had insisted on it. She knew just how to get what she wanted from them. But it was exhausting having them hang all over her. She knew just what Bernie meant, and after their Easter holidays they devised a plan. They were going to meet in Europe the following summer, and travel for at least a month, without telling anyone. And they had.


It had been blissful seeing Venice and Paris and Rome for the first time together. Sheila had been madly in love, and as they lay naked on a deserted beach in Ischia, with her raven black hair falling over her shoulders, he had known that he had never seen anyone as beautiful. So much so that he was secretly thinking of asking her to marry him. But he kept it to himself. – He dreamt of getting engaged to her over the Christmas holidays, and married after they graduated the following June. – They went to England and Ireland too, and flew home from London on the same plane.


As usual, his father was in surgery. His mother picked him up, despite his cable not to. Eagerly waving to him, she looked younger than her years in her new beige Ben Zuckerman suit with her hair done just for him. But whatever good feelings he had for her disappeared as she spotted his travelling companion immediately. ‘Who is that?’


‘This is Sheila Borden, Mom.’ Mrs Fine looked as though she might faint.


‘You’ve been travelling together all this time?’ They had given him enough money for six weeks. It had been his twenty-first birthday present from them. ‘You’ve been travelling together so … so … shamelessly …?’ He wanted to die as he listened to her, and Sheila was smiling at him as though she didn’t give a damn.


‘It’s okay … don’t worry, Bernie … I have to get the shuttle bus to Hartford anyway …’ She gave him a private smile, grabbed her duffel bag, and literally disappeared without saying goodbye, as his mother began to dab at her eyes.


‘Mom … please …’


‘How could you lie to us like that?’


‘I didn’t lie to you. I told you I was meeting friends.’ His face was red and he wanted the floor to open up and swallow him. He wanted never to see his mother again.


‘You call that a friend?’


He thought instantly of all the times they had made love … on beaches, in parks, next to rivers, in tiny hotels. … Nothing she ever said could take away the memory and he stared at his mother belligerently.


‘She’s the best friend I have!’ He grabbed his bag and started out of the airport alone, leaving her standing there, but he had made the mistake of turning back to look at her once, and she had been standing there crying openly. He couldn’t do it to her. He went back and apologized and hated himself for it afterwards.


Back at school in the fall, the romance had flourished anyway, and this time when they came back for Thanksgiving, he drove up to Hartford to meet her family. They had been cool but polite, obviously surprised by something Sheila hadn’t said, and when they flew back to school, Bernie questioned her.


‘Were they upset that I’m Jewish?’ He was curious. He wondered if her parents were as intense as his own, although that hardly seemed possible. Nobody could be as intense as Ruth Fine, not in his eyes anyway.


‘No.’ Sheila smiled absentmindedly, lighting a joint in the back row of the plane on the way back to Michigan. ‘Just surprised, I guess. I never thought it was such a big deal I had to mention it.’ He liked that about her. She took everything in her stride. Nothing was ever a big deal, and he took a quick hit with her before they carefully put out the joint and she put the roach in an envelope in her purse. ‘They thought you were nice.’


‘I thought they were nice too.’ He lied. Actually he had thought them boring in the extreme, and was surprised that her mother had so little style. They talked about the weather and world news, and absolutely nothing else. It was like living in a vacuum, or enduring a perennial live commentary of the news. She seemed so unlike them, but then again she said the same thing about him. She had called his mother hysterical after the only time they met, and he hadn’t disagreed with her. ‘Are they coming to graduation?’


‘Are you kidding?’ She laughed. ‘My mother already cries talking about it.’ He was still thinking of marrying her, but he hadn’t said anything to her. He surprised her on Valentine’s Day with a beautiful little diamond ring he had bought for her with money his grandparents had left him when they died. It was a small, neat emerald-cut solitaire, it was only two carats but the stone was impeccable. The day he bought it his chest felt tight he was so excited all the way home. He had swept her off her feet, kissed her hard on the mouth, and thrown the red-wrapped box in her lap with a careless toss.


‘Try that on for size, kid.’


She had thought it was a joke, and laughed until she opened it. And then her mouth fell open and she burst into tears. She had thrown the box back at him and left without a word, as he stood with his mouth open, staring after her. Nothing made any sense to him, until she came back to talk about it late that night. They both had rooms, but more often than not, they both stayed in his. It was larger and more comfortable and he had two desks, and she stared at the ring in the open box on his. ‘How could you do a thing like that?’ He didn’t understand. Maybe she thought the ring was too big.


‘A thing like what? I want to marry you.’ His eyes had been gentle as he reached out to her, but she turned away and walked across the room.


‘I thought you understood … all this time I thought everything was cool.’


‘What the hell does that mean?’


‘It means I thought we had an equal relationship.’


‘Of course we do. What does that have to do with anything?’


‘We don’t need marriage … we don’t need all that traditional garbage.’ She looked at him disgustedly and he was shocked. ‘All we need is what we have right now, for as long as it lasts.’ It was the first time he had heard her talk like that and he was wondering what had happened to her.


‘And how long is that?’


‘Today … next week …’ She shrugged. ‘Who cares? What difference does it make? But you can’t nail it down with a diamond ring.’


‘Well, pardon me.’ But he was suddenly furious. He grabbed the box, snapped it shut, and threw it into one of his desk drawers. ‘I apologize for doing something so innately bourgeois. I guess my Scarsdale was showing again.’


She looked at him as though with brand-new eyes. ‘I had no idea you were making so much of this.’ She looked puzzled by him, as though she suddenly couldn’t remember his name. ‘I thought you understood everything …’ She sat down on the couch and stared at him as he strode to the window, and then turned to look back at her.


‘No. You know something? I don’t understand anything. We’ve been sleeping with each other for over a year. We basically live together, we went to Europe together last year. What did you think this was? A casual affair?’ Not for him. He wasn’t that kind of man, even at twenty-one.


‘Don’t use such old-fashioned words.’ She stood up and stretched, as though she were bored, and he noticed she wasn’t wearing a bra, which only made things worse: He could suddenly feel his desire mounting for her.


‘Maybe it’s just too soon.’ He looked at her hopefully, led by what he felt between his legs as much as what he felt in his heart, and hating himself for it. ‘Maybe we just need more time.’


But she was shaking her head. And she didn’t kiss him good night as she walked to the door. ‘I don’t ever want to get married, Bern. It’s not my bag. I want to go to California when we graduate and just hang out for a while.’ He could suddenly just imagine her there … in a commune.


‘What kind of life is “hanging out”? It’s a dead end!’


She shrugged with a smile. ‘That’s all I want right now, Bern.’ Their eyes held for a long time. ‘Thanks anyway for the ring.’ She closed the door softly as she left, and he sat alone in the dark for a long, long time, thinking about her. He loved her so much, or at least he thought he did. But he had never seen this side of her, this casual indifference to what someone else felt, and then suddenly he remembered how she had treated her parents when he had visited them. She didn’t really seem to care a whole lot about what they felt, and she always thought he was crazy when he called his folks, or bought his mother a gift before he went home. He had sent her flowers on her birthday and Sheila had made fun of him, and now it all came rushing back to him. Maybe she didn’t give a damn about anyone, not even him. She was just having a good time, and doing what felt good at the time. And up until then he had been what had felt good to her, but the engagement ring did not. He put it back in the drawer when he went to bed, and his heart felt like a rock as he lay in the dark thinking of her.


And things hadn’t improved much after that. She had joined a consciousness-raising group, and one of the subjects they seemed to love to discuss most was her relationship with Bernie. She came home and attacked him almost constantly about his values, his goals, his way of talking to her.


‘Don’t talk to me like a child. I’m a woman, goddammit, and don’t you forget that those balls of yours are only decorative, and not too much so at that. I’m just as smart as you are, I’ve got just as much guts … my grades are just as good … the only thing I don’t have is that piece of skin hanging between your legs and who gives a damn anyway?’ He was horrified, and even more so when she gave up ballet. She kept up with the Russian, but she talked a lot about Che Guevara now, and she had taken to wearing combat boots, and accessories she bought at the army surplus store. She was particularly fond of men’s undershirts, worn without a bra, with her dark nipples showing through easily. He was beginning to be embarrassed to walk down the street with her.


‘You’re not serious?’ she asked when they talked a lot about the senior prom, and they both agreed that it was corny as hell, but he had admitted to her that he wanted to go anyway. It was a memory to save for another time, and finally she had agreed with him. But she had shown up at his apartment wearing army fatigues open to her waist and a torn red T-shirt underneath. And her boots weren’t genuine military but they might as well have been. They were perfect replicas sprayed with gold paint, and she laughingly called them her ‘new party shoes’ as he stared at her. He was wearing the white dinner jacket he had worn to a wedding the year before. His father had gotten it at Brooks Brothers for him and it fitted him perfectly, and with his auburn hair and green eyes and the beginning of a summer tan, he looked very handsome standing there. But she looked ridiculous and he told her so. ‘That’s a rude thing to do to the kids who take it seriously. If we do go we owe it to them to dress with respect.’


‘Oh for chrissake.’ She threw herself on his couch with a look of total disdain. ‘You look like Lord Fauntleroy. Christ, wait till I tell my group about this.’


‘I don’t give a damn about your group!’ It was the first time he had lost his temper with her over that and she looked surprised as he advanced on her and stood towering over her as she lay on the couch, swinging her long graceful legs in the fatigues and gold combat boots. ‘Now get off your ass and go back to your room and change.’


‘Screw you.’ She smiled up at him.


‘I’m serious, Sheila. You’re not going in that outfit.’


‘Yes, I am.’


‘No, you’re not.’


‘Then we won’t go.’


He hesitated for a fraction of an instant and strode to the door of his room. ‘You. Not me. You won’t go. I’m going by myself.’


‘Have a good time.’ She waved, and he walked outside fuming silently. And he had gone to the dance alone and had a lousy time. He didn’t dance with anyone, but he stayed there purposely to prove a point. But she had ruined the evening for him. And she ruined graduation with the same kind of stunt, only worse, because his mother was in the audience. When she came up on the stage, and once she had the diploma in her hand, Sheila turned and made a little speech about how meaningless the token gestures of the establishment were, that there were oppressed women everywhere in the world. And on their behalf, and her own, she was rejecting the chauvinism of the University of Michigan. She then proceeded to tear the diploma in half while the entire audience gasped, and Bernie wanted to cry. There was absolutely nothing he could say to his mother after that. And even less he could say to Sheila that night, before they both began packing up their things. He didn’t even tell her how he felt about what she had done. He didn’t trust himself to say anything. They said very little, in fact, as she got her things out of his drawers. His parents were having dinner with friends at the hotel and he was joining them the next day for a luncheon to celebrate his graduation before they all went back to New York. But he looked at Sheila now with an air of despair. The last year and a half seemed about to go down the drain. They had stayed together the last few weeks out of convenience and habit. But he still couldn’t accept their separation. Although he had made plans to go to Europe with his parents, he couldn’t believe they were through. It was odd how passionate she could be in bed, and how cool everywhere else. It had confused him since the first day they met. But he found himself completely unable to be objective about her. She broke the silence first. ‘I’m leaving tomorrow night for California.’


He looked stunned. ‘I thought your parents wanted you to come home.’


She smiled and tossed a handful of socks into her duffel bag. ‘I guess they do.’ She shrugged again and he suddenly felt an overwhelming urge to slap her. He had been genuinely in love with her … had wanted to marry her … and all she cared about was what she wanted. She was the most egocentric human being he had ever met. ‘I’m flying standby to Los Angeles. And I guess I’ll hitch a ride to San Francisco from there.’


‘And then?’


‘Who knows?’ She held out her hands, looking at him as though they had just met, not like the friends and lovers they had been. She had been the most important part of his life during his last two years at the University of Michigan, and now he felt like a damn fool. Two years wasted with her.


‘Why don’t you come to San Francisco after you get back from Europe? I wouldn’t mind seeing you there.’ Wouldn’t mind? After two years?


‘I don’t think so.’ He smiled for the first time in hours, but his eyes were still sad. ‘I have to look for a job.’ He knew she wasn’t burdened with that. Her parents had given her twenty thousand dollars when she graduated, and he noticed that she hadn’t torn that up. She had enough money to live in California for several years. And he hadn’t done enough about finding work because he wasn’t sure what she would do. He felt like an even bigger fool. And what he wanted most was to find a job in a small New England school, teaching Russian literature. He had applied and was waiting for answers.


‘Isn’t it kind of stupid to get suckered in by the establishment, Bern, to work at a job you hate, for money you don’t need?’


‘Speak for yourself. My parents aren’t planning to support me for the rest of my life.’


‘Neither are mine.’ She spat the words at him.


‘Planning to look for a job on the West Coast?’


‘Eventually.’


‘Doing what? Modelling those?’ He pointed at her cut-offs and boots and she looked annoyed.


‘You’ll be just like your parents one day.’ It was the worst thing she could say as she zipped up her duffel bag and then stuck a hand out at him. ‘So long, Bernie.’


It was ridiculous, he thought to himself as he stared at her. ‘That’s it? After almost two years, “so long”?’ There were tears in his eyes and he didn’t care what she thought now. ‘That’s hard to believe … we were going to get married … have kids.’


She didn’t look amused. ‘That wasn’t what we set out to do.’


‘What did we set out to do, Sheila? Just screw each other for two years? I was in love with you, difficult to believe as that may seem now.’ He suddenly couldn’t imagine what he saw in her, and hated to admit that his mother was right. But she had been. This time.


‘I guess I loved you too …’ Her lip trembled in spite of her efforts at control, and suddenly she went to him and he clung to her in the barren little room that had once been home to them. ‘I’m sorry, Bernie … I guess everything changed …’ They were both crying and he nodded his head.


‘I know … it’s not your fault …’ His voice was hoarse as he wondered whose fault it was then. He kissed her, and she looked up at him.


‘Come to San Francisco if you can.’


‘I’ll try.’ But he never did.


Sheila spent the next three years in a commune near Stinson Beach, and he completely lost track of her, until he got a Christmas card finally with a picture of her. He would never have recognized her. She lived in an old school bus, parked near the coast, with nine other people and six little kids. She had two of her own, both girls apparently, and by the time he heard from her, he didn’t care anymore, although he had for a long time, and he had been grateful that his parents hadn’t made too much of it. He was just relieved when his mother didn’t mention her for a while, and she was relieved that Sheila had disappeared.


She was the first girl he had loved, and the dreams had died hard. But Europe had been good for him. There had been dozens of girls he had met in Paris, London, the south of France, Switzerland, Italy, and he was surprised that travelling with his parents could be so much fun, and eventually they went on to meet friends, and so did he.


He met three guys from school in Berlin and they had a ball, before they all went back to real life again. Two of them were going to law school, and one was getting married in the fall and was having a last fling, but he was in great part doing it to avoid the draft, which was something Bernie didn’t have to worry about, much to his embarrassment. He had had asthma as a child, and his father had documented it carefully. He had been classified 4–F when he registered for the draft at eighteen, although he hadn’t admitted it to any of his friends for two years. But in some ways it was convenient now. He didn’t have that to worry about. Unfortunately he was turned down at the schools he applied to, because he didn’t have a master’s yet. So he applied to Columbia and planned to start taking courses there. All the prep schools had told him to come back again in a year, when he had his degree. But it still seemed a lifetime away, and the general courses he’d signed up for at Columbia didn’t fascinate him.


He was living at home and his mother was driving him nuts, and everyone he knew was away. Either in the army or in school, or they had got jobs somewhere else. He felt like the only one left at home, and in desperation he applied for a job at Wolff’s in the Christmas rush, and didn’t even mind when they assigned him to the men’s department and had him selling shoes. Anything would have been better than sitting home by then, and he had always liked the store. It was one of those large elegant halls that smelled good and where the people were well dressed, even the sales personnel had a certain amount of style, and the Christmas rush was a hair more polite than it was everywhere else. Wolff’s had once been a store which set the styles for everyone, and to some extent it still did, although it lacked the pizzazz of a store like Bloomingdale’s, only three blocks away.


But Bernie was fascinated by that, and he kept telling the buyer what he thought they could do to compete with Bloomingdale’s, and the buyer only smiled. Wolff’s didn’t compete with anyone. At least that was what he thought. But Paul Berman, the head of the store, was intrigued when he read a memo from Bernard. The buyer apologized profusely to him when he heard about it, he promised that Bernie would be fired at once, but that wasn’t what Berman wanted at all. He wanted to meet the kid with the interesting ideas, so they met, and Paul Berman saw the promise in him. He took him to lunch more than once, and he was amused at how brazen he was, but he was smart too, and Berman laughed when Bernie told him he wanted to teach Russian literature, and was going to night school at Columbia toward that end.


‘That’s a hell of a waste of time.’


Bernie was shocked, although he liked the man. He was quiet, elegant, a sharp businessman, and he was interested in what everyone said. He was the grandson of the original Mr Wolff.


‘Russian literature was my major, sir,’ he said respectfully.


‘You should have gone to business school.’


Bernie smiled. ‘You sound like my mother.’


‘What does your father do?’


‘He’s a doctor. A throat surgeon, but I’ve always hated medicine. The thought of some of that stuff makes me sick.’


Berman nodded. He understood perfectly. ‘My brother-in-law was a doctor. I couldn’t stand the thought of it either.’ He frowned as he looked at Bernard Fine. ‘What about you? What are you really going to do with yourself?’


Bernie was honest with the man. He felt he owed him that, and he cared enough about the store to have written the memo that had brought him here. He liked Wolff’s. He thought it was a terrific place. But it wasn’t for him. Not permanently anyway. ‘I’ll get my master’s, apply for the same jobs again next year, and with luck, the year after that I’ll be teaching at some boarding school.’ He smiled hopefully and looked terribly young. His innocence was touching in a way, and Paul Berman liked him a great deal.


‘What if the army grabs you first?’ Bernie told him about being 4–F. ‘You’re damn lucky, young man. That little unpleasantness in Vietnam could get damn serious one of these days. Look what happened to the French over there. Lost their shirts. It’ll happen to us if we don’t watch out.’ Bernie agreed with him. ‘Why don’t you drop out of night school?’


‘And do what?’


‘I have a proposal for you. You stay with the store for the next year, and we’ll train you in different areas, give you a taste of what’s here, and if you want to stay with us, and if you can get in, we’ll send you to business school. And in the meantime, you can do a sort of training on the job. How does that sound?’ They had never offered anything like it to anyone, but he liked this kid with the wide honest green eyes, and the intelligent face. He wasn’t a handsome boy, but he was a nice-looking man, and there was something bright and kind and decent in his face which Paul Berman liked a great deal and he said as much to Bernie before he left his office that day. Bernie had asked to think about his proposal for a day or two, but admitted to being very flattered and very touched. It was just a big decision to make. He wasn’t sure he wanted to go to business school, and he hated to give up the dream of the country school in the sleepy little town, teaching eager ears about Dostoevski and Tolstoi, but maybe that was only a dream. – Even now, it was growing dim.


He spoke to his parents that night, and even his father had been impressed. It was a marvellous opportunity, if that was what he wanted to do. And the year of training at the store beforehand would give him plenty of time to see if he liked Wolff’s. It sounded as though he couldn’t lose, and his father congratulated him, as his mother inquired how many children Berman had … how many sons … how much competition there was in other words … or daughters … imagine if he married one of them!


‘Leave him alone, Ruth!’ Lou had been firm when they were alone that night, and with great effort she had restrained herself, and Bernie had given Mr Berman his answer the following day. He was delighted to accept, and Berman recommended that he apply to several business schools at once. He chose Columbia and New York University because they were in town, and Wharton and Harvard because of who they were. It would be a long time before he heard if he was accepted or not, but in the meantime he had lots to do.


And the year of training flew. He was accepted at three of the business schools where he had applied. Only Wharton turned him down, but said they might have room for him the following year, if he wished to wait, which he did not. And he chose Colombia, and began there while still working at the store a few hours a week. He wanted to keep his hand in, and he found he was particularly interested in the designer aspects of men’s wear. He did a study on it for his first paper, and not only got high grades, but made some suggestions which actually worked in the store, when Berman let him try them on a small scale. His business school career was a considerable success, and when he finished, he wound up working for Berman for six months, and then moving back to men’s wear after that, and then women’s wear. He began to make changes which could be felt throughout the store, and within five years to the day he began at Wolff’s, he was their rising star. So it came as a blow when Paul Berman announced on a sunny spring afternoon that they were moving him to the Chicago store for two years.


‘But why?’ It sounded like Siberia to him. He didn’t want to go anywhere. He loved New York, and he was doing splendidly at the store.


‘For one thing, you know most of the Midwest. For another’ – Berman sighed and lit a cigar – ‘we need you out there. The store isn’t doing as well as we’d like. It needs a shot in the arm, and you’re it.’ He smiled at his young friend. They shared enormous respect, but Bernie wanted to fight him on this. But he didn’t win. Berman wouldn’t relent, and two months later Bernie flew to Chicago and a year later he was made manager, which kept him there for another two years, even though he hated it. Chicago seemed like a depressing town to him, and the weather really got to him.


His parents came to visit him frequently, and it was obvious that his position carried with it considerable prestige. To be manager of Wolff’s Chicago at thirty years of age was no small thing, but nonetheless he was dying to get back to New York, and his mother threw a huge party for him when he told her the good news. He was thirty-one years old when he came home, and Berman let him write his own ticket when he came back. Nonetheless when Bernie thought of upgrading the level of women’s wear, Berman was not convinced. He wanted to introduce a dozen big couture lines, and put Wolff’s back on the map as trendsetters for the whole United States.


‘Do you realize how much those dresses sell for?’ Berman looked genuinely distressed, as Bernie smiled at him.


‘Yes. But they can pare them down a little for us. It won’t actually be couture after all.’


‘Damn close. Or the prices will be anyway. Who’s going to buy those goods here?’ It sounded too extreme to him, but at the same time he was intrigued.


‘I think our customers will leap at what we’ll offer them, Paul. Especially in cities like Chicago and Boston and Washington and even Los Angeles, where they don’t have every store in New York spread out at their feet. We’re going to bring Paris and Milan to them.’


‘Or ourselves to the poorhouse trying, is that it?’ But Berman didn’t disagree. He looked at Paul thoughtfully. It was an interesting idea. He wanted to leap right into the highest-priced merchandise, selling dresses for as much as five or six or seven thousand dollars, which were after all only ready-to-wear technically, but the designs would be couture.


‘We don’t even have to buy the stock. We don’t have to overload the inventory. We can have each designer put together a show, and the women can order directly through us, which makes even more sense economically.’ Berman was thrilled with that idea. It took all the danger out of it for him.


‘Now you’ve got it, Bernard.’


‘I think we need to do some reconstruction first though. Our designer department isn’t European enough.’ They had gone on talking for hours as the idea was born, and when they had roughed out what they were going to do, Berman shook his hand. Bernard had grown up a lot in recent years. He was mature and self-confident, and his business decisions were sound. He even looked grown-up now, Berman teased, pointing at the beard he had grown before returning to New York. He was thirty-one years old and a very nice-looking man.


‘I think you’ve done a fine job thinking this out.’ The two men exchanged a smile. They were both pleased. It was going to be a very exciting time for Wolff’s. ‘What are you going to do first?’


‘I want to speak to some architects this week, and I’ll have them do some plans up to show you, and then I want to leave for Paris. We have to see what the designers think about the idea.’


‘Think they’ll balk?’


He frowned pensively but shook his head. ‘They shouldn’t. There’s big money in it for them.’


And Bernie had been right. They hadn’t balked. They had leapt at the idea, and he had signed contracts with twenty of them. He had gone to Paris fully prepared to close the deal, and he returned to New York three weeks later, victorious. The new programme was to be launched in nine months, with a fabulous series of fashion shows in June, where the ladies could order their wardrobes for the fall. It was not unlike going to Paris and ordering from the couture lines. And Bernie was going to kick it all off with a party and one fabulous black-tie show which would combine a few pieces from each designer they would be working with. None of it could be bought, it would only be a teaser for the shows that would come next, and all of the models were coming from Paris, along with the designers. And three American designers had been added since the project began. It gave Bernie a huge amount of work to do in the next several months, but it also made him a senior vice president at thirty-two.


The opening-night fashion show was the most beautiful thing anyone had ever seen. The clothes were absolutely staggering and the audience oohed and aahed and applauded constantly. It was absolutely fabulous and one sensed easily that fashion history was being made. It was extraordinary the way he combined good business principles with strong merchandising, and somehow he had an innate sense for fashion. And it all combined to make Wolff’s stronger than any other store in New York, or the country for that matter. And Bernie was on top of the world when he sat in the back row watching the first full designer show, as the women watched it avidly. He had seen Paul Berman pass by a short while before. Everyone was happy these days, and Bernie began to relax a little bit as he watched the models coming down the runway in evening gowns, and he particularly noticed one slender blonde, a beautiful catlike creature with chiselled features and enormous blue eyes. She almost seemed to glide above the ground, and he found himself waiting for her as each new series of gowns came out, and he was disappointed when the show finally came to an end and he knew he wouldn’t see her again.


And instead of hurrying back to his office, as he had meant to do, he lingered for a moment, and then slipped backstage to congratulate the department manager, a Frenchwoman they had hired, who had worked for years for Dior.


‘You did a great job, Marianne.’ He smiled at her and she eyed him hungrily. She was in her late forties, impeccably turned out and tremendously chic, and she had had her eye on him since she’d come to the store.


‘The clothes showed well, don’t you think, Bernard?’ She said it like a French name, and she was enormously cool and yet sexy at the same time. Like fire and ice. And he found himself looking over her shoulder as girls rushed past in blue jeans and their own simple street clothes with the fabulous gowns over their arms. Sales ladies were dashing back and forth, grabbing armfuls of the exquisite clothes to take them to their customers to try on so they could order them. And it was all going extremely well, and then Bernard saw her, with the wedding dress from the finale over her arm.


‘Who’s that girl, Marianne? Is she one of ours, or did we hire her for the show?’ Marianne followed his eyes, and was not taken in by the casual tone of his voice. She felt her heart sink as she looked at her. She couldn’t have been a day over twenty-one and she was a beautiful girl.


‘She freelances for us from time to time. She’s French.’ But she didn’t need to say more. The girl wandered right over to them, and held up the wedding dress as she glanced first at Bernard, and then at Marianne. She asked her in French what to do with it, as she was afraid to set it down, and Marianne told her who to give it to, as Bernie stood almost gaping at her. And then the department manager knew what her duty was.


She introduced Bernie to her, title and all, and even explained that the new concept was all his plan. She hated to put them together like that but she had no choice. She watched Bernie’s eyes as he looked at the girl. It amused her somehow, he was always so aloof. It was obvious that he liked girls, but he never got deeply involved with anyone, from what people said. And unlike the merchandise he selected for Wolff’s, in women he preferred quantity to quality every time … ‘volume’ as they said in the trade … but maybe not this time. …


Her name was Isabelle Martin and she was twenty-four years old. She had grown up in the south of France and gone to Paris at eighteen to work for Saint Laurent and then Givenchy. She was absolutely tops, and she had been a huge success in Paris. It was no surprise when she had been asked to come to the States and had done extremely well in New York for the past four years. He couldn’t imagine why they hadn’t met before.


‘Usually I do only photography, Monsieur Fine.’ She had an accent that enchanted him. ‘But for your show …’ She smiled in a way that melted the seat of his pants and he would have done anything for her. And suddenly he remembered her. He had seen her on the cover of Vogue more than once, and Bazaar and Women’s Wear … she just looked different in real life, more beautiful actually. It was rare for models to cross over between runway modelling and photography, but she was skilled at both, and she had done beautifully in their show and he congratulated her lavishly.


‘You were marvellous, Miss … uh …’ His mind suddenly went blank and she smiled at him again.


‘Isabelle.’ He thought he would just die looking at her, and he took her to dinner that night at La Caravelle. Everyone in the room turned to look at her. And they went dancing afterwards at ‘Raffles’ and Bernie never wanted to go home again. He never wanted to give her up, to let her out of his arms. He had never met anyone like her before, he had never been as swept off his feet by anyone. And the armour he had built after Sheila walked out of his life melted at her hands. Her hair was so blond it was almost white, and more extraordinary, it was natural. He thought her the most beautiful creature on earth, and it would have been difficult for anyone to disagree with him.


They had an enchanted summer in East Hampton that year. He had rented a small house, and she spent every weekend with him. When she had arrived in the U.S. she had immediately become involved with a well-known fashion photographer and after two years she had left him for a real estate mogul. But all men seemed to fade from her life when Bernie appeared. It seemed like a magical time to him as he took her with him everywhere, showing her off, being photographed, dancing till dawn. It all seemed very jet set, and he laughed when he took his mother to lunch, and she levelled her most motherly gaze at him.


‘Don’t you think she’s a little rich for your blood?’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘It means that she reeks of “jet set”, and when all is said and done, how do you fit in, Bernie?’


‘You’re never a hero in your own home town, isn’t that what they say? I can’t say it’s very flattering though.’ He was admiring his mother’s navy blue Dior suit. He had bought it for her the last time he was abroad and it looked lovely on her. But he didn’t particularly want to discuss Isabelle with her. He hadn’t taken her home to meet his parents, and he wasn’t planning to. The two worlds would never have met successfully, although he knew that his father would have loved seeing her. Any man would have. She was spectacular.


‘What’s she like?’ His mother wouldn’t let go, as usual.


‘She’s a nice girl, Mom.’


His mother smiled at him. ‘Somehow that doesn’t seem the right description for her. She’s certainly beautiful.’ She saw her photographs everywhere, and she told all her friends. At the hairdresser she showed everyone ‘that girl … no, the one on the cover … she goes out with my son …’ ‘Are you in love with her?’ She was never afraid to ask what she wanted to know, but Bernie quailed when he heard the words. He wasn’t ready for that, although he was crazy about her, but he still remembered all too well his foolishness when he was in Michigan … the engagement ring he had given Sheila on Valentine’s Day, that she had thrown back at him … the wedding plans he had made … the day she walked out of his life, carrying her duffel bag and his heart. He never wanted to be in the same position again, and he had guarded himself carefully. But not from Isabelle Martin.


‘We’re good friends.’ It was all he could think of to say, and his mother stared at him.


‘I hope it’s more than that.’ She looked horrified as though she suddenly suspected him of being a homosexual, and all he could do was laugh at her.


‘It is, okay? It’s more than that … but nobody is getting married. All right? Satisfied? Now, what do you want for lunch?’ He ordered steak and she ordered fillet of sole and she pressed him about everything he was doing for the store. They were almost friends now, and he saw his parents less than he had when he first came back to New York. He didn’t have much time, particularly with the arrival of Isabelle in his life.


He took her to Europe with him when he went on business that fall and they made a sensation everywhere they went. They were inseparable, and just before Christmas she moved in with him, and Bernie finally had to give in and take her to Scarsdale, much as he dreaded it. She was perfectly pleasant to his parents, although she didn’t gush over them, and she made it clear to him that she wasn’t interested in seeing a lot of them.


‘We have so little time alone …’ She pouted so perfectly, and he loved making love to her. She was the most exquisite woman he had ever seen, and sometimes he just stood staring at her as she put her makeup on or dried her hair or got out of the shower, or walked in the door carrying her portfolio. Somehow she made one want to freeze-frame and just stand there gazing at her.


His mother had even been subdued when they met. Isabelle had a way of making one feel very small, standing next to her, except Bernie, who had never felt more of a man with anyone. Her sexual prowess was remarkable, and their relationship was based on passion more than love. They made love almost everywhere, the bathtub, the shower, the floor, the back of his car one Sunday afternoon when they took a drive to Connecticut. They almost did it in the elevator once, and then came to their senses as they approached their floor and knew the doors were about to open. It was as though they couldn’t stop, and he could never get quite enough of her. For that reason, he took her to France again in the spring, and then back out to East Hampton again, but this time they saw more people than they had before, and there was a movie producer who snagged her eye one night at a party on the beach at Quogue, and the next day Bernie couldn’t find her anywhere. He found her on a yacht, moored nearby, making love to the producer from Hollywood on the deck, as Bernie stood for an instant staring at them, and then hurried away with tears in his eyes, realizing something he had hidden from for a long time. She wasn’t just a great lay and a beautiful girl, she was the woman he loved, and losing her was going to hurt him.


She apologized when she got back to their house, but it wasn’t for several hours. She and the producer had talked for a long time afterwards, about her goals, what she wanted out of her life, and what her relationship with Bernie meant, what he offered her. The producer had been fascinated by her and had told her as much. And when she got back, she tried to tell Bernie what she felt, much to his dismay.


‘I can’t live in a cage for the rest of my life, Bernard … I must be free to fly where I need to be.’ He had heard it all before, in another life, with combat boots and a duffel bag, instead of a Pucci dress and Chanel shoes and a Louis Vuitton suitcase standing open in the next room.


‘I take it I represent a cage to you?’ His eyes were cold as he looked at her. He wasn’t going to tolerate her sleeping with someone else. It was as simple as that, and he wondered if she had done it before, and with whom.


‘You are not a cage, mon amour, but a very fine man. But this life of pretending to be married … one can only do this for so long …’ For them it had been eight months since she had moved in with him, hardly an eternity.


‘I think I’ve misunderstood our relationship, Isabelle.’


She nodded at him, looking even more beautiful, and for an instant he hated her. ‘I think you have, Bernard.’ And then, the knife to his heart. ‘I want to go to California for a while.’ She was totally candid with him. ‘Dick says he can arrange a screen test at a studio’ – she spoke with an accent that melted his heart – ‘and I would like very much to do a film there with him.’


‘I see.’ He lit a cigarette although he seldom smoked. ‘You’ve never mentioned that before.’ But it made sense. It was a shame not to put that face on film. Magazine covers weren’t enough for her.


‘I didn’t think it was important to tell you that.’


‘Or was it that you wanted what you could get out of Wolff’s first?’ It was the nastiest thing he had said and he was ashamed of himself. She didn’t need him, and actually he was sorry about that. ‘I’m sorry, Isabelle …’ He walked across the room and stood looking at her through the smoke. ‘Don’t do anything hasty yet.’ He wanted to beg but she was tougher than that. She had already made up her mind.


‘I’m going to Los Angeles next week.’


He nodded and strode back across the room, looking out at the sea, and then he turned to smile at her bitterly. ‘There must be something magical about the place. They all seem to head west eventually.’ He was thinking of Sheila again. He had told Isabelle about her a long time before. ‘Maybe I should go out there too sometime.’


Isabelle smiled. ‘You belong in New York, Bernard. You are everything vital and exciting and alive that is happening here.’


His voice was sad when he answered her. ‘But that doesn’t seem to be enough for you.’


Her eyes met his with regret. ‘It is not that … it is not you … if I wanted someone serious … if I wanted to be married … I would want you very much.’


‘I never suggested that.’ But they both knew he would have in time. He was that kind of man, and he was almost sorry he was as he looked at her. He wanted to be racier, more decadent … to be able to put her in films himself.


‘I just don’t see myself staying here, Bernard.’ She saw herself as a movie star and she left with the producer she had met exactly when she said she would. She left with him three days after she came home from East Hampton with Bernard. She packed all her things, more neatly than Sheila had, and she took all the gorgeous clothes Bernie had given her. She packed them in her Louis Vuitton bags and left him a note that afternoon. She even packed the four thousand dollars in cash he kept hidden in his desk drawer. She called it a ‘little loan,’ and was sure he would ‘understand.’ She had her screen test, and exactly a year later she appeared in a film. And by then, Bernie didn’t give a damn. He was a hardened case. There were models and secretaries and executives. He met women in Rome, there was a very pretty stewardess in Milan, an artist, a socialite … but there was no one he gave a damn about, and he wondered if it would ever happen to him again. He still felt like a fool when someone mentioned her. She never sent the money back, of course, or the Piaget watch he’d discovered was gone long afterwards. She never even sent a Christmas card. She had used him and moved on to someone else, just as there had been others before him. And in Hollywood she did exactly the same, disposing of the producer who had got her her first film and turning him in for a bigger one, and a better part. Isabelle Martin would go far, there was no doubt of that, and his parents knew the subject was taboo with him. They never mentioned her to him again, after one inappropriate remark that sent him out of the house in Scarsdale in blind fury. He didn’t come back for two months and his mother was frightened by what she had seen in him. The subject was closed permanently after that.


And a year and a half after she left, he was back in control of his life again. There were more women on his calendar than he could handle almost, business was booming, the store was in fine shape, and when he had woken up to see the blizzard that morning, he had decided to go in anyway. He had a lot of work to do, and he wanted to talk to Paul Berman about the store’s summer plans. He had some exciting things in mind, and as he stepped off the bus at Lexington and Sixty-third, wearing a heavy English overcoat and a Russian fur cap, he walked into the store with his head bent against the wind, and then looked up at the store with pride. He was married to Wolff’s, and he didn’t mind a bit. She was a great old broad, and he was a success in every way. He had a lot to be thankful for, as he pressed the button for the eighth floor and shook the snow off his coat.


‘Morning, Mr Fine,’ a voice said as the door closed, and he smiled. He closed his eyes for an instant before the doors opened again, thinking of all the work he had to do that day, and what he wanted to say to Paul. But he was in no way prepared for what Paul Berman was going to say to him later that morning.









Chapter 2


‘Hell of a day.’ Paul Berman glanced out his window at the snow still swirling outside, and knew he’d have to spend another night in town. There was no way he’d get back to Connecticut. He had spent the night before at the Pierre, and had promised his wife he wouldn’t even attempt to come home in the snow. ‘Is there anyone in the store?’ He was always amazed at the volume of their business in horrendous weather conditions. People always found a way to spend money.


Bernie nodded at him.


‘Surprisingly, quite a few. And we set up two stations serving mugs of tea, coffee, and hot chocolate. It’s a nice touch, whoever thought that one up. They deserve a reward for coming out in weather like this.’


‘Actually, they’re smart. It’s a nice way to shop, with hardly anyone in the store. I prefer it myself.’ The two men exchanged a smile. They had been friends for twelve years, and Bernard never lost sight of the fact that Paul had really given him his career. He had encouraged him to go to business school, and opened countless doors at Wolff’s to him. More than that, he had trusted him, and given him a vote of confidence at times when no one else would have dared attempt some of Bernie’s schemes, and it was no secret that, with no sons of his own, he had been grooming Bernie to be number one for years. He offered Bernie a cigar as the younger man waited to hear what he had to say. ‘How do you feel about the store these days?’


It was a good day for one of their talks, and Bernie smiled at him. They chatted informally like this from time to time, and their impromptu talks never failed to give birth to some marvellous ideas for Wolff’s. The decision to hire a new fashion director for the store had come from their last session like this, and she was doing a fabulous job for them. They had stolen her from Saks. ‘I think everything is pretty much in control. Don’t you, Paul?’


The older man nodded his head, not quite sure how to begin, but he had to start somewhere, he told himself. ‘I do. Which is why the board and I feel we can afford a somewhat unusual move.’


‘Oh?’ Had someone taken Bernie’s pulse just then, they would have felt it escalate. Paul Berman never mentioned the board unless something pretty serious was going on.


‘You know we’ll be opening the San Francisco store in June.’ It was still five months away and construction was in full swing. Paul and Bernie had already gone out several times and everything seemed to be moving on schedule, for the moment at least. ‘And we just haven’t been able to come up with anyone to head the store.’


Bernie heaved a silent sigh of relief. For a moment he had thought something was going to happen to him. But he knew how important Paul felt the San Francisco market was. There was a lot of money there, and women bought high fashion as though it were pretzels being sold on the street. It was definitely time for Wolff’s to get a share of that. They were well entrenched in Los Angeles, and they all agreed it was time to move north. ‘I keep thinking that Jane Wilson would be fabulous, but I don’t think she’d leave New York.’


Paul Berman frowned. This was going to be even harder than he thought. ‘I don’t think she’d be right. She’s not strong enough. And a new store needs someone powerful, someone in control, someone who thinks on their feet and has innovative ideas. She’s better suited to what’s happening here.’


‘Which leaves us back where we started again. What about hiring someone from outside the store? Maybe even someone from another store?’


It was time to move in for the kill. There was no avoiding it. Paul looked him squarely in the eye. ‘We want you, Bernard.’ Their eyes met and Bernie blanched. He couldn’t be serious. But the look on his face … my God … he was. But he had done his time. Three years in Chicago was enough. Wasn’t it?’


‘Paul, I can’t … I couldn’t … San Francisco?’ He looked genuinely shocked. ‘Why me?’


‘Because you have all of the qualities I just described, and we need you out there. No matter how hard we look, we’ll never find anyone as good as you are, and that store is important to us. You know it yourself. There’s a tremendous market out there, but a touchy one, high class, high fashion, high style, and if we open our doors wrong, we’ll never recover from it. Bernie’ – Paul looked at him pleadingly – ‘you’ve got to help us out.’ He looked at him piercingly and Bernie sank back in his chair.


‘But, Paul … San Francisco? … What about my job here?’ He hated to leave New York again, he was so happy where he was, doing what he did. It was really a hardship leaving now, although he didn’t want to let Paul down.


‘You can fly back and forth. And I can pitch in for you here. Where we need you is there.’


‘For how long?’


‘A year. Maybe two.’ Maybe more.


Bernie was afraid of that. ‘That’s what you said when I went to Chicago, Paul. Only I was younger then … I’ve earned my stripes now. I don’t want to live in the boondocks again. I’ve been out there. I know what it’s like. It’s a pretty town, but it’s provincial as hell.’


‘So go to Los Angeles to play. Do whatever you have to do to survive out there. But please … I wouldn’t ask you to do it if we had any other choice, but we just don’t have anyone else. And I’ve got to get someone out there fast, before things start going wrong for us. Someone has got to supervise the last of the construction, make sure everything is running smoothly for the opening, set the tone of the advertising, check the promotion …’ He waved an impatient hand. ‘I don’t need to tell you what needs to be done. It’s an enormous responsibility, Bernard. It’s a brand-new store, and the finest one we have, aside from New York.’ In a way, it was a feather in his cap, but it was one he didn’t want. Not at all.


He stood up with a quiet sigh. It hadn’t been such a great morning after all, and he was almost sorry he had come in now, even though it would have been handed to him eventually anyway. There was no avoiding it once Paul made up his mind, and it wouldn’t be easy talking him out of it now. ‘I’ll have to give it some thought.’


‘Do that.’ Their eyes met and held again. And Paul was afraid of what he saw this time.


‘Maybe if I had a firm commitment that it wouldn’t be for more than a year, I could live with it.’ He smiled ruefully, but Paul couldn’t promise him that. If the store wasn’t ready to be handed over yet, then Bernard couldn’t leave that soon, and it was unlikely he could, they both knew. It would take two to three years of tender loving care to get a new store settled anywhere, and Bernie just wasn’t willing to commit to that long. And San Francisco didn’t look all that great to him.


Paul Berman stood up and looked at him. ‘You give it some thought. But I want you to know my bottom line.’ He wasn’t going to jeopardize losing Bernie, no matter what the board said. ‘I don’t want to lose you, Bernard.’ And it was obvious that he meant every word as Bernie smiled fondly at him.


‘And my bottom line is that I don’t want to let you down.’


‘Then we’ll both make the right decision, whatever it is.’ Paul Berman stretched a hand out to Bernard and they shook hands. ‘Give it some very serious thought.’


‘You know I will.’ And he sat alone in his office after that, with the door closed, staring out at the snow, feeling as though he had been hit by a truck. He couldn’t even imagine living in San Francisco now. He loved his life in New York. It would be like starting all over again, and he didn’t look forward to the prospect of opening a new branch store, no matter how elite and elaborate it was. It still wasn’t New York. Even with the blizzards and the filth and the intolerable heat of July, he loved it here, and the pretty little postcard town by the bay had no lure for him. It never had. He thought of Sheila with a grim smile. It was more her style than his, and he wondered if he would have to buy his own combat boots to move out there. The whole thought of it depressed him horribly, and he sounded it when his mother called.


‘What’s wrong, Bernard?’


‘Nothing, Mom. It’s just been a long day.’


‘Are you sick?’


He closed his eyes, trying to sound cheerful for her. ‘No. I’m fine. How are you and Dad?’


‘Depressed. Mrs Goodman died. Remember her? She used to bake cookies for you when you were a little boy.’ She had already been ancient then, and that was thirty years ago. It was hardly surprising that she had finally died, but his mother loved reporting things like that. And now she moved back onto him. ‘So what’s wrong?’


‘Nothing’s wrong, Mom. I told you. I’m fine.’


‘You don’t sound fine. You sound tired and depressed.’


‘I had a long day.’ He said it through clenched teeth … and they’re moving me to Siberia again. … ‘Never mind. Are we still on for dinner for your anniversary next week? Where do you want to go?’


‘I don’t know. Your father thought you should come here.’ He knew that was a lie. His father loved to go out. He found it refreshing after the intensity of the work he did. It was his mother who always thought he should come home, as though to prove something to him.


‘How about “21”? Would you like that? Or something French? Côte Basque … Grenouille?’ …


‘All right.’ She sounded resigned. ‘“21.”’


‘Great. Why don’t you come to my place first for a drink, at seven o’clock? And then we’ll have dinner at eight.’


‘Are you bringing a girl?’ She sounded pained, as though it were something he did all the time, although the truth was they had met none of his lady friends since Isabelle. None of them had lasted long enough to bother with.


‘Why should I bring a girl?’


‘Why wouldn’t you? You never introduce us to your friends. Are you ashamed of us?’


He almost groaned into the phone. ‘Of course not, Mom. Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll see you next week. Seven o’clock, my place.’ But he knew that repeating it wouldn’t keep her from calling four more times just to make sure they were still on, that he hadn’t changed the plans, that the reservation had been made, that he didn’t want to bring a girl. ‘Give Dad my love.’


‘Call him sometime … You never call anymore …’ She sounded like one of those jokes, and he smiled to himself as he hung up, wondering if he would be like her one day if he ever had kids, not that there seemed to be a danger of that anyway. There had been a girl the year before who had thought she was pregnant for several days, and for a moment he had considered letting her have the child, just so that he’d have a baby after all. But it turned out she’d been wrong anyway, and they were both relieved. But it had been an interesting thought for a day or two. He didn’t want children desperately anyway. He was too involved with his career, and it always seemed a shame to him not to have a baby born of love. He was still idealistic about that, and there was certainly no likely candidate at the moment to fit that bill. He sat staring at the snow, thinking of what it would be like to give up his entire social life, to stop seeing all his favourite girls. It almost made him want to cry as he left the office that night, on a night that was as cold and clear as an icy crystal bell. He didn’t try to catch a bus this time, and the wind had finally died down. He walked straight to Madison Avenue, and then walked uptown, glancing at the shops as he strode past rapidly. It wasn’t snowing anymore, and it looked like a fairyland, as a few people skied past, and children threw snowballs. There hadn’t even been any rush hour traffic to mess it all up and he felt better as he walked into his house and rode the elevator upstairs. It was a hideous thought leaving New York now. He couldn’t even imagine it. But he couldn’t think of a way out. Unless he quit, and he didn’t want to do that. There was no way out for him, he realized, as his heart seemed to fall against his ribs. No way out at all for him.
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