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    JACK SINAI, 87, RADICAL LAWYER, DIES IN MANHATTAN HOME


  




   




  The New York Times, November 21, 1995




  Julius Aaron Sinai, a civil-rights lawyer known for his appearances before the House Un-American Activities Committee, died in his Manhattan home on Saturday night. He

  was 87. The cause, announced by his son, Daniel Sinai, an author and professor at Columbia Law School, was pancreatic cancer. Mr. Sinai had been diagnosed within the past six months and had refused

  treatment.




  Julius Sinai, known as Jack, first gained prominence for his defense of Hollywood Ten defendant Dalton Trumbo before the Hollywood hearings of HUAC, for which he was dubbed by Senator

  Joseph McCarthy the “most dangerous lawyer in America.” His numerous politically charged defenses included members of the Black Panthers, the Puerto Rican separatist group The Young

  Lords, and Black Liberation Army defendants in the 1981 Brinks Robbery Trial. He appeared three times before the Supreme Court, where he was known to Justice Thurgood Marshall as a “regular

  customer.”




  Citing his Spanish Civil War service in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade and his subsequent Dies Committee classification as a “Premature Antifascist,” McCarthy attempted

  unsuccessfully to have Sinai’s passport revoked in 1951, a defeat widely thought to have been the beginning of the senator’s decline in power.




  But Jack Sinai was best known as the father of the ’60s radical Jason Sinai, a fugitive of the Vietnam era, who disappeared as a member of the Weather Underground after the

  accidental bombing of a Manhattan townhouse in March, 1970. Four years later, Jason Sinai was implicated in the Bank of Michigan robbery in which a security guard, Hubert Krosney, was killed. With

  his alleged partners Mimi Lurie and Sharon Solarz, Jason Sinai is one of the last “Weatherman” fugitives remaining at large.




  Seven months prior to his death Jack Sinai had been awarded the Medal of the Legion of Honor by the government of Spain in recognition of his “heroic wartime service to the

  citizens of the First Spanish Republic,” during the Spanish Civil War and “a postwar career incarnating the noble ideals of the International Brigades.”




  In a statement announcing the death, Daniel Sinai explained that his father had concealed his illness for fear that his fugitive son would attempt to make contact. The Sinai family,

  Professor Sinai explained, had been under police surveillance for most of the twenty-five years since his brother’s disappearance.




  In addition to his sons, Jack Sinai is survived by his widow, the painter Eleanor Singer, an adopted daughter, Klara Singer of Tel Aviv, and two grandchildren.




  





  

    JASON SINAI, WEATHERMAN FUGITIVE, ARRESTED IN MICHIGAN


  




   




  The New York Times, October 29, 1996




  In a dramatic operation involving mounted police and helicopter surveillance, Jason Sinai, the last remaining fugitive from the radical anti-Vietnam group Weatherman,

  was arrested yesterday in the northern Michigan woods, the Travis City FBI station announced today. Sinai had been the object of a six-week-long Federal manhunt, and was attempting to evade police

  in the dense Michigan forest north of Travis City. Mr. Sinai, the eldest son of the famed civil-rights lawyer Jack Sinai, who died last year, was arrested on charges of aggravated manslaughter

  stemming from the 1974 Bank of Michigan robbery in which a guard, Hubert Krosney, was killed.




  The manhunt began in upstate New York when, following the equally dramatic arrest of co-conspirator Sharon Salzburg, the Albany Times revealed that Mr. Sinai was living under

  the name James Grant. Grant had been practicing as an attorney in Saugerties, New York, a small town next to Woodstock, where he was raising a 12-year-old daughter. Among the dramatic revelations

  of the story was that Grant had been married to the actress Julia Montgomery, the daughter of former U.S. Senator and current ambassador to the Court of St. James Robert Montgomery. A year previous

  to her husband’s capture, Julia Montgomery had entered a rehabilitation facility in England, and was reportedly suing Grant for custody of their daughter.




  After the revelations of the Albany Times, Grant—Sinai—had gone on the run, after succeeding in leaving his daughter Isabel in the custody of his brother and

  sister-in-law, prominent lawyers Daniel Sinai and Margaret Calaway. Speaking from their home in Martha’s Vineyard, where they are currently fighting an extradition suit for Isabel

  Sinai/Montgomery, Daniel Sinai said that his brother was innocent of the manslaughter charges, and that they would continue to use the protections afforded by the commonwealth of Massachusetts to

  protect their niece from extradition to England.




  While Isabel Sinai’s future remains a question, her father’s arrest marks one of the final steps toward closing a chapter of American history. Only Mimi Lurie, the last

  remaining Weatherman fugitive, is still at large. Ms. Lurie’s whereabouts, according the FBI Travis City field office, remain unknown.




  





  

    MIMI LURIE, LAST REMAINING ’60S ERA FUGITIVE, SURRENDERS IN OHIO


  




   




  The New York Times, October 30, 1996




  In yet another of a stunning series of events following the manhunt for Weatherman fugitive Jason Sinai, who was arrested two days ago in a dramatic capture in northern Michigan, Mimi

  Lurie surrendered herself in an Ohio police station yesterday to face 25-year-old charges of robbery, aggravated manslaughter, and evading arrest.




  In a statement released to the press by her lawyer, Gillian Morreale, Ms. Lurie declared that she was surrendering in order to clear her co-defendant Jason Sinai from charges of

  aggravated manslaughter in the 1974 Bank of Michigan robbery. Interviewed by The New York Times, Ms. Morreale said that “Mimi Lurie’s testimony will show that Jason Sinai was

  not present at the Bank of Michigan robbery, nor involved in its planning.” This claim will be supported, she went on to say, by Sharon Solarz at her upcoming trial.




  Daniel Sinai, Jason Sinai’s brother and lawyer, speaking to the press from New York, went on to say that the exculpation of his brother will ensure “that his daughter, Isabel

  Sinai, will not be subject to extradition to England,” and that Mr. Sinai will continue to vigorously contest his ex-wife’s attempt to gain custody of their child, born while Sinai was

  living under an assumed identity as James Grant in Woodstock, New York.




  Ms. Lurie’s surrender closes a chapter of American history stemming from the war in Vietnam, when a group of self-styled revolutionaries named themselves “Weatherman”

  after a line in a Bob Dylan song and conducted a campaign of bombings designed to force the Nixon administration to end the war in Vietnam. But public attention, in the coming weeks, is likely to

  be more focused on the continuing drama of Jason Sinai and his attempts to retain custody of his 12-year-old daughter in a continuing legal battle with his ex-wife, the actress Julia Montgomery,

  which brings to the public stage a pantheon of American left-wing royalty. If Mr. Sinai is indeed exculpated by Mimi Lurie’s testimony, it is likely that Ms. Montgomery and her father,

  ex-Senator and current Ambassador to the Court of St. James Robert Montgomery, will find themselves facing a much larger challenge to their custody suit than previously thought.




  Meanwhile, Isabel Montgomery is being held under legal protection by her uncle, the prominent left-wing legal scholar Daniel Sinai, and his wife, civil-rights attorney Margaret Calaway.

  Daniel and Jason Sinai are the sons of yet another prominent left-wing attorney, Jack Sinai, dubbed by Senator Joe McCarthy as “the most dangerous lawyer in America.” Jack Sinai died

  last year at 87, shortly after receiving the Medal of the Legion of Honor from the government of Spain for his volunteer service in the Abraham Lincoln Brigade during the Spanish Civil

  War.




  





  

    

      

        

          

            Our conversation was short and sweet




            It nearly swept me off-a my feet




            And I’m back in the rain, oh, oh




            And you are on dry land




            You made it there somehow




            You’re a big girl now.




             




            —BOB DYLAN




            ‘You’re A Big Girl Now”


          


        


      


    


  




  





  PART ONE




  





  Chapter One




  Isabel Montgomery




  March 4, 2011




  Riyadh, Saudi Arabia




  1.




  It was an amazing series of accidents.




  Riyadh to London, six hours late for my connection to the States.




  It is midnight already when the airport lights recede below and then give way to the sweep of desert from the city to the sea.




  Nothing that could have gone wrong hasn’t. I am going to miss my connection in England. I have just screwed one assignment, thoroughly, and I am going to lose another because I am so late.

  Fortunately, I don’t actually have to think about it now, because I am about to spend the night in Heathrow on a molded plastic chair, staring at planes parked on tarmac as I am parked on

  plastic, and I can think about it then, all night. Particularly so because no sooner have we overflown Tel Aviv and put the Med below us than I find in my pocket and digest, rather than waste, a

  good gram of pitch-black, nearly liquid Afghan hashish—“tribute from the brave Mujahedeen, my love,” Crown Prince Ibn Saud Cuntman had told me when he gave it me—and by the

  time I get settled for my night in the airport I am going to be very, very high.




  With this inventory of what a fucking terror it all is—when I am pissed off, I tend to think in Momma’s voice—I hit my wine again and try to convince myself, okay,

  this is bad, but at least it is as bad as it gets.




  But the thought doesn’t seem to alleviate the free-fall in my stomach, so rapid that I wonder at it.




  In a minute, I understand.




  See, I am not really at the bottom.




  Not yet.




  To get all the way there I have to realize not just that I have a 5,000-word article due to the Guardian Weekend Magazine in a matter of hours and I don’t have the material I

  need; not just that I have missed my flight to the central event I’m covering for a New York Times Magazine article; but above and beyond all this I have to understand suddenly,

  inevitably—and this just as the first tendrils of hash-induced anxiety are reaching up into my womb—what it means to me now that I am wearing a miniskirt.




  And then, there it is: not just rock-bottom but rock-bottom at a time when I have a whole sleepless, stoned night to think, long and hard, about how I got here.




  1: First I got fed up with Crown Prince Cuntman, the days of waiting for minutes of interviewing, his long fingers on my knee, his office bottle of Glenmorangie, hidden in actual Biedermeier in

  a desert tent that took a crew of twenty to pitch and cost as much as a house in the suburbs of Detroit every time he decided to race his camel in the sand.




  2: Then, when we did finally talk on the record, I meticulously disproved his denial of support for sharia as concerns divorce and the veil; argued over his refusal to acknowledge contracts with

  Halliburton; expressed amazement at his disavowal of state ties with Iraqi Islamists. Of which each point was a mistake not because I was wrong—in each I was right—but because it tended

  to make the Crown Prince irate, and when the Crown Prince became irate, that tended rather to imperil my status in his horrid little country.




  Most purely self-destructive, though, was 3: my refusal, on my last day, to cover my head during my final audience with the son of a bitch, because although it did piss him off, which was good,

  it also got him to cancel the interview, which was not.




  And finally, 4, once my credentials had been revoked; once I had been escorted back to Riyadh in one of the Humvees that had carried his son’s Xboxes and flat-screen TVs out to the desert

  so they could amuse themselves while communing with their bedouin souls and been taken to my hotel room for the five-six hours before my plane left, late; finally, when Prince Cuntman’s

  bodyguards came knocking at my door to escort me to the airport, it was a serious miscalculation on my part to have put on a miniskirt, just to piss the fuckers off further, because—and this

  is what I realize as we drop out of the sky over London toward the tarmac; this is what makes my stomach sink as, finally, a wash of realization of my own utter idiocy comes over me like the sad

  little film of rain streaking the plastic window of the plane—I will not only be spending the night in a molded plastic chair in the airport, but I will be doing so in a miniskirt,

  and that means the whole night I will have to worry about keeping my legs crossed every time I fall asleep.




  If I ever fall asleep.




  Heathrow circling below, the engines decompressing, wheels coming down with that little whine that announces that the inevitability of arrival is upon you, it seems to me that these bad

  decisions, these bad mistakes, are all there is to me. My little bad-girl act, my brash luck and fine connections that have let me muscle open so many doors over the years, has grown thin,

  extremely thin; this time my editors, my publishers, my employers are going to see through me, right through me.




  And because I’m here, because I’m right into it now, contemplating, as I exit the plane, a night with tightly crossed legs in a molded plastic chair, being stared at by sexual

  psychopaths, hungover from the couple-three bottles of first-class champagne I’d downed to cover how stoned I am in anticipation of the airport bars being closed, unable to smoke, I could at

  last—this night—perhaps make some sense out of the amazing series of wholly inexplicable events “of which,” to misquote Eliot, “my life was constituted.” I could

  think about how much I drink, how much I smoke, why I am, at twenty-seven, single. I could think about why I have been on assignment for four years straight and written, over that time, three

  hundred and twenty thousand words of instantly disposable journalism rather than a book. I could think about my father—no doubt, I would think about my father. And I could think about how,

  normally, I wouldn’t have to think about any of this, because there’s a pill for that. Only, unless I wanted to do a Janis Joplin, I couldn’t take one tonight because I am too

  fucking drunk, and I have to stay too fucking awake, legs crossed, in a molded plastic chair like a fucking Airbus 380 sitting, idle, on tarmac in a North Atlantic spring in the middle of the

  fucking night, because like a fucking idiot I am wearing a fucking miniskirt.




  But aren’t you just a laugh a minute? That’s what Momma used to say to me when she drank. You’re just the funniest little girl in the world, aren’t

  you? Because no sooner have we deplaned than an amazing series of accidents begins to occur.




  Off the plane at Heathrow, I run to the transit desk and am trying to keep from erupting while a bald, bookish little fellow asks for, guess what, a flight to New York, and when that’s a

  no, then a flight to anywhere that changes to New York. I listen with interest, biting my tongue, as he strikes out—no coach, no business, no first-class—and then settles for a hotel

  coupon and flight the next afternoon. When I step up to the counter, I wait for him to be out of earshot, then I ask for an itinerary that stops over anywhere and finishes, not in New York, but in

  Philadelphia, and I find that guess what? A flight to St. Louis has been shockingly delayed, and there’s a single first-class seat available—see why I didn’t say anything

  to the bald guy?—and that, furthermore, from St. Louis there’s a direct flight to Philadelphia, putting me in with more than enough time to drive to Washington Square Park in New York

  City, which is precisely where the Times expects me to be in just under twenty hours.




  Fucking Philadelphia, man. Sometimes I think my whole career has been based on understanding that when all else fails, you can fly in to Philadelphia.




  And yay! First class! Even my miniskirt turns out to be a help: it gets me right back through security after I get my bag, skipping the whole line, feeling the guards’ eyes on my ass as I

  run from security right back to the gates, and down the corridor, and watch the steward close the door behind me as I slip into the empty seat in the first row of first class and take the

  immediately proffered flute of champagne.




  All I need now is a car. When the stewardess isn’t looking, I get out my iPhone and get avis.com, which wouldn’t you know has availability right out of the airport in Philadelphia.

  On screen I scroll down to a Chevrolet Aveo, the least expensive car in the Avis Philadelphia stable which my contract with the Times specifies I am to take. And I am about to take it.

  Then I pause the transaction.




  Because a moment of clarity has come to me, suddenly and without warning, and what it is, is, I don’t want a subcompact rental. What I want is this little Mitsubishi

  3000GT Spyder that my phone has somehow scrolled to, even though that took six screens, each requiring a movement of my thumb.




  And at the thought I understand suddenly that I am not spending the night in a molded plastic chair in Heathrow. I have not missed my next assignment. And that, far from having

  screwed up my last one, I know exactly how to write the Prince Cuntmuscle thing—his name morphed subtly as we took off—because the whole article, the whole fucking article is

  not about him, it is about me—about the whole trauma of trying to be a woman in his horrible country; about the endless difficulty of trying to get him to tell the truth; about the lie after

  lie he seems to believe as he tells them, sipping his scotch in Saudi—and so the forced exit from the country was exactly what I needed to finish it. And, finally, I understand that

  I am going to have the motherfucker, lead to peroration, ready to file by the time we overfly Greenland because it is a walk in the god damn park.




  With that thought, I reserve the Mitsu.




  After all, Momma drives the GTP V6, and she will want to know whether to upgrade.




  As for the Times and their expenses?




  Fuck the Times and their expenses.




  And, while I’m at it, as for you who were so enjoying watching me, beautiful woman and spoiled girl that I am, finally, get mine?




  Fuck you too.




  I was a man, you’d be applauding me.




  The plane levels into its cruise over the North Sea; the seatbelt lights go off; I pour a glass of champagne from the bottle I made the first-class steward leave for me and open up my

  laptop.




  I have this itty-bitty thing to write for a few hundred thousand Britons and, the strong, sexy, throb of the Afghan hash filling my veins, perfectly modulated by the bottle of champagne now

  sitting on my seatside table and ready to be replaced, anytime, by this stunning girl working the first-class cabin, I—as my American friends would say—am good, really good, to go.




  Once this girl in Paris whined to me, “T’es tellement m’en fichiste toi,”—“You don’t give a fuck about anything!” Then she left me alone

  in her little chambre de bonne on the rue des Abbesses, high above Sacré Cœur.




  She meant it as a complaint.




  I heard it as a compliment.




  I launch iTunes and hit shuffle and who do you think comes on? None other than Bowie: Major Tom.




  But what I don’t know is that all the while I’m doing what I’m doing, or what I think I’m doing, something else is going on. An amazing series of accidents is preparing

  themselves, one after another, and at the end of them, that quality that so frustrated that pretty little girl in her chambre de bonne high above Sacré Cœur, that

  m’en fichiste quality that had served me so well, is about to be taken away forever.




  And I don’t know, yet, that I will never be happy again in quite that same way I am happy, that flight from London to St. Louis to Philadelphia, floating in a tin can, high above the

  earth, writing a piece of journalism that is accomplished and fluent, at the height of my powers, right through in one draft, and then sitting back and, looking out into the border of space,

  sipping my champagne, high as a kite.




  Planet earth is blue, and there’s nothing I can do.




  2.




  So, as for Washington Square Park, New York City, to which I turn my attention the moment I have finished assassinating Crown Prince Cuntmuscle, I believe what happened was

  something like this. A couple-three weeks earlier in the offices of the New York Times Magazine someone brought up at an editorial meeting that a march was being planned from Zuccotti Park

  to Washington Square on March 6, 2011, to commemorate the Occupy Wall Street movement. It appears that the call is out to Columbia, NYU, the New School, the new SDS, Radical Students Union, the

  Confederation of Catholic Activists, and the like, for a huge mobilization, a march up Sixth Avenue, finishing with a rally in Washington Square.




  Right. So there’s a whole bunch of talk about that, and it gives birth eventually to the idea of publishing a “What’s Left?” article. The editor who picks it up is

  Stephanie Delacorte and somehow, God knows how, she makes her case. Maybe she is impassioned and sincere: Obama brought back a Left in this country, and maybe Palin’s fought it

  back, but it’s still there, and we need to report on it. Maybe she is cynical: Worked last year when New York did it. Maybe they have a computer that tells them that no

  one’s done such a piece in n months and so there’s no market saturation. Or maybe it’s pure opportunism: outside the annual protest against the School of the Americas at

  Fort Benning, there has not been a major left-wing mobilization in this country since Occupy Wall Street was raided by the police, and that makes it a rare peg to hang an article

  on—especially this year, which is an election year, in which it seems more than likely that we’ll get another four of Obama, given his extraordinary unwillingness to do anything that

  might piss off the one percent and the inability of the Republicans to find anyone to run who is not, in fact, a bozo.




  But since no one cares, not the slightest little bit, about a left-wing mobilization, they figure they have to generalize the article up the wazoo to make it relevant to anybody in their

  demographic. In other words, they can’t report simply on the protest itself, seeing no one cares but the people who are already there, making fools out of themselves—and who even knows

  how many there will actually be—so they have to make it the symbol for something, such as a “What’s Left?” article. What could it be about? They do their homework with

  assiduity—Google played the major role, one suspects, magazine editors being what they are today—and come up with the following. In March, the Occupy protest—note, they’re

  already calling it a protest. Then in April, the annual Spanish Civil War Veterans Memorial, once again in New York. And finally, November, the School of the Americas Protest down in Fort Benning,

  Georgia. That’s a cool series, What’s Left, “The New New Left,” one person covers them all, what say?




  It’s a strong argument—especially in an industry in which commissioning an article entails no obligation to publish it, or pay full price for it, and so they’re all suggesting

  names, as editors will—Philip Gourevitch. No, Kai Bird. No, let’s ask Amy Goodman, she never writes. How about Jon Stewart? What about Amy Wilentz? What about Sean Wilentz?

  What about Arundhati Roy? God, too bad Hitch is dying, he could nail these guys to the wall. Or, get this, what about Christopher Buckley!—when someone—I imagine some kid just out of

  Yale—pipes up: what about Isabel Montgomery?




  “From the Guardian?” The idea’s so resoundingly stupid that Stephanie Delacorte actually stops talking for a moment. “Montgomery covers the Mideast,

  dear.”




  She has this soupy, phony English accent and now, it thoroughly shuts the kid up. So they resolve to assign George Packer, and move on. But later, Delacorte’s going over something with the

  Yale kid in her own office, where her ignorance can’t be seen by others, and she says:




  “Why did you suggest Isabel Montgomery?”




  The assistant knows his chance when he sees it. “Because she’s a pedigreed lefty. Her real name is Sinai. Montgomery’s just her mom. She’s Jason Sinai’s daughter

  and Jack Sinai’s granddaughter. Her aunt is Maggie Calaway and her uncle’s Daniel Sinai from Columbia.”




  “Is that right?” The editor looks at the kid. “How do you know this?”




  He shrugs. “My dad was in SDS.”




  The editor understands. “I see. Think Montgomery would want to do it?”




  “I can find out.”




  Or something like that. The result is that the kid calls his dad, his dad calls Uncle Danny, and Uncle Danny speaks to his wife Maggie, and Maggie—who is the single

  member of the family I stay in touch with, seeing she’s the one who picked me up in a hotel room when I was eleven the fuck years old and had been dumped there by my outlaw father, on the run

  from the FBI—calls me, and when I—who might have actually to engage in a moment of introspection if I stop working—say I’m interested, Aunt Maggie calls Uncle Danny, Uncle

  Danny calls the dad, the dad calls the kid, the kid tells Delacorte, and Delacorte—smoothly muscling the kid aside—borrows another assistant from another editor to call me.




  That’s how it goes, see. I’ve met enough like me—Thai Jones up in Albany, Chesa Boudin and his brothers in Chicago, the Gold girl in Temple Mountain, my half-sister

  Beck—to know it’s the same for everyone. We’re this weird little breed, the children of a certain group of self-styled radicals who held sway, for a few minutes in the ’60s

  and ’70s, over the imagination of the American Left. If I ever write a book about the Weather Underground—and if I do so, I will be joining the multitude, because there’s been an

  even dozen in the past ten years—that will be its title: The Imagination of the American Left, and it will catalogue the myths of which we, the children of Radicals, are such a

  prevalent example.




  And so because my father in a University of Michigan cafeteria in 1969 decided to listen to this prick called Billy Ayers and join a faction of SDS that would later bully and steal and cheat to

  take over the organization and become Weatherman; because he then engaged in various shenanigans including planting a variety of what we would call, today, IEDs—improvised explosive

  devices—in various spots around the country that had made him what he was, that is, an over-privileged, spoiled young white male; because he then spent a quarter-century living under an

  assumed name; because, finally, he conspired to bring not just national but international attention on himself when he at last decided to surface, a plan that included leaving me in a hotel room to

  be picked up by an aunt whom I had never met—because of all that a phone rang in Bahrain where I was prepping my trip to Saudi and a voice said: “Can you hold for Ms. Delacorte,”

  and next thing I am booked to travel to Washington Square Park, New York City, to cover what was promising to be the single largest Left-wing mobilization in the country since like 1974, for the

  New York Times.




  3.




  And so therefore—as Uncle Joe, whom I am soon to meet, would say—it is 6 a.m. now and I am clicking my heels down a sun-flooded corridor into Philadelphia airport

  and each step is taking me closer to a moment that is going to transform my little-bitty sense of myself, of who I am, of what I do, beyond anything I have ever imagined.




  But I have no clue. Prince Cuntmuscle is done and ready to file the moment I find a wifi connection and my Mitsu 3000GT, twenty-two hundred a week as opposed to the Aveo for four, is waiting at

  Avis and the last little electric buzz of the Afghan hash is in my blood like a tiny warm orgasm. And God bless airports, don’t we just come out of the off-ramp into the terminal and witness

  a Chili’s open, first thing you see, and aren’t they just claiming to serve breakfast burritos but just look at that well-stocked bar which is open for business and finding takers and

  where my laptop, perched on the bar, is in reach of an ambient wireless connection?




  True, it is seeming like the finest place in the world to me just now as I order and down a straight shot of Irish whiskey—oh, how I love gentrification, because they have a single-barrel

  Red Breast here—and log into my VPN and file Cuntmuscle, four thousand words, fact-checking notes and photos, and aren’t you just the most consummate little girl reporter? Just like

  Tintin.




  Except Tintin wouldn’t be going again on a shot of Irish at 6 a.m., would he now? Tintin wouldn’t be hitting that and then an ice-cold Heineken and then sitting back in his bar seat

  feeling heat spread through his stomach, his breasts; Tintin wouldn’t be thinking on a wave of drunkenness that everything has come together, just right, once again, would he?




  On the other hand, just like Tintin, I am the consummate professional, aren’t I just? No sooner is cuntmuscle.doc off into the ether than, on my laptop on the bar next to me, is the

  research Little Lincoln—how I call him, anyway, my long-faced research assistant in London—has so ably gathered for me in a single folder on the screen: New York Times articles

  on the Occupy Movement; clips of TV coverage, appropriate chapters from a little bibliography of historical sources about American activism since Vietnam, Jim Miller’s Democracy is in the

  Streets, Gitlin’s SDS, and all the autobiographies, published or unpublished: Billy Ayers, Cathy Wilkerson, Mark Rudd, Howie Machtinger. A cake walk. A fucking sleigh ride. I am

  almost done with the research already, sitting here at the bar. I mean after all. We were weaned on these images, on this story, a certain kind of us; we sucked it out of the tits of our weepy-eyed

  wet-nurse, this, Woodstock, March on the Pentagon, Democratic Convention, the mother’s milk of the pathos of the American Left. There you go. That’s the book right there: The Tits

  of the American Left.




  Bet you thought I was going to say, pathos, didn’t you? The Pathos of the American Left. Now there’s the title, isn’t it just? You can just see it in that

  clunky cover type on the New York Review of Books, can’t you? The Pathos of the American Left, reviewed by Theodore Draper.




  Only I’m not writing it.




  Know why?




  Because I don’t give a fuck.




  This is just an assignment for me. I only took it to avoid doing something more meaningful. That I’m familiar with my father and his bullshit doesn’t mean I care about it, or him. In

  fact, I doubt that I’ve spent more than six months with my father, and that only because I had to, since, at thirteen, I insisted on going to live with my mother. The way I see it? I hit this

  Irish one last time, I shoot up to New York, I check into the W Union Square and then stroll down to look at the protest, I kill some time, grab some authenticating detail—tie-dyed shirts and

  Birkenstocks, one assumes—and then stick around to grab a quote from some speech. Then I see who I can find to spend the night with in my suite at the W, which will have a minibar, and in the

  morning I get the fuck back to the airport. The only possible delay is if there’s some real violence, and I should be so lucky. Write the thing up on the flight to London, then talk Momma

  into going somewhere nice, somewhere sunny with many clothes stores, not a hard sell to Momma in any season but particularly after the rough work of shopping the fall collections which will have

  left her weary.




  For a couple minutes I click through the photos the assistant sent me of my interviewees. The organizer of the march is this guy, Patrick Douglas, a lefty lawyer, nice-looking

  guy of thirty or so with an open face. But so was Crown Prince Cuntmuscle nice-looking—and he owned two billion dollars’ worth of hotels from Mecca to Miami. Still he was about to be

  drawn and quartered in the Guardian. These little folk with their little gathering in Union Square? These half-baked heirs to a failed tradition of American radicalism; this new generation

  of shitheads who, once again, was organizing penny-ante demonstrations while the machinery of government, the military, trillions of dollars of the Federal Reserve, the combined powers of the

  mightiest nation in human history, was held by their enemies? I was taking them downtown.




  The fact is, I don’t only think in Momma’s voice, but in Sinai’s sometimes too.




  Especially when I’m being an asshole.




  Laura Whitehorn, when I met her once at the national LGBT convention, over coffee, she says: “He may be your father, but Sinai’s an asshole. Always was, always will be.”




  Me too.




  Then I lean back from my laptop and kill the Heineken and put on my earphones and hit shuffle, which bless its heart goes to U2, and I close my eyes and feel just how good it is going to feel to

  be in New York, that city of blinding lights, how wonderful it has been, the amazing life that brought me—my neon heart, my Day-Glo eyes—to this city lit by fireflies where

  they’re advertising in the skies.




  And I am, still, unaware of the most amazing event of all, the one that is about to change everything.




  Because what I don’t know, as I float on my morning buzz, is that none of these accidents have been quite so amazing as the fact that unbeknownst to me, while I am

  watching over this most beautiful of airports in this most beautiful of worlds, feeling the inexorable satiety of addiction; unbeknownst to me, while cuntmuscle.doc—wonder what the editorial

  assistant who downloads that will think of the title?—uploaded in my email program, I made a serious mistake.




  Not miniskirt-sized.




  Big, super-duper, major mistake.




  In fact, two.




  The first was that I leave my email program open after cuntmuscle.doc has sent and, thus, let my mail come in with that fucking little chime showing there’s new mail and its horrid

  seduction and now, when I open my eyes, U2 loud in my ears, before I can think, I look at my email and see there is a letter from Sinai.




  The second is that I read it.




  Once for six months I had Sinai’s email removed by my spam program.




  Never would I open a letter from him right when it came in.




  But because of this amazing series of accidents, I read it, then I read it again.




  And then, all of a sudden, I am no longer drunk. I am no longer drunk and I am no longer high and what is more suddenly, from all around me—the Chili’s logo, the

  McDonald’s sign, the Hudson News, the flat-screen TVs showing CNN—all the color has drained out of the world.




  Sinai is dying.




  I suppose it’s some sort of vascular thing. A blood-pressure drop, something like that. Or it’s the booze. But for a moment, all around me—all around me—the world is

  turned to black and white, like the screen of an old TV in a movie, only still high def, like reality, and for a moment, everything stops.




  Sinai is dying, but I’m not going to tell you about it. In a way, it wouldn’t even be accurate to. Because I’m not thinking about my father’s impending death, all

  that’s in my mind is Laura Whitehorn: “He may be your father, but Sinai’s an asshole. Always was, always will be.”




  And before I know it I have downed a third Red Breast and a second Heineken and suddenly not just drunk again but very drunk, very drunk indeed, I am able to slam shut my computer, pay my bill,

  and walk in my miniskirt right out of the terminal, the neon glowing in the periphery of my eyes, my feet strong and steady and a huge confidence in my heart.




  I get my Mitsu, set the GPS, lower the top, and gun toward the airport exit, feeling the engine. Avis, turns out, has the non-turbo SL, which unlike the twin VR4 is only truly good if it’s

  rented and you can abuse it. Before I pull out of the airport, I take a laced Marlboro from my pack—one of the six I had meticulously loaded with a little sliver of Cuntmuscle’s Afghan

  hash—“tribute from the brave Mujahedeen, my love”—before I ate the remaining gram on the airplane, what seems to me, now, a million years ago. And by the time I’m

  speeding up the 95 through a landscape of budding trees, under a blue east-coast sky of high clouds, I have so successfully forgotten Sinai’s letter that I even find myself singing to the

  random song that’s shuffled up into my ears although, when I realize what it is I am singing, I stop myself and turn on the radio. It is, see, the first couple lines of that Dylan song:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Our conversation was short and sweet




              It nearly swept me off-a my feet
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  Tell me that it hurts less when your father is dying if you hate him. Tell me that it’s not our fault we come from these goddamn people whom we never can leave alone. I

  was thirteen the last time I spent a full week under the roof of my father. I am twenty-seven today and if the time in between has been anything to me, it’s not because I went to Cambridge at

  sixteen and graduated at nineteen; SOAS at nineteen and graduated at twenty-three with a Ph.D. Not because by twenty-five I had a byline in the Economist, not because I hold visiting

  appointments at LSE and The Monterey School of International Studies, but because in all that time, all that time, I have stayed the fuck away from my father.




  Now look at me. Coming up through Jersey in my Mitsu 3000GT, driving drunk and stoned at not eleven in the morning, and under the veneer of all that drink and all that dope there is something

  growing in my chest, or rather shrinking, for it is hollow in there, hollow, and so is my stomach, like I have been reamed through, through and through, asshole to throat.




  These fucking people.




  Sinai is dying. What a fucking kick in the ass. Sinai at what, sixty-five, seventy? It’s called multiple myeloma, baby, it’s been with me for years, and now its time has

  come. And even this pisses me off. With you for years? How the fuck many years? Since I was ten? Since I was twenty? I’ve more or less exhausted the treatments, and it’s time

  to face up to it. Oh, treated are we? In and out of hospital, getting chemotherapy, passing out with anemia, losing the rest of your hair? And the reason you don’t tell your daughter is

  what? I’ll stay up in Woodstock for a few more months—see the fall up here if I can. Then Molly and I will move down to Papa’s house in New York so I can be close to Danny and

  Maggie and Rebeccah and the kids for the winter, and I expect that before spring, one way or another, I’ll be more or less done.




  Uh huh. So that’s the way it is, is it? Danny and Maggie and Rebeccah and the kids, gathered around his bedside while slowly, bravely, he wastes away. Cooking, kidding, caring. Getting

  close to death, with love. Making those brave little jokes you make, waking at night to change his catheter bag, cooking delicious little meals—high-fat now, we’re not worrying about

  cholesterol any more!—and every now and again, just every now and again, slipping out into the hallway to let a couple tears fall, just a couple tears, on the shoulder of one of the other

  brave ones there with you, doing it right, seeing Sinai off.




  And where is Sinai’s daughter in this? Where am I, the only one of his kids he brought up, his daughter and heir? Where am I in this happy little scenario of bravery and love?




  Oh wait, funny girl. Remember? You’re the one who’s been ignoring his letters for two decades and only seeing him when his wife Molly, whom you love, guilts you into it. And

  he’s been writing you those letters for two decades, now, hasn’t he? Once a day, every day, for the entirety of your life. So maybe you’re not in this little cozy club are you,

  gathering around the dying Sinai, holding his hand, smoothing his brow, watching him go. But you’re still the only daughter he raised, and you’re still the first to know.




  Baby, I didn’t want to tell you this by email, but you didn’t give me any choice. And I wanted you to know first. Molly knows, but nobody else, and I won’t tell anyone else

  until I hear from you so please, please baby: get in touch.




  Aha, get in touch, will I? And why? I don’t know what you’re going to do, and I won’t try to dictate your choice. All I can say is that this fall is your last chance to

  hate your father, there, in person, and I hope you’re going to take advantage of it.




  So. Fuck. For a long time, there, there is darkness. The road under me, the car humming, the music blasting, and for a long, long time there is darkness, a feeling hard and harsh and

  all-encompassing through me, empty, reamed out, hollow.




  Such a long time that when I am able to think again I am approaching the Holland Tunnel, into New York.
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  And don’t all plans just belong to God? Just like Prince Cuntmuscle liked to say, quoting some piece of Iznik kitsch framed in his living room and worth, no doubt, more

  than your house. Everyone knows what was about to happen that March 6, 2011, in Greenwich Village, New York.




  Did the protest organizers know—as I, alone of the journalists who covered the event, did—that the protest fell on exactly the anniversary of the deaths of my daddy’s little

  buddies Diana Oughton, Terry Robbins, and Teddy Gold at 18 West 11th Street, in Greenwich Village, New York, when they blew themselves to pieces trying to make a bomb intended for human

  targets—the Fort Dix NCOs’ mess—their little way of protesting the war in Vietnam.




  Really, it was amazing that I was there at all. Not only the accidents I already told you about, that brought me to New York to learn that my father was dying, but the others that happened when

  I got there.




  Nothing, for example, that happens would have happened had not W Hotel lost my reservation, or Little Lincoln never made them, or the Times canceled them so they could put me in a

  Holiday Inn in Queens, or whatever, and so I have to go down to the Soho Grand.




  Nothing would have happened were I not stoned—although that is arguably not accidental—and am so anxious to avoid thinking about Sinai that I’m afraid to nap, that I just dump

  my bag, take a shower, smoke a joint, drink a mini from the bar while dressing, gather the tools of my trade—my iPhone and a pack of Marlboro Lights—and leave early for the

  demonstration, which is due to begin at 3:00.




  Nothing would have happened but that because I am early, I decide to walk, and because I am coming from downtown, my route takes me through Soho to Washington Square Park, the

  demonstration’s destination.




  Because, see, it is because of all of this, because of all these things that started happening a billion years ago in Saudi fucking Arabia, I happen to be the only person to see that every

  entrance to Washington Square—Fifth Avenue, Macdougal Street, University Place, 3rd Street—is closed by checkpoints, which you will argue is perhaps not that unusual in post 9/11 New

  York, but that those checkpoints are manned not by men in blue but by United States Marines in full battle dress and that, moreover, each checkpoint is deploying the signature twelve mounted video

  cameras of a PVI Array, some seven checkpoints, some eighty-four cameras, each wired into a central CPU housed in a mobile satellite unit and thence to the NSA.




  

    

      This stops me in my fucking boots.




      This is enough even to forget Sinai.


    


  




  I am on Thompson, coming up from Soho, next to NYU Law School when I see the PVI arrays, and instinct makes me step onto the side of the street. A fully-deployed Patriot

  Vector Identification Array for this? In Sadr City, maybe. In fucking Kabul, maybe. In Washington after an Al Qaeda chatter intercept.




  But a domestic protest, functioning under city permit?




  I wasn’t sure that a PVI array had ever been domestically deployed for an act of legal dissent.




  I am high, and so a little tachycardic, but as I peer out from beside Bobst Library, watching an advance group from the organizers—white vests and arm bands, holding clipboards—come

  through, eating hotdogs from a Sabrett cart, walking unheeding through the checkpoint, unaware that if they weren’t so fucking clueless their hotdogs would be congealing in their very

  stomachs, and fucking should. And as they pass through they are waving gaily at the cameras making crystal clear just how totally fucking dumb they are.




  Not me. I stop and watch this display in horror. By noon tomorrow, I assure you, there is going to be a Homeland Security file opened for every single person here, name, face, Social Security

  number. Briefly, I wondered what kind of muscle they would bring into effect. NSA metadata mining for sure: email, cell phone, social media. Airline records into every area airport (and I bet

  they would include Philadelphia) of course, matched up against the video documentation with face-recognition software. E-ZPass records from the highways in and out of

  town—transponders could be set up to identify cars even if they’re not using E-ZPass. Those two, alone, when compared with the PVI arrays, would capture the identities of a huge

  majority of the protestors, and data-mining of relevant search terms on email and telephone would bring their match rate up to the 98.9 percent that had become, in the ten years since 9/11, an

  industry standard. Each picture would drop into a relational dbase with fields for fingerprints, address, passport, police record, occupation. In a crowd like this, the program could flag 80

  percent for further data-mining: bank, credit cards, taxes. In 70 percent of the hits, depending on the quality of the health insurance, it would also go for medical records, and synch with

  commercial databases that contain things such as likely sexual preference.




  And all this, I’m realizing, as I watch the cameras—the tell-tale twelve cameras, each hooked up to a computer that it takes successfully to run the identification algorithm at the

  heart of PVI—I’m thinking, in some shock: they’ve got PVI out for this?




  But if you’re thinking that I’m thinking this with outrage over this abrogation of First Amendment prerogatives, think again. I don’t give a fuck about First Amendment rights.

  First Amendment rights are not in my brief. My observation of the surveillance, the collection of authenticating detail down to the make of the cameras and the dress of the camera operators?

  Strictly professional exactitude, I promise you. Strictly what I need to put five descriptive paragraphs and a conversational panel—overheard at the Occupy protest—into my article

  tomorrow which I will write on the plane home to London.




  Or so I’m telling myself. Because, in fact, as I circle back down to West 3rd Street then trail up Mercer, avoiding showing myself to the PVI cameras, looking down the cross streets to get

  an idea of what’s going on, a totally different plan is taking place in my mind.




  As I make my way up Mercer, and then—a few blocks north of the Square, well out of reach of the PVI deployed on its northern perimeter—over on 8th toward Fifth Avenue, which is

  closed and lined with police, I try to pin down what’s bothering me about this. Besides, that is, the obvious. And after a time, the question materializes: does the NYPD really have this kind

  of electronic muscle available? And if so, why?




  Did I tell you I am a regular little Tintin? Did I tell you I am the consummate scoop artist of the century? I place a telephone call, one single telephone call, to a Washington DC area code,

  and by the time I see the sea of people—forty thousand at least—pouring into Washington Square from the south, I see that I didn’t know it, and the Times didn’t

  know it, but a little piece of American history is going to be made today. Don’t ask me who I called, or what she told me, but I am so sure of myself, that in seconds I am on the phone with

  my editor at the Times telling her that this is no longer a magazine story, and then I’m waiting while she speaks to her editor, and then I am speaking to her editor and then, on

  verbal agreement that he will be settling with my agent as I work—I am suddenly very expensive—I am on special assignment to the national news desk at the Times

  covering the day for tomorrow’s front page.




  Life is this amazing series of accidents, and the most amazing is that I am, this March 6, 2011, reporting the piece of journalism that is going to win me the Porter fellowship.
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  Now I don’t need to tell you anything else about that day. You just go read the damn article: March 7, 2011, New York Times, page A1. And the days following.

  When the New York Times was defending itself against a suit brought by Homeland Security; when I was named as a defendant in the suit; when I got to spend a charming vacation at Beacon

  Correctional, an interesting time during which I met Judy Clark.




  None of that is what I want to tell you about. What I want to tell you about is how after the day I learned my father was dying—the day after I had, alone among the American

  media—interviewed not the forty thousand odd (and I mean odd) protesters who duly filed up 6th Avenue to Washington Square, but rather the policemen and

  soldiers making up the security; after I had sourced and confirmed—Little Lincoln spent that night up in London, let me tell you—that the entire security operation was running out

  of the NSA under direct presidential order—see the phone call I made to DC, that’s called an anonymous source; after I had reported, documented, and written the whole thing,

  filing it at 2 a.m. on a computer in the New York Times newsroom; after that, as I spun back to my hotel in a taxi driven by a young Mr. Khan from Islamabad, sipping from a bourbon mini I

  had artfully concealed in my pocket, damp with grime and smelling—I have little doubt—like an ammonia-pickled onion; after we went down 7th Ave, hitting every light in the way that will

  happen in New York on the big avenues, when there’s no traffic, say in the early morning or late night, and no people, but all the city is still on, lights and subways and buses and

  cars—oh you look so beautiful—and for a moment you feel like you are in a place that is not some aberration of late-stage capitalism, nor some grievous insult to the

  environment, but the place it once was where everyone, everyone in the world, escaped to be free—after I had spun down to Soho, spent like I cannot tell you, needing a shower, needing a

  fucking douche—what should I see sitting outside the Soho Grand, just as cute as a little pumpkin?




  I see a black Humvee, with blackened windows, sporting a short-wave antenna, and without a thought, without a second thought, I tell Mr. Khan to drive on.




  I am not so tired any more. I smell just as bad, I’m sure, but I am not so tired. And I do admit that I am scared.




  But being scared doesn’t count. It’s what you do while you’re scared that separates the men from the boys.




  After all, you don’t need to be a hero to know that there’s only one thing to do when you are under surveillance by a big black Humvee sent by the NSA, you don’t need to be an

  ace reporter, a regular little Tintin like me.




  Here’s what you got to know when you’re under surveillance: first, and most important, you want to avoid that the people looking for you know

  where you are. This is a key move in escaping capture, perhaps the key move. And if you have been in a position, as I have, of nobody knowing where you are in the first place,

  well then you go to plan B: you avoid giving up that advantage.




  Having accomplished that, there is one single move left to you: you get a lawyer.




  For the first, then, I get it done in one smooth move by requesting that Mr. Khan drive on, past the Soho Grand, and on downtown, leaving the black Humvee behind us. So far, so good.




  And for the second there’s no sensible course but to call my Aunt Maggie.




  When you are scared, and in imminent danger of arrest, there’s rarely a course as sensible as calling my Aunt Maggie.




  Not the least because when you call my Aunt Maggie, even at six thirty on a Monday morning, my Aunt Maggie answers on the second ring in this sleepy voice softened by the fact she is lying in

  bed, answers directly and is, instantly, awake.




  “Hey, my lovely. Where ya?”




  “New York, Mag.”




  “Are you?” A little pause while she connects the dots. “Of course you are. You’re doing that piece for Stephanie Delacorte. How’s it going?”




  “Um . . . in a variety of unexpected directions.” It’s funny how reluctant one is to introduce one’s own sordid life to others. I say, carefully: “The short version

  would be: it’s going very well. But very well in a direction that requires me to get in touch with a lawyer.”




  “And what part of ‘going very well’ requires a lawyer?”




  “The part where you use an anonymous source to break a national news story and then find Homeland Security parked outside your hotel.”




  My Aunt Maggie didn’t need a lecture on the status of the First Amendment in 2011. “I see. Can you name your source?”




  “Can I? Sure.”




  “Will you?”




  “Of course not, Maggie.”




  Any major lawyer would tell you the same. When the demon is at your door, or at least at your client’s door, first thing, you secure the client in a place where she cannot be apprehended,

  then arrange the representation and then, and only then—when you have privilege—find out what happened. So Maggie doesn’t ask any more.




  “I see. Okay. First of all, you can’t go back to your hotel. Come here. Or wait. Danny, wake up.” This last to my uncle, voice off. “Go look out the front window and see

  if there’s surveillance.”




  That tells you something about my aunt and uncle, and what it tells you is, that the years that Sinai was underground, they were constantly under surveillance in the hope that he would contact

  them. Maggie doesn’t bother to talk while she waits. I can see her, in bed, her round, freckled face, once amazingly beautiful, framed by red hair. I hear Danny’s low voice. In

  response, she says.




  “Uh-huh. Well, lovely, it looks like there’s rather a preponderance of black Humvees here, too. That might not have to do with you. Worth watching us too. I mean, during a protest.

  But let’s think.”




  Now it is about 8 a.m., and poor Mr. Khan has been driving me around the Financial District, and—at least by the look of the back of his neck, which I have been staring at for

  hours—getting rather irate, and I’m listening to my Aunt Maggie and Uncle Danny going back and forth about how I cannot go to a hotel because they’d surely get credit-card

  records, and about people whom I could stay with who might not be under surveillance, all with the kind of tinny quality in the sound that makes me think they are now in their kitchen, making

  coffee, until I hear Maggie say and my heart, just like that, jumps instantly into my throat.




  “The safest place is Bedford Street.”




  And Uncle Danny pauses, then says: “That’s not so dumb.”




  And Maggie says: “They probably don’t even know we still own it.”




  And Uncle Danny says: “But how’s she going to get in? We’ll be followed if we go meet her.”




  “Uncle Joe can let her in.”




  “Let me call on the cell, see if he’s home.”




  And this, at last, is when I get my voice back.




  “Stop.”




  “What, dear?”




  “Wait.”




  “Why, dear?”




  Really, even I wouldn’t have suspected it. At the words themselves, Bedford Street, my heart had gone from one side of my chest to the other. I breathe deeply in, then out, and

  then in again. “Because there’s no way on God’s green earth I’m going to stay at Bedford Street.”




  But this is Maggie I’m speaking with. She says: “You know you sound exactly like your dad?”




  “Yeah yeah. ‘God’s green earth,’ I get it. I’m not fucking going there.”




  She has her I’m speaking to an infant voice, which I hate. “No, darling. Not the expression, though it is your dad’s. More the flying in the face of reality, the

  incredible, inappropriate stubbornness. The self-righteousness, the adamant overstatement. The apple doesn’t fall far, my darling.”




  I pause on this for a moment. Until I remember that they don’t know yet about Sinai dying. Then I pause some more. And finally, I find my voice.




  “God damn it, Maggie.”




  “The taking-everything-so-personally. Jesus, you called me for help, Izwizz. I’m helping you.”




  I don’t have an answer for that, so I don’t say anything while, in the background, I hear Danny talking to someone. Then I say: “My dad’s not there, is he?”




  “Where?”




  “At Bedford Street, Maggie. Christ sake.”




  “No, no. Woodstock, dear.”




  Then there’s more talk and Maggie says, “All right, darling. You’re in luck. Uncle Joe will let you in.”




  “I don’t have an Uncle Joe.”




  “Joe Igneri, stupid. The next-door neighbor. Jack’s old friend. I can’t believe you don’t remember him. He’ll come in through the back garden and open up for you.

  You remember the way? 22 Bedford, just off of 6th, runs east from 7th. Ring the bell at the gate under the stoop.”




  It was an amazing, amazing series of accidents. My whole life has been, and will be, but never has there been nor will there be an accident more amazing than that one which had me, not

  forty-eight hours after wheels-up in Riyadh, the day after I learn that my father is dying, pulling up in front of my grandfather’s house at 22 Bedford Street, walking to open the little

  black gate to the basement under the stoop.




  And you know what?




  I am actually so clueless, so stupid, so delusional as to try to convince myself that, boy, this is a sweet little perch, a townhouse in Greenwich Village, you can’t buy a house like this

  for love or money, wonder where the closest liquor store is, I’ll just settle right in here, won’t I, and order up some bottles, cop a loose joint somewhere, a half gram, a dime bag,

  whatever’s going, pick up a hippy girl from the New School, wait for Maggie to make it go away.




  Aren’t you just the funniest girl? That old glass-half-full child, aren’t you just?
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  Okay, so it is March 7, 2011. Early in the morning. I know that something strange is happening to me, but haven’t you been paying attention? Something strange is always

  happening to me. And if it isn’t, well then, I make whatever is happening strange by frontloading it with masses of THC or whatever else is going. Given: I don’t have a clue how strange

  this one will be. Given: I don’t give a fuck.




  This has been going on for a very long time. The fucking decade has been a steady series of strange things I don’t give a fuck about.




  This is just one more.




  The house is a four-story brownstone on a block which, at this time of a weekday morning, is apparently sending half the corporate lawyers in the city to their offices

  dragging half the private-school students of the city behind them. Is this what it was like fourteen years ago, when last I’d lived here? Oddly, it’s easier to see what it was like when

  my grandparents moved in, in the forties, because I’ve read about it. No doubt, Cy Twombly’s studio was next door and Martha Graham lived in a cold-water walkup around the corner. This

  much I know: the price of any one Sub-Zero refrigerator in any one kitchen on the block would have bought Willem de Kooning a decade of paints.




  Mr. Khan pulls off, leaving me alone on the sidewalk, feeling bereft. The house stands out, somehow, from the block, in a way I cannot put my finger on, so I cross the street and look some more.

  Through the big parlor floor windows you can see a wavy image of a well-furnished living room all the way to the back windows, which are filled with the branches of a huge tree. That it feels as if

  it houses empty rooms is true, but it’s also not quite it. Then I get it. It’s not the house, it’s the windows themselves: wood-sashed and single-paned in hand-blown glass: thus

  the wavy image. All the other windows on the block are renovated, double-glazed, and as clear as lenses—also, all the other windows on the block are shaded, hiding their interiors.




  Jesus. This place is a museum. Or a mausoleum. But it’s also the mausoleum or the museum that, at this hour, is my best bet for a) not getting arrested and b) getting a drink—if I

  can actually get my ass inside.




  What a fucking dilemma, girl, and don’t you just fucking deserve it? Couldn’t you just laugh your head off? Years of therapy and I could say that it is this house and all it

  represents from which I been fleeing since, at thirteen, I made them send me to live with Momma, and yet here we are.




  And then with that little shiver to which I am growing all too rapidly accustomed, I think, also, that this is the house to which my father will come, in a few months, to die.




  And with that thought, I come aware of the fact that I am a girl who has not changed her clothes or washed in days, standing alone on a street, hands shaking and likely with a look in my eyes

  like a wounded deer, about to bolt.




  That from where I stand here, there is nowhere to go.




  And that if ever I want to release the hold of anxiety on my stomach then I had better move one foot in front of the other and go inside.




  Ha, ha, reread that last line. It tells you, in rather starker terms than I care to, what this is really all about, doesn’t it?




  I ring the bell, as instructed, not at the main entrance up the stoop but at the little iron gate under the stairs. There is a stage wait and then appears a tiny little man, a

  dwarf nearly, or so I thought until I saw how bent over he was, a grizzled little person, immeasurably old. He greets me as if he’s known me all my life, and I am unsure what to make of that,

  until I see his expression. That makes me think that he knows more about what is going on here than I do, and so I step in and follow him into the kitchen while he chats about my aunts, uncles,

  cousins, of which last category I recognize virtually none of the names.




  “You don’t remember me? Well, I remember you, missie. Last time I saw you, you were this high. Meerskeit. That’s what your grandmother called you. Weird Jews, calling

  their kids ugly. Superstition. Thought God would take you if she complimented you. Weirdness from the old country. Just like my grandma, dressed in black her whole life, even though her

  husband’s death was the best thing ever happened to her, that old bastard. You were her favorite, you know that?”




  Did I know that? “No. I didn’t know.”




  “She loved you. She loved all of you, but you were special. Her lost one. Remember the day she died? That was a black day here, a black day.”




  “Not really. I must have been . . . away then.” For some reason I found myself unwilling to say where.




  “Ah yes, you were living with your mother. She’s the only one of all of you I never met. No regrets, on that one, pardon me.”




  I’m listening to him, but I still have time to notice all the things I remember: the linoleum floor, the ’50s fixtures—stove and refrigerator—the huge

  window out to a backyard where a massive leafless tree sits against the blue sky—I immediately feel the texture of its bark and the damp wood of a little bench underneath—and then we

  are up what seem to me to be a set of servants’ stairs. When we pass by a book-lined living room, I experience the uncanny. I stop for a moment and remember the silence, bathed in soft sun

  and leafy shadows of the big tree in the garden. It is a chestnut, I remember, and was higher than the house even then. I look around and find something of which I don’t have a childhood

  memory, but which I am now looking for specifically: the liquor cabinet. Then I follow the man up again past a coffin niche into a floor of bedrooms, and then up one more time, all the while he is

  talking away:
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