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NEW YORK


CHAPTER 1

Jessica and Luke had met only a few times before she disappeared. They had met casually and briefly, and they had not liked each other.

“Why don’t you like her?” his grandmother had demanded. “Good Lord, Luke, you’re a director; she’s an actress—one of the most brilliant in the world, which you know perfectly well—she’ll take my place if I ever retire, and I’m sure you know that, too—and she’s gloriously beautiful and a friend of mine even though she’s young enough to be my granddaughter, and you don’t like her. You don’t even know her. What did you two talk about last night?”

“The play,” he said. “How wonderfully the two of you work together on stage. The usual things at an opening night party.”

“The usual things. Luke, you have the whole world to talk about! You share the theater and she’s warm and clever and interested in everything—”

“She’s interested in herself.” He heard the impatience in his voice and tried to soften it. “Opening nights don’t lend themselves to leisurely conversations; you know that. It was her night, and yours, and it was a triumph, and everyone wanted to talk to the two of you. She wasn’t interested in me and I wasn’t impressed with her. Except on stage, of course; do you know how many times I’ve called her agent because I wanted her for one of my plays? She’s always been busy, or she’s been in London; she spends a lot of time there.”

“She likes it there and London audiences love her. Oh, Luke, I had hoped . . .” She laid her hand along his face and after a moment said, very gently, “Do you think you might not have been at your best last night?”

“You mean because of Claudia. That had nothing to do with it.” His impatience was back and his words came out clipped and hard, in spite of himself. Masking his anger, he took her hand between his, and kissed her cheek. “We’d both be happier if you’d let me handle my social life in my own way.”

“Well, you might be,” his grandmother said crisply, “but I see no reason why that would add to my happiness at all.”

They had laughed together, as, almost always, they did after having been at cross-purposes, and had gone on to other things. In the following years, Constance tried a few more times to bring Luke and Jessica together, but their crowded schedules intervened and they were not interested enough to give her any help. And then, many years later, Constance died, and Luke went to Italy to close up her villa and, in a strange and unexpected way, came face-to-face with Jessica.

He sat in Constance’s airy library, in the velvet wing-backed chair where she had died in her sleep, and ran his fingers over all the things she had touched in the last hours of her life: a round, damask-covered table; a decanter and glass that had been filled with wine; a silver-framed montage of pictures of himself as a boy of seven, when he had first come to live with her, as a student in high school and in college, as a director with the poster for his first play and at the awards ceremony where he had won his first Tony for direction of Ah, Wilderness!; and, closest to Constance’s hand, an Italian box, elaborately carved, inlaid with gold and amber and polished to a soft black luster. Inside were letters, hundreds of them, crammed together, the oldest-looking at the front. Luke ran his finger along the top of them, making a sound like a stick dragged along a picket fence. It seemed that the same handwriting was on all of them. He took one out and opened it.

Dear, dearest Constance, I want to thank you again (and again and again and again if I only knew different ways to do it!) for your wonderful, warm, generous encouragement last night. When you said I did a fine job playing Peggy, I knew I really was an actress and I’d be one for the rest of my life because Constance Bernhardt said so. The play is all you, of course, and probably no one else even noticed me, but it means the world to me just to be on stage with you. My mother said 16 was too young for summer stock, but I had to try and oh, I’m so glad I did! Thank you, thank you again! With my eternal love, Jessica.

Jessica, Luke thought. A young Jessica Fontaine at the very beginning of her career, bubbling with excitement. He glanced at the date at the top of the letter. Twenty-four years ago. So she would be forty now. And she’s been writing all these years, which means my grandmother was writing, too. A long friendship. But Constance told me that, more times than I could count.

He pulled out another letter at random and unfolded it.

Dearest Constance, you won’t believe this but Peter Calder got the male lead, which means I’ve got to do two love scenes with him. Wasn’t it just last year that you and I swore we’d never get within ten feet of him? Well, here I am and now I’ll be fighting off his gelatinous hands for the run of the play.

Luke burst out laughing. Gelatinous. The perfect word for Peter Calder. It was the reason Luke and almost every other director had stopped giving him parts years ago. But Jessica had had two love scenes with him—when? He read the date: seventeen years ago. She’d gone from a bit part in a play with his grandmother to a role opposite Calder—who in those days was one of the top actors on Broadway and in films—in only seven years. He had forgotten how swiftly her success had come. That was the year, he remembered, that he had gotten his first job on Broadway. He had been twenty-eight, and for six years, since graduating from college, he’d been directing plays for small, struggling theater companies in lofts, church basements and old movie houses. They drew tiny audiences that often did not fill their forty or fifty seats, but occasionally critics came and soon people in the theater were talking about him. “Lucas Cameron’s masterful direction . . . ,” began one review in The New York Times, and two months later he was offered a job as assistant director of a Broadway play. That was what he remembered about that year.

Oh, and Claudia, Luke thought. That was the year we were married.

Idly, he took a third letter from the box, about halfway in. A newspaper clipping fell from it and he unfolded it. It was from the International Herald Tribune, picked up from an Associated Press story in the Vancouver Tribune.

Fatal Derailment in Canada

More than fifty passengers were killed and three hundred injured Monday evening, about 10:30 P.M., when The Canada Flyer derailed in Fraser River Canyon, eighty miles northeast of Vancouver. Using searchlights and rescue dogs, teams from nearby towns searched through the night in the wreckage and along the rocky banks of the Fraser River in temperatures that fell well below freezing. Among those rescued near dawn on Tuesday morning was Jessica Fontaine, world-renowned stage and film star, who had been in Vancouver for the past four months starring in a production of The Heiress. She is listed in critical condition. The train, bound for Toronto, had left Vancouver at 8 P.M. Cause of the accident, the worst in the history of Canadian rail travel, is not known.

Luke remembered the story. There had been rumors that Jessica Fontaine was on her deathbed, that she would be unable to act for a year, two years, three years, that she had escaped serious injury, that she would be back in town in a week, two weeks, a month. No one could reach her to learn the truth. Her friends, her agent, her colleagues, television and newspaper reporters, all called the hospital in Toronto, where she had been taken, but all of them heard the same message: Miss Fontaine could not have visitors, and she would not accept telephone calls. Her friends kept calling; her agent went to the hospital; but, week after week, no one was allowed to talk to her or see her. And finally, one day six months after the accident, they were told that she was gone, without leaving a forwarding address or telephone number or any clues as to where she could be reached.

Then there was silence. Jessica Fontaine had been the most sought after stage star in America and London; she had starred in at least two films that Luke knew of; and suddenly, after only eighteen years, she was gone. A meteor, Luke thought. Arcing luminously through the sky, then vanishing into darkness.

He replaced the letters and the newspaper clipping and ran his fingers over the box that held them. Constance had chosen one of her most beautiful possessions to hold Jessica’s letters, and had kept it beside her favorite chair in the library. How she must have loved her, Luke thought. How they must have loved each other. What must it be like, to have a friend like that? I have no idea.

The telephone rang and he picked it up. “Signora Bernhardt’s residence.”

“Luke,” demanded Claudia, “why didn’t you tell me you were going to Italy? I had to ask Martin where you were . . . you know I hate asking butlers where people are.”

He held the telephone away from his ear and gazed through the French doors at the softly sculptured hills and valleys of Umbria that surrounded his grandmother’s villa. “Claudia, this trip has nothing to do with you.”

“It does and you know it. We had a date for dinner last night.”

“I’m sorry. I forgot. You’re right; I should have called. Constance died, Claudia, and I left as soon as I heard. I wasn’t thinking of anything else.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” There was a pause and he could almost hear her reorganizing her thoughts. “That’s sad, Luke. You were so close to her. She never liked me, you know, she made that perfectly clear. . . . Oh, I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry, Luke, but this hasn’t been a great week and then when you didn’t show up and I had to call Martin to find out where you were . . . but I shouldn’t have said that about Constance. I mean, what difference does it make now, whether she liked me or not? But I was so upset when you weren’t here. I do rely on you, Luke, a little understanding, a little support. I don’t think that’s too much to ask.”

Luke shifted in his chair, as if about to run. He was four thousand miles from Claudia and he sat in his grandmother’s bright library warmed by the afternoon sun, but still he felt stifled. Which was exactly the way he had felt after two months of being married to Claudia, though it had taken him five years to ask her for a divorce. Now, eleven years after their divorce was final, he recognized almost every word of their dialogue: it was like a bad script, he thought, that no playwright could improve. But, still, he could not sweep her aside. “I’ll be back in a week. We’ll have dinner then.”

“What night? When will you be back?”

“1 haven’t decided. Wednesday or Thursday. I’ll call you.”

“I might be busy, you know.”

“We’ll find a time when you’re free.”

“Call me before you leave Italy.”

“I’ll call when I get to New York. Claudia, I have to go; I have a lot of work to do.”

“What? What are you doing? You must have had the funeral by now.”

“I’m closing up her house. And mourning.” He slammed down the phone, angry at Claudia, angry at himself for getting angry at her. He knew better; why did he let her get to him?

It’s this house, he thought. The lady of this house, the only lady I’ve ever loved, is dead, and so is her house. Everywhere I go, in every room, there she is . . . and yet she’s nowhere. I can’t fathom her absence; she was mother and mentor and closest friend to me all my life. How can she be gone?

He was shaken by the loss of her. His memories of her were so vivid that he could still hear her strong voice—deep, almost husky, and so compelling that audiences had sat motionless through every play so as not to miss a word—praising him when he was growing up and hungry for encouragement; calling to him to share the beauty of a sunset or a painting or to notice the oddities of someone’s speech or gait; challenging him to defend his opinions, making him a better thinker and a far better stage director. Her opinions were more important to him than those of any teacher or basketball coach or friend. Remembering her, he could hear her laughter the last time he had visited her here, he could feel her hand on his arm as they walked through her gardens, and feel her breath on his cheek as she kissed him good-bye and said, “I am so very proud of you and I do love you, my dear Luke.” That was the last time he had seen her; almost the last time they had talked. She died less than a week later.

He was crying. No one in New York would believe it, he thought, not of Lucas Cameron, whose emotions, they said, were locked away, except in the theater, where he truly came to life. Through his tears, the olive and cypress trees that shaded his grandmother’s flower gardens wavered as if fading away—the way she had—and he jerked himself upright, willing the tears away. Too much to do, he thought; tears are an indulgence.

He walked back to the main salon, but still the memories came, this time of his grandmother, eight years ago, when the doctors told her her heart was getting weaker and she would die if she continued to act. “Then I’ll die on stage,” she had declared to Luke. “I’m only seventy-seven; no one leaves the stage that early. I always expected to die on stage; it’s where I belong. It’s my home. Where else would I want to die? Only a fool would leave home to die in a strange place.”

“What about the other actors?” Luke asked. “If you die in the middle of their big scene, they’ll never forgive you.”

After a long moment, she laughed, a short, bitter laugh, and a few months later she gave in. But she would not stay in New York. She bought a white marble villa nestled in solitary majesty at the top of a long hill, with the landscape of Umbria spread grandly below, furnished it with an exquisite collection gathered in a lifetime of travel, and re-created herself as if she were creating a character on stage. She held telephone conversations with American friends every afternoon; she allowed visitors only after they made appointments far in advance; only Luke was welcome at any time. She and her housekeeper held elaborate discussions every morning about the food for the day and how best to prepare it. She walked in sunlight or showers through the acres of her gardens, conferring with her gardeners in her barely adequate Italian, with many gestures and much laughter; she paused frequently for rests on the smooth rims of dozens of fountains she had brought in from all over Italy, each one fashioned with a column in the center of a still pool that reflected the mythological creatures poised in marble and granite above, and once rested, she threaded her way through the maze of tightly pruned hedges that were one of the reasons she had bought the villa—to confound her guests, she said.

Unable to sleep more than two or three hours at a time, she read late into every night, devouring the books she had put aside in a lifetime of acting. Often, in the silence of her library, she read aloud the plays that playwrights and directors sent her from all over the world, the next day, or the next week, dictating her critiques for her secretary to type and mail.

And she corresponded with Jessica Fontaine, Luke thought, and never told me about it. I wonder why.

In the large salon, he went back to taking inventory and organizing Constance’s possessions. Some he was taking for himself; some would be sent to storage in New York; much would be given away according to Constance’s will. My salon furniture to my housekeeper, plus everything in the kitchen, which she has made hers through abundant and excellent use; my dressing table and mirror and all my clothes to my housekeeper’s daughter, who has eyed them longingly but never was so rude as to inquire if she might have them; my paintings and sculptures to you, Luke, and all my jewels, in the hope that someday you will find a woman to whom you wish to give them; my collection of plays to Jessica Fontaine—

The plays were on a table near the piano. Luke had watched the collection of rare first editions grow through the years as Constance found them in theater and opera libraries and in bookstores throughout the world. They were worth many thousands of dollars, Luke knew, but they were treasures mainly because most of them had notes in the handwriting of their first directors and of authors—George Bernard Shaw, Henrik Ibsen, Corneille, Racine, Chekhov—who often were the directors themselves. Priceless, Luke thought; Constance must have told Jessica she was leaving them to her. But there was no address in her will. How the devil does she expect me to find Jessica Fontaine?

He packed the plays in a large carton that he set alongside the others he was shipping to his apartment in New York. He layered them with tissue paper, double- and triple-wrapping the most fragile ones, then sealed the box and marked it “JF’ on the outside, so that he could ship it to Jessica later, when he had her address.

At noon, he ate a cold frittata and an arugula salad left by the housekeeper, who insisted on coming once a day to take care of him. He sat on the broad terrace that ran the length of the villa, looking out over hills and vineyards, a sinuous silver river and distant villas barely visible in their groves of trees. His grandmother had sat here for hundreds of hours, reading, writing, contemplating. “Sitting here, my whole being gathers in the wonders of this lush, serene landscape,” she had written to Luke in the last week of her life, “and I feel I am its caretaker. But of course we all are, aren’t we?—all of us who have been given a world filled with such richness and beauty and abundance. We are its caretakers—and each other’s caretakers, too—and there should be nothing but gratitude in our hearts. I’m grateful for you, dear Luke.”

He had called to say he would be back in a month, just before beginning to cast his new play. But four nights later, in the deep-cushioned chair in her library where she read late into the night, with a book in her hand and the box of Jessica’s letters beside her, Constance died.

Luke wandered restlessly through the villa and came again to the library and stood beside the chair where she had died. The sun had moved lower and its long rays picked out a Greek statue of a young boy in the gardens just beyond the terrace. He was lithe and wary, but fierce with determination, and Constance had said he reminded her of Luke at seven years old, when his parents died. “I stood beside you at the funeral,” she had told him, “and we barely knew each other, but you kept leaning toward me, a degree at a time, until your skinny body was against mine, and when I put my arm around your shoulders you were trembling so hard it seemed you would never stop. I saw you look at the casket with terror—your mother, my daughter, gone so soon, so terribly young—and then you looked at me with the most awful desperation, because you thought there was no one to take care of you. And when I saw that desperation and terror—and by then your body was pushing so hard against mine that I thought you’d knock us both over—well, I loved you from that moment. You were child and grandchild to me. I cannot imagine a life without you.”

From then on, he was always with her. He grew up in her dressing rooms and backstage in every theater where she appeared, studying with tutors and learning as much or more from the wild variety of actors and crew members who moved in and out of his grandmother’s orbit. They treated him like a mascot and taught him everything they knew, about every part of the theater, on stage and backstage. By the time he was in his teens, tall and lanky, his hawklike face and unswerving gaze making him look older than his years, he knew more about the theater than any school could have taught him. Still, when Constance insisted, he went to college, but, like a yo-yo, he sprang back to her at every vacation. But, as Constance pointed out, she wasn’t the only attraction: he also came back to be in the theater. Because by then it was clear to both of them that he would never be able to stay away from it for long.

Luke sat in Constance’s chair and put his head back. I ought to get to work, he thought, but he stayed still, feeling her presence. The box of letters from Jessica Fontaine was within reach; he had replaced it in the exact spot where his grandmother had kept it. He opened it and once again ran his finger along their top edges. I wonder what happened to her. She can’t be acting anymore; I haven’t heard her name in years. To disappear like that, at the height of the most brilliant career since Constance’s . . . how could she do it? Why would she do it?

A little more than halfway through the box, the stationery changed: it had been pale blue, now it was ivory. Luke took out the first letter on the ivory stationery. It was only a paragraph, and the handwriting was that of someone else.

Dear Constance, I haven’t written because I was in a terrible accident. You may have heard about it or read about it, but I know that often you don’t bother with the news. Anyway, you remember I wrote you that I was going to take a train trip across Canada and I was so excited because it would give me a chance to unwind and get away from everything. But it was terrible . . . oh, God, I almost can’t say it. The train fell into a canyon. Fraser River Canyon. I have nightmares about it every night, and every day, too. I’ve been sleeping a lot. In fact, for four weeks I was pretty much out of it. I’m sorry if you were worried when I didn’t write, but I was in and out of surgery I don’t know how many times and I couldn’t do anything until now. I still don’t want to talk on the phone, so I’m dictating this letter to a lovely young nurse who’s been holding my hand all these weeks, stroking my brow and telling me I’m going to be fine. She spins such a convincing tale I’ve told her she’s as good an actress as Constance Bernhardt ever was, but today I feel a few timid stirrings of life, so perhaps there’s some truth in what she’s been saying. Oh, that’s enough, I’m too tired. I’m sorry, Constance, dear Constance, I do miss you so . . . But that’s not a complaint, and it’s not a hint; I don’t want you to come here, it would be too much for you and you’ve got to think about your own health. I just want you to know that I’m thinking about you and I’ll write again, I promise. All my love, Jessica.

A courageous woman, Luke thought. Thinking of Constance while going through her own hell. A different Jessica from the one he thought he had known.

He replaced the letter and stood up to go back to the salon. But this time he took the box with him. Maybe, when I have time, I’ll read a few more, he thought.

Slowly, through that long day, as he sorted and packed, the salon emptied. Its white marble floors shone cold and hard in the last light of the lingering June evening; the walls, stripped of their paintings, appeared to recede and vanish, so that the room seemed no place to live, but only a space to pass through. Done in here, Luke thought, anxious to be finished and gone. His footsteps echoed; his shadow beneath the lighted wall sconces was long and thin, sharply bent where the wall met the floor, as if it were racing ahead of him. Constance’s bedroom and her desk in the library, and that will be it. Two days at the most, and I can leave. And never come back.

He had parked his rented car in front of the villa and he drove to the village where he was meeting the realtor. At the trattoria, he sat at a table near the doorway just as the door swung open and the realtor came in to sit opposite him. He waved the waiter away. “We will pour our own wine.” He raised his glass. “Signore, you have thought about this? You are certain you truly wish to sell?” The realtor was an unhappy man. It was good to have Americans own property in the area; it drove prices up and gave jobs to housekeepers, caretakers, gardeners . . . If he had known this was the reason Signore Cameron had invited him to dinner at the best trattoria in the village he would not have come; he would have delayed; he would have begun a campaign against selling. But now here he was and time was short. He spoke slowly, leaving hopeful pauses in which Luke could change his mind. “You have considered keeping it for yourself? For yourself and your family? This is truly a good place to bring children for the vacations.”

“I have no children. And yes, I’m sure—”

“But for yourself, signore! It is truly good for the restoration of the self after hard work. And I must confide in you, signore: the market is abominably slow right now. Perhaps you would wish to keep the villa furnished and ready for you to use while you are trying to sell it. We cannot know how long it will take to get a truly excellent price—”

“A reasonable price. You’ll call me with every offer. I’m not coming back.”

The realtor sighed deeply. “As you wish, signore.” It was impossible, he thought: the man had no children and he was a director of stage plays; there was nothing in his life to make him human. He was impressive, of course: tall and broad-shouldered, not truly handsome, his face too sharp, with heavy brows and black eyes that bored into one, and black hair shot with gray, hair so thick it was to be envied by those like the realtor who each morning had to artfully arrange the few strands left on a shiny field. An imposing man, Signore Cameron, but rigid in his ideas.

“Now tell me more about the town,” Luke said as platters of ossobuco were set before them. He tore another piece of bread from the loaf in the center of the table and poured more of the Brunello. “Tell me about the people.”

Wherever he went, he always asked about the people. Claudia hated it. Once she called him a voyeur; she thought it was his fascination with other people that had led him to find her wanting. But that was not it at all. Luke collected people. At home, he made notes on their quirks and eccentricities, their troubles and longings and passions, their private stories and public conduct, their unique vocabulary and speech patterns, the different ways they laughed, the look in their eyes when something wonderful or fearsome happened. They became a wellspring of knowledge that he used to help his actors and actresses develop their characters. And he used it too in a private world where he tried to write his own plays, struggling in his spare time to learn the craft of writing: how to tell a story, write dialogue, build characters, create tension. He had finished two scripts but they lay in his desk; so far, he had shown them to no one.

When he returned to the villa after dinner, he sat in the library, making notes on the realtor’s tales of the village, seeing it as he knew his grandmother had. Then he went to the salon and retrieved the box of letters he had left there. The more powerfully he was able to evoke his grandmother’s spirit, the more palpable Jessica Fontaine seemed to him: a real woman whose life was entwined with Constance’s, a woman whom he now realized he knew almost nothing about, but whose story was here, left to him, he thought, by Constance. Because of course she had done this on purpose. Instead of destroying the letters, she had left them for him to find, so sure of his curiosity and his hunger for people’s stories that she knew he would not be able to resist looking into them and then delving deeper, to learn as much about his grandmother, perhaps, as about Jessica. And as he sat in the empty villa, remembering Constance, it seemed that Jessica was there, too; that he could not separate them, nor would they want him to.

Much too mystical, Luke thought, shaking his head. Jessica was more practical than that. Wasn’t she?

Dear Constance,

began the second letter in the inlaid box.

I’m so glad you liked the roses . . . I wasn’t sure you even like roses, but I thought they were beautiful and I couldn’t let your birthday go by without sending you something of beauty. But every day is beautiful, isn’t it? I wake up and help my mother around the house, and it’s very ordinary, but then I think about getting to the theater and being on stage, watching you and learning from you and everything is beautiful again. Oh, I am so happy! Thank you for being you. Happy, happy birthday, with all my love, Jessica.

The next morning, it was that joyous letter and the realtor’s tales of the townspeople that Luke thought about, fending off the tomblike feeling of the villa. He went to his grandmother’s bedroom. He had put it off, knowing it would be the hardest part—her bedroom and the library where she had spent most of the last year of her life—and he went through both rooms without stopping to rest or eat. He shut his mind to images of Constance using the delicate blown-glass perfume flasks and the gold hand mirror and comb on her dressing table, or lacing the sleek Italian shoes she had so loved, or reclining each night against the lace-edged pillows on her bed, half-sitting because it helped her to breathe, reading until she felt drowsy, then reaching out to turn off the gilded lamp and sleep. He got through the day without tears, handling everything his grandmother had handled; methodically labeling and organizing everything so that he could leave a day earlier than he had planned.

On the last morning, he walked through the rooms one last time with the shipping agent, tagging furniture and boxes, going over directions.

“And this, signore?” the agent asked, picking up the inlaid box.

“I’m taking that with me.”

“It is heavy to carry. I can ship it with the paintings and boxes of—”

“No, I’ll take it.” He knew it was foolish, this reluctance to let the box go, but he would take no chance that it might be lost. That afternoon, he packed the few clothes he had brought in his roll-on luggage and wedged the box among them.

He closed the door and turned to leave Constance’s villa for the last time. Briefly, he glanced back at the shuttered windows and the gardens empty of gardeners, empty of Constance, and a wave of melancholy swept over him. But then he thought about Jessica’s letters. Hundreds of them: intriguing and already important enough to keep close by, for reasons he could not even analyze. To please Constance. To satisfy my curiosity. To understand a woman who now seems almost a mystery. And for whatever other reasons I may find when I read them: reasons that Constance, even at the end of her life, thought of when she left them for me to find . . . and to read.


CHAPTER 2

The air-conditioning had turned the air frigid and Luke pulled on his jacket as he came into his office from the muggy streets. He had been back only a month, but the memory of green hills and the cool marble walls of his grandmother’s villa had melted in New York’s stifling heat and been swept away by his overcrowded schedule. No time for memories, he thought, glancing at his grandmother’s photograph on his desk. And as if she were beside him, he heard her say, “But Luke, dear Luke, when did you ever let yourself indulge in memories? You’re always starting over . . . a new play, a new lady, a new life. Am I truly the only person you hold on to?”

“Yes,” Luke murmured in the silence of his office. “The only one.”

He walked past his desk to stand beside the low couch that stretched the length of one wall and looked down at the script of The Magician. He had been working on it late into the night before and had left the pages scattered over the coffee table, as colorful as a garden with lines and arrows, checks and asterisks made with different color marking pens, one for each character, each scene, each shift in emotion or sudden change in relationships. By now, three months after the playwright had sent it to him, he knew every word by heart and the characters were as familiar as if he had known them for years; they peopled his thoughts and even his dreams. It was the same each time he took on a new play. He plunged into a world that he would spend the next weeks and months shaping to his own vision, a world challenging enough to fill his life and sufficiently enthralling to convince him that these were intimacies enough for him. He needed no others.

He swept the pages together, striking the edges on the table to square them, then slipped the manuscript into his briefcase and went back outside, into the wall of heat that was New York in mid-July. When the light changed at 59th Street and Madison Avenue, the pedestrians surged across, complaining about the heat, the humidity, and the government, as if they all were related, and Luke imagined a scene on stage with just such a mass of perspiring, grumbling humanity tossing out just these comments. Probably not, he thought as a taxi stopped for him. Too many people; too expensive for anything but a musical.

“Hot,” said the taxi driver, meeting Luke’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. “Same hot in Pakistan, too. My wife, she says so why are we here? Why not some place different from Pakistan? I tell her, here is different. Here is job, here is money.” He waited for a reply. “Right?” he asked.

“Right,” Luke said, and repeated it to himself. Here is job, here is money. That’s why we’re all here, instead of a cool hilltop villa in Italy.

But every day is beautiful, isn’t it?

The thought seemed to come from nowhere. Luke frowned, trying to remember where he had heard it. No, not heard: it was something he had read. And then, as the taxi inched its way downtown, he remembered. I wake up and help my mother around the house, and it’s very ordinary, but then I think about getting to the theater and being on stage, watching you and learning from you and everything is beautiful again.

Jessica. He’d meant to read her letters on the flight from Italy, or when he got home, but he had not even opened the box. The instant he took his seat on the plane his focus shifted from Italy to New York and he forgot the letters and Jessica and even the grief of his echoing footsteps in the empty villa. It was as if, on his way home, he was already there, absorbed in the new play, dealing with Claudia, taking Tricia Delacorte to dinner a few hours after he landed, setting up a meeting with Monte Gerhart, the producer of The Magician, Tommy Webb, the casting director, and Fritz Palfrey, the stage manager, and, after them, all the others who would be working backstage and at the front of the house to bring the play to opening night in late September, a little over two months from now.

At Madison Park, the taxi pulled up at a reddish-brown turn-of-the-century office building, one of the city’s early skyscrapers, its sandstone lintels and doorways carved into curves and leaves and mythical figures. Luke pulled on his jacket again as he rode the chilled elevator to Monte Gerhart’s office, thinking that it was one of Monte’s many oddities that he had chosen that particular building, then decorated his enormous office with glass-and-steel furniture, a geometrically patterned carpet and huge modern paintings that made the windowless room a muffled cocoon of dark colors slashed by beams of light that shot from recessed ceiling fixtures like spotlights on a stage.

One of the spotlights formed a halo around Gerhart at his desk. He was a huge man with a full gray beard that hid his neck, square wire-rimmed glasses and long gray hair curling over his ears and onto his shoulders. His shirtsleeves were rolled above the elbows, revealing a heavy gold watch and two gold link bracelets; his loosened tie was bright with butterflies; and he sat at an oval desk drawing buxom nude women on an artist’s sketch pad. “Luke! Have a seat. Have something to eat.” He remained in his chair, but gestured with a powerful hand. “Coffee and iced tea in the corner; sweet rolls, muffins; whatever looks good.”

Luke poured coffee over ice cubes. “Can I bring you something?”

“I’m on a diet. My wife says.”

Luke’s eyebrows rose.

“Right; it’s bullshit. I’ll have a few sweet rolls or whatever’s there; I’ve got coffee here. Well, now, sit down. I reread the play last night. Great play, but like I told you, I’ve got problems with Lena. She’s too old. Nobody gives a damn about eighty-plus women; they don’t want to think about getting old; reminds them they’ll die one of these days.”

Son of a bitch, Luke thought. You’ve had this play a month and never mentioned this. But all he said was, “How old would you make her?”

“Not sure. Fifty, maybe. Forty’s probably too young.”

“And the three great-grandchildren?”

“Well, obviously not. Grandchildren, maybe. If she’s fifty and she got married young . . . twenty? . . . twenty-one? . . . something like that. It’s not a big deal, you know; Kent can rewrite it in a week or so; most of it would stay the same. Lena and her grandson . . . well, it would have to be her son. But the important thing is how she changes him, right? That’s okay whether he’s her son or grandson, right? And the love story can stay the same; it’s great the way it is. Kent can handle it. He’ll be here in a few minutes; once we get him going on it, we’re ready to roll. Should be smooth, right? It’s not like you and I are strangers; we did another play together, one of your first, right?”

“It was the first.” Luke kept his voice casual and amused. “Almost thirteen years ago to the day and you’re exactly the same, Monte. Still trying to upstage the playwright.”

Gerhart drew two large circles for breasts and began shading in the nipples. “Everybody needs help, you know, even playwrights. Hey, we talked about this, Luke. A month ago? Something like that.”

Luke sat back, stretching his legs. He looked relaxed, but those who knew him well would recognize the tension in his body and his eyes. “Give it up, Monte. We never talked about Lena’s age; you just dreamed it up. The whole story revolves around her and her grandson, and we aren’t going to make her one year younger. Or older, for that matter.”

Gerhart took off his square-rimmed glasses and contemplated Luke through pale eyes that looked small and newly laundered without lenses shielding them. “Nobody likes old women.”

“Who told you that?”

“I didn’t have to be told. I don’t like old women.”

“I’m sorry to hear it. Most audiences do, you know. How else would you explain Jessica Tandy and Ethel Barrymore and Constance Bernhardt?”

“Constance— Your grandmother. That’s why you’re so hot for this play!”

“Lena does remind me of Constance. But that wouldn’t be enough. This is a terrific play, Monte, and you know it. It’s hard to believe that Kent wrote it—that he knows so much at his age—but somehow he got it all right: it’s a solid story with wonderful lines and the characters are absolutely true to—” He stopped as the buzzer on Gerhart’s desk sounded.

“Well, the great playwright’s here,” Gerhart said. “We’ll see what he has to say.”

“He won’t like it,” Luke said flatly.

There was a rush of air, as if a tornado had spun into the office. Kent Home was young, tall and thin and flamboyantly good-looking, with a shock of black hair, dark blue eyes magnified by wire-rimmed glasses and a long neck that made his head seem like a kind of beacon, swiveling to take in the world. He wore faded blue jeans, a belt with a silver-and-turquoise buckle and a white open-necked shirt, and he was talking before he was more than two steps inside the door. “I’ve got a great idea for act two, not a change really, but a terrific way to make Daniel look stronger a little earlier, we don’t have to wait quite so long to see what he’s really like inside. I’d thought of it earlier, actually, but—”

“Good morning,” Monte said, standing behind his desk.

Kent looked at his outstretched hand. “Pretty formal, Monte. I mean, we’re practically related, right? When you do a play . . .” He looked at Luke. “Hi.”

“Monte thinks structure is a good thing,” Luke said, amused, and Kent shrugged and went to the desk to shake Monte’s hand.

“Good morning,” he said, emphasizing the words. “Glad to see you looking so well. Glad to see everybody looking so well. God, it’s nice to be cool. I walked from my apartment and I could feel myself melting, starting with my feet and sinking into a puddle, like the Wicked Witch of the West—”

“We’re talking about rewriting Lena so she’s fifty,” Monte said, sitting down. “Better for audience identifica—”

“Fifty? Fifty years old instead of eighty-two? You’re not serious.”

“If we’re talking about it, we’re serious.”

“You can’t be. You’re out of your mind. Luke?” Kent turned to him. “You’re serious about this?”

“I wouldn’t tolerate it.”

“Then why the hell are we talking about it?”

“Because I want to,” Gerhart growled. He drew wide hips, curving them into mountainous thighs, then threw down his pen. “Listen, damn it, I’ve produced fifteen plays and twelve of them made money. Twelve! Four are still making money. That’s a hell of a record, and you know it, and I had something to say about every one of those plays. Just because I spent my time making money instead of going to college doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s wrong with the theater. You people talk to each other too much; you forget ordinary folks. And ordinary folks like young; they don’t like old.”

“Bullshit.” Kent had been prowling the room; now he stood in the center of it, legs apart. “The Magician is about Lena—Christ, Monte, you know this—who’s the real magician, the way she makes things happen between people, and it’s partly because of her age. I mean, you don’t have all that wisdom when you’re young.”

“You’re young.”

“I’m different, I’m a genius. What the hell, this play is about real people and it’s about a woman who isn’t young!”

“Fifty isn’t young.”

“You just said it was; you said that’s why you want to change her age.”

“Not young young. But not old. Old is out, damn it. There’s no way I’m going to produce a play about an old hag who people will think is a witch, not a magician.”

There was a silence. Son of a bitch, Luke thought again, seething. No one was going to tell him how to direct The Magician; he’d lived with the script for three months and by now it was his far more than it was anyone else’s. But still he had to go through this charade to get where he had thought he was when he first walked in twenty minutes ago. They’re midgets when it comes to directing, he thought, and then, with a glance at Gerhart’s huge frame, he broke into a chuckle. Midgets.

“What’s so funny?” Kent demanded.

“Not a lot.” He stood up. “I didn’t come here to listen to you two hack away at each other. We’re going to talk about getting this play produced or we’ll drop the whole project and I’ll put together a new team.”

“Lena’s age stays the way I wrote it,” Kent said flatly. “It doesn’t change by one year. Not by one goddamn day!”

Luke nodded. “We understand that.”

“Look, it’s a no-brainer,” Gerhart said. “Do a draft, Kent, give us something to talk about. Couple days, that’s all. Well, take a week. Can’t talk without something in front of us, right?”

“No. Damn it, Monte, how many times do I have to say it? No. No. No.”

Luke leaned forward, his hands on Gerhart’s desk. “Monte, read the play again, straight through. I don’t intend to have this discussion again, so this is what I want you to think about.” Pulling a pad of paper to him, he scrawled three lines, tore off the sheet and put it in front of Gerhart. “First, you know who fills most theaters these days: older people who can afford the price of a ticket. You think they won’t understand Lena, and admire and identify with her? Second, when there are young people in the audience, whom are they going to lean toward? We know they’ll identify with the lovers, but what about Lena, who’ll remind them of their grandmother . . . or make them wish they had a grandmother like her? Third, when Lena’s grandson falls in love, it’s very much like the love affair Lena had when she was young; she feels more protective of it precisely because she’s in her eighties—sixty years removed from that passion. A woman of fifty could look forward to another love affair; Lena can’t. I have notes on all those points, but before I show them to you I want you to read the play again, beginning to end, not stopping for single lines or even scenes. Get a feel for the whole thing.” He waited. “I assume you’ll have time to do that,” he said evenly.

Gerhart was drawing again, concentrating on bulging calves fading to slender ankles. After a moment he looked up and grinned. “Well, you’re a tough hombre, Luke. I don’t mind that; it’s why you’re the best director around. I thought of those things—you’re right about the old people in the audience; you might be right about everything else, I don’t know, but I did think about all that and it’s a hell of a good play just the way it is. I knew that last night. No question I’d like her younger—I think with some rewriting we could make it work—and you know I always try to get my way and I will again—fair warning, Luke, I always try to get my way—but for now, with Lena, you’ve got a good case, so, okay, we leave her alone.”

Kent was staring at him. “So okay? We’ve been playing a game? Monte, I have better things to do with my time than play your little games.”

“I’m paying for your play, Mr. Home, and if I want to play a game now and then, I’ll play it and so will you. This wasn’t a game, though, this was serious. I wanted her younger. I fight for what I believe. You don’t understand that? Look at you, standing there like Clint Eastwood ready to shoot me through my whatsit. I tried and I lost. Sometimes you’ll try and you’ll lose. That’s how it goes.”

“I don’t lose.”

“The hell you don’t. You’d better think again about that.”

“Let it go,” Luke said. “It’s going to be a rough two months of togetherness if you two can’t learn to get along. That’s your assignment. Both of you.” He opened the office door. “Monte, ten o’clock tomorrow? We’ll start again. Tommy will be here, too.”

“Tommy?” Kent asked.

“Webb,” Monte said. “Casting director. Ten o’clock, Luke.”

“I’ll be here, too,” Kent said aggressively.

“Of course you will,” Luke said, “it’s your play. But I shouldn’t have to tell you that this isn’t a one-man show: not yours, not mine, not Monte’s. The theater—at least my theater—is no place for tyranny. You’ve never had a play produced, but whether you had or not, here you do it our way. Some lines—what the hell, sometimes whole scenes—always need rewriting; the minute rehearsals begin you can hear when lines that look terrific on paper just don’t work when they’re spoken. I’ll never deliberately compromise your integrity as a writer, but I’m telling you now, you’ll be rewriting as we go along.”

“I don’t rewrite. It’s perfect the way it is.”

“I’ve never seen a perfect play. Neither have you. The Magician is a wonderful play, but I can’t promise I won’t ask for changes, and if that doesn’t satisfy you, you’d better pull out now.”

There was a silence. “You know I wouldn’t do that.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Tomorrow at ten?”

Kent nodded. Monte was drawing shoes on his nude woman. Luke left. He had a lot of planning to do, or it was going to be a hell of a long two months.

“It doesn’t seem long enough to put on a major play,” said Marian Lodge as they sat in Luke’s office an hour later. She was tall and thin with hair slicked back and gold loops swaying from her ears, and she wore a linen suit and a silk rep tie. She sat erect in an armchair, a malachite roller-ball pen poised over the pad of yellow lined paper on her lap and a tiny tape recorder hissing faintly on the arm of Luke’s chair. “Readers of The New Yorker profiles demand verisimilitude, you know, so I’ll want all the details. How do you get everything done in two months? Don’t actors need more time to learn their lines and psych out their characters, and then rehearse? And what about all the rest of it—costumes, stage sets, lighting, props . . . I’m fascinated by the theater, you know; I could talk about it forever.”

“I don’t have quite that much time,” Luke said with a smile that was caught by the photographer who prowled about the room, his camera’s automatic shutter making a rapid staccato as he photographed Luke, the few prominent, abstract sculptures, the leather-and-suede furnishings and the signed photographs that covered the walls. Luke held his smile and masked his impatience. He had only agreed to the interview because Tina Brown had asked him to do it as part of a double issue on the arts, and already he was regretting it. “Let’s see how much we can do in an hour. As for the two months, preparation for a production can go on too long: not only does it reach a plateau, it can slide backward and lose whatever freshness—”

“So how do you decide how long to rehearse?”

“It depends on the complexity of a play, and the number of characters. But I’d think something was very wrong if a play took much more than six weeks of rehearsal.”

She nodded. “Now, I know you and Claudia are divorced, but do you have children?”

Inwardly, Luke shrugged. He knew all about this kind of interviewer. She would skim the surface, dipping now and then into the real details of his work, but never enough to interfere with the personal titillation she was really after. “No,” he said.

“Would you like children . . . or are your plays your children?”

“Plays are like children: they need nurturing and shaping, they need a creative atmosphere in order to reach their fullest potential, they—”

“Yes, but what about you, Mr. Cameron? Surely you’ve thought about your own children . . . you’re—I have this in my notes somewhere—how old you are—”

“Forty-five. Of course I’ve thought about children; my grandmother liked the idea of having great-grandchildren. She talked about it until the day she died. I was seven when I went to live with her—my parents had died quite suddenly, within two months of each other—and Constance took me in. I grew up backstage, with tutors and various casts and crews to teach me everything that tutors didn’t know. I remember once, when I was ten, we were in San Francisco touring How Green Was My Valley and everybody was talking about Haight Ashbury. It sounded like pure romance and excitement—sexual excitement, though I think, at ten, I could barely have defined or recognized it—so one day when my tutor was sick I took off by myself. I had a little money and I bought a map and a candy bar and some kind of soft drink, and I actually got to within a few blocks of where I thought I was going when one of the cast members, Terry Evans, plucked me off the sidewalk. Constance had enlisted everyone—cast, crew, even the cleaning staff—and sent them to scour San Francisco to find me. But Terry didn’t take me right back. He called Constance to tell her he’d found me and then he took me on a tour of the Haight, a real one, including dinner at some little place that’s long since disappeared. He gave a running commentary that even a ten-year-old could understand, so I saw that there really was romance and excitement there, and a kind of innocence that’s rare today. But Terry also made me see the young people who were lost in drugs and fantasies and were vulnerable to exploitation. In fact, that was what he made sure I learned that day: how brutally some people prey on the innocent. There was sexual exploitation and financial exploitation—shopkeepers and landlords who robbed those kids blind—and con artists who used them to make a buck by running bus tours through the Haight, filming it for television, writing cockeyed newspaper stories about it, using real names and photographs. Of all the examples of man’s inhumanity to man, the Haight, under Terry’s tutelage, was probably the most devastating. And it’s still in me, in the way I direct, in the way I feel about the undercurrents of relationships, the power struggles between people. I guess I was pretty shaken up, because by the time I got back to the theater that night I remember being relieved to know that there were new rules about my not going off alone, and from then on Constance made time to be my fellow explorer. She and I explored three dozen cities before I went away for high school and then college. We were a great team.”

“A charming story.” Marian Lodge smiled brightly. “But speaking of exploring, I do want to explore your ideas about your marriage and marriage in general, your friends and of course children.”

“Miss Lodge.” She looked at him expectantly, her pen poised. “I thought you’d be able to grasp the reason I told that story. I thought I was making it clear that I have no intention of talking about my marriage or my friends or my feelings about children. I’ll be glad to talk to you about my grandmother and the plays I’ve directed and those I plan to direct and what I’m trying to achieve in my directing. Giving you the benefit of the doubt, I assume that’s what you came to hear.”

“Well. Do you always tell interviewers what kind of an interview they can do?”

“Always.”

“So you direct the interview the same way you do a play. Did you direct your marriage that way? Oh, dear me, I’m sorry,” she said quickly as Luke stood up. “That slipped out. I apologize. May I rephrase it? Do you direct any of the events of your life in the same way?”

He smiled. “No.”

“Would you sit down again? I am sorry. It’s just that I’m known”—she smiled again, a confidential smile—“for getting all those intimate details no one else can get. Those are what make a person come alive on the printed page: I’m sure you know that.”

“A good writer makes people come alive through language and imagery, not titillation.”

She flushed. “Well, yes, of course. But I’m thinking of our readers, you know; they expect to read about your personal life; they want to know you.”

“They’ll know me through my work. I’d think that’s what The New Yorker readers would be most interested in.” He remained standing, leaning casually against the wall behind his desk. “From the time I was seven to my thirteenth birthday, when Constance decided I needed a real high school, and after that on summer vacations, I lived backstage, watching, listening, asking questions, pestering the crews to let me work on stage sets, lighting design, props, everything that goes into a production. When I was fifteen I knew I’d be a director and I was already criticizing the way plays were being staged. I was an unbearably arrogant teenager, absolutely sure I’d already learned everything I needed to know. Constance listened to me with great patience and more than a little humor and then told me that I had a few things left to learn and I was going off to college, whether that was part of my lifetime plan or not.”

Having launched himself, he talked easily about his early years in the theater and then all phases of theater life, using anecdotes, famous names, a sprinkling of technical backstage terms, an inside look at scandals of the past and his own style of directing, especially in the plays and films that had made his name one of the most famous on Broadway. Then he added the statistics magazine editors love: how many plays he had directed, where they had opened and later toured, the number of tickets sold, how many people were involved in the production of a play and how many people in the theater made a good living at it (very few).

By the time he stopped, almost two hours had gone by, the photographer had long since left, and Marian Lodge had changed her tape twice and filled her notepad. Not bad, Luke thought when she left. He had no desire to see his picture or his quotes in yet another magazine, but if profiles such as this one led to larger audiences, longer runs of his plays, more great scripts sent to him from known or unknown playwrights, then the two hours had been well spent. In fact, he would do anything within reason to help his plays and the theater in general.

I wake up and help my mother around the house . . . but then I think about getting to the theater and being on stage . . . and everything is beautiful again.

Jessica again. Odd how her words, from only those few letters that he had read, kept weaving through his thoughts. But the words fit his life, slipping smoothly into whatever he was doing. Well, we’re both so deeply a part of the theater, he thought. Or at least she was. Good God, how she must miss it. The way my grandmother felt when she moved to Italy. Jessica must have written about that. I’ll find out, one of these days, when I have a chance to get back to her letters.

He ate a sandwich at his desk and worked through the afternoon. He liked his office: the serene quiet that was accentuated by faint sounds of traffic from the street eleven stories below, the cool black, gray and blue furnishings his decorator had chosen, one book-lined wall and two walls covered with photographs of the stars with whom he had worked, and of presidents, senators, prime ministers, kings and queens, all standing beside him, smiling into the camera, or shaking his hand, or bestowing a medal or award, or presenting him with a gift after he had visited a country to oversee the staging of a play. He knew it was faintly childish to exhibit the photographs—splashing his importance all over his walls—but he told himself he did it to impress visitors, and so each season there were new ones to add to the collection. He worked contentedly through the afternoon, mostly undisturbed, letting his secretary screen his calls, until, as he was about to leave, Claudia called.

“Dinner tomorrow night?” she asked brightly. “I haven’t seen you for ages.”

“You’ll see me tonight, at the benefit.”

“With five hundred other people in the St. Regis ballroom. Luke, don’t be coy. You know I meant just the two of us.”

He glanced at his calendar. “I’m going to Joe and Ilene’s cocktail party tomorrow night, and then to Monte Gerhart’s. We could have a drink before that, if you’d like.”

“Luke, I need to talk to you; there are some things I can’t handle. . . . Why are you doing this to me?”

“All right, tomorrow night, but not dinner; we’ll have drinks at Pompeii. Eleven o’clock. I’ll meet you there.”

“You could pick me up.”

“Claudia, it’s half a block from your building. Meet me there and I’ll walk home with you afterward. Make a list of what you want to ask me; you’re always forgetting something.”

“Make a list? I don’t plan my dates as if they’re board meetings; life should be spontaneous. Anyway, I won’t forget; it’s mostly about money.”

And Claudia never forgets anything involving money, Luke thought as he hung up; she still talks about the time she had to pay for dinner at the Terrace because I’d left my wallet backstage. That was before we were married and she was on her best behavior, so she paid with a smile and a little joke about absentminded directors, but she never forgot it.

His limousine was waiting downstairs and as he sat back in its cool interior, his driver turned to scrutinize him. Arlen O’Day had been Constance Bernhardt’s driver for thirty years and had watched Luke grow up before going to work for him when Constance went to Italy, and with all his Irish intensity he took over as Constance’s stand-in, watching over Luke, worrying about him, offering advice. He studied Luke’s face for a moment before starting the car and pulling out into traffic. “Bad day, Mr. Cameron? Or just the heat? It’s a killer, the heat; God must be punishing somebody, but I don’t know why the rest of us have to get it, too.”

Luke smiled. “I don’t think it’s punishment for anyone. And I didn’t have a bad day; it was a pretty good one, at least the afternoon.” He fell silent, thinking about his day. Indoors, all of it, arguing with Monte Gerhart, giving Kent Home a lesson about the theater, probably the first of many, fending off a persistent interviewer, dealing with his ex-wife, who insisted on calling it a date when Luke agreed to take her out for a drink, having his most normal conversations with a taxi driver from Pakistan and a limousine driver from Dublin. Suddenly he felt stifled, wanting to run. Run where? He didn’t know. Somewhere. To find something. But he had no idea what he wanted or where to look for it.

Forty-five years old, he thought. Healthy, financially secure, internationally known, admired, maybe envied. Unmarried. Unattached.

“Shall I wait, Mr. Cameron?” Arlen asked as he turned onto Fifth Avenue.

“Yes. I’ll be about half an hour.” I’m attached to Arlen, he thought ruefully: the only person who always waits for me. Good God, that sounds maudlin. It’s the heat, as everyone says. Or the beginning of a new play; for me that’s always the hardest time, when nothing yet has a shape, when I have a manuscript but no actors, no characters coming to life, nothing to mold. I’m always tense at the beginning of a project; it doesn’t mean a thing.

But the truth was, there was something else that he wanted, something he hadn’t achieved, and even though he could not define it, he often felt a longing that crept up on him, as just now, taking him by surprise. It always faded, but it always came back.

Across the street from the Metropolitan Museum, Arlen pulled up at a limestone building festooned with stone gargoyles and rearing dragons and wrought-iron balconies that stretched the width of the building at each floor. A doorman reached for the limousine door as Luke opened it. “Well, sir, Mr. Cameron, it’s a hot one, and hotter tomorrow, the radio says.” Luke wondered how many times that day he had said those words to other residents of the building, how many times he had ducked inside for a breath of cool air and a swig of something iced, how many times he had mopped his face and changed his white gloves to keep them pristine. We all have stifling days, he thought, but his own restlessness, a kind of urgency, still gripped him, and he wished, as the second doorman took him to his penthouse in the self-service elevator that the residents insisted be run by a doorman, that he could stay home that night and try to figure out what was wrong with him.

But there were almost no nights that he could stay home, and so he greeted his butler, who told him that it was exceedingly hot outside but that the apartment was blessedly cool, swiftly took a shower, shaved and changed into his tuxedo and returned to the street. Arlen pulled up just as he emerged and, without being told, drove to the glass-and-steel tower on Madison Avenue where Tricia Delacorte was coming toward him across the lobby. She kissed Luke lightly as her doorman closed the car door behind her. “My, you do look handsome; your hair is different.”

“Still wet from the shower.” He looked at her with pleasure, admiring her cultivated beauty and the expensive perfection of her ball gown that exposed a good part of her creamy skin between puffed sleeves in a rainbow of colors. She had been born Teresa Pshevorski on the west side of Chicago, but at seventeen, newly arrived in Los Angeles, she got her first job as a maid, as Tricia Delacorte, a name from a novel long since forgotten. She had planned to marry a famous actor or director she met while serving hors d’oeuvres at parties, but the years went by and it never happened, and one day, bored and angry, she wrote an article for a neighborhood newspaper describing the scandals of fictitious characters as if they were major names in Hollywood: the high and mighty who ate and drank but ignored the maid. Her writing was lively and racy and attracted the attention of the editor of the Los Angeles Times, who called her in.

By then she had had two face-lifts and could talk like an insider, using the storehouse of gossip and movie lore she had overheard in years of parties. She talked her way to a column in the Los Angeles Times, which was soon picked up by a national syndicate, and then she was offered a column in The Sophisticate, a glossy weekly magazine for those who thought they were sophisticated even if others did not. Soon she no longer needed fictitious names because she was invited everywhere and her telephone rang constantly with tips on impending marriages, divorces, births, the end or beginning of affairs, a son or daughter on drugs, a fortune lost or made, an engagement broken, a criminal indictment in the works. The most enticing appeared in her column with names in boldface. Occasionally she ran a blind item: “Who ducked out of Spago the other night rather than answer questions about the agreement in the works between his wife, his mistress and his two teenage children?” She was the sole arbiter of whether such questions ever were answered, or were left to dangle in the steamy air.

By the time Luke met her, she divided her week between apartments in Los Angeles and New York, collecting tidbits about actors, actresses, directors and producers who now were scattered as widely as Aspen, the plains of Montana, and Sharon, Connecticut. She had never used an item about Luke.

“Well, they did it again,” she said to him in the limousine, sliding along the leather seat until her thigh was against his. “You’d think they’d have some sense of responsibility.”

“Should I know what you’re talking about?” he asked.

“I did tell you. Joe and Ilene Fassbrough were quarreling at LAX when they came back from Europe; they fought all the way through customs. Well, last night they had a major blowup at Freddy Parkington’s dinner—stopped the entrée from being served for a good ten minutes—and then Joe actually told me I should ignore the whole thing, that he had the flu and was feverish and said a lot of things he didn’t mean. But these people have a responsibility, you know: the rest of the world looks up to them and sickness is no reason to absolutely lose your standards of behavior. If he really was sick. He looked fine to me. But of course men always look wonderful in tuxedos.”

“Did you say he was sick in today’s column?”

“Of course not; I said that he and Ilene stopped the entrée from being served. It’s a much livelier item, Luke, you know that; it would be a wonderful scene in a play. I wanted to say something about people who let down their social class by behaving badly, but that really doesn’t belong in the column. Maybe in The Sophisticate next month.”

Luke sat back, his arm along the seat behind her shoulders. “What social class is this?”

“Ours. Oh, Luke, don’t be tiresome. You know what I mean.”

“You mean that Joe and Ilene Fassbrough, who are two of the most asinine people I know, and dull besides, are role models for an upper class.”

“They spend a lot of money, people recognize them and like to be seen with them, and they’re invited everywhere. It’s more than upper class, Luke, it’s like royalty, if we had royalty. Well, we don’t, but Americans really would love it if we did—why else do you think every magazine with Charles and Di on the cover sells out in five minutes? Instead we have people like Joe and Ilene, who are movie stars and who do all those royal things like sponsoring benefits and getting their pictures in the paper and buying a lot of art. Readers love to read about them. And if you think they’re asinine and dull, why are you going to their house tomorrow night?”

“A good question. They’ve invited a playwright from the former Yugoslavia; I’ve heard of him and I want to meet him.”

“Invite him for dinner at your house.”

“It’s easier to meet him at the Fassbroughs’ and see if we have anything to talk about.”

“Why do you think they’re asinine and dull?”

“Because they prattle about money, and measure people by money, and because they’re exhibitionists, which I find infantile.”

“But they’re famous.”

“And you write about famous people, so you certainly should write about them. But as if they’re royalty? You don’t really believe that.”

“I believe they’re as important as royalty, and that’s what counts.”

He shrugged. He knew that Tricia’s enormous success was due in large part to just that sort of serious naiveté, her pure belief that the people she documented—most of whom were shallow and unimportant—were as newsworthy as royalty, their doings every bit as interesting to her readers as the machinations of presidents, generals and crooks.

And he knew that that was exactly what he asked of his audiences: that they suspend their disbelief and let themselves be swept into the worlds he created. All his work as a director was toward that end: to bring to life the work of the playwright so that audiences responded to it with a pure belief in its reality and importance. For that reason he understood Tricia and even sympathized with her. She had the kind of belief that children have in fairy tales and adults have in fantasies that make their lives tolerable by keeping everything on the surface, avoiding depth and complexity. Together with her blond beauty and endless store of anecdotes, that had kept him amused and interested for almost four months.

He liked her fame, too. He always chose to be with beautiful, well-known women and he was used to attracting photographers, and the night at the St. Regis was no different. For Luke, the whole evening—the auction to raise money for a cause he had not bothered to notice, the dinner and dancing, the fragments of conversation snatched from the air as groups gathered, broke apart and re-formed—seemed to float on the attention that surrounded him and Tricia. It was a way of getting through the evening without feeling boredom or impatience.

Without feeling anything. The words flashed and were gone, but they left him feeling as he had in his limousine earlier that long day: stifled, waiting for something and trying to figure out what it was.

He danced with Tricia, made conversation, bid on and won three items in the silent auction, and engaged in a fierce battle in the live auction for a sculpture he had determined to own. He won there, too, and the crowd broke into applause. In the limousine, he gave Tricia the necklace he had bought in the silent auction, and she cuddled against him. “Are you getting serious about me, Luke?”

“As serious as you are about me,” he said easily.

She frowned. After a moment, she said, “I think someday I might like to marry you. I’m just not sure. I think you’d be hard to live with.”

“You’re probably right.” The limousine stopped in front of her building; Luke sent Arlen home and he and Tricia went upstairs.

“What does that mean?” she asked. “That I’m probably right. What does that mean?”

“That I would most likely be very hard to live with.” He walked with easy familiarity through her living room, a large, coldly modern square space filled with clusters of wood-framed glass tables, white couches and armchairs, marble floors with Stark geometric rugs and a scattering of minimalist paintings on the white walls. Luke disliked it all, finding it neither beautiful nor comfortable, but a major designer had done it for a sum of money that even Tricia found excessive and so she defended it vigorously and wore bright colors that made her stand out like a brilliant flower in a black-and-white photograph. Luke went to the bar and made Tricia a drink and she sipped it while he made one for himself. Then he sat beside her on the couch and took her in his arms. “It’s not something we need to talk about now.”

She held herself slightly away from him. “Do you want to get married again?”

“Probably not.”

“Luke, you keep using those words. Probably. Most likely. Aren’t you sure?”

“Probably not,” he said, smiling, and kissed her, pulling her into his arms and feeling her move pliantly against him. Her tongue tasted of the martini he had made her, her skin became flushed beneath his hands, as supple as warm, polished taffy. She led Luke to the bedroom and when they lay on the silk coverlet of her bed she fit herself beneath him with rippling movements that came from her own experience and her familiarity with him. So skilled was she that she blurred into anonymity. In sex, as in the times they were apart, Luke never spoke her name; in fact, he barely thought about her. He did not think that was a bad thing or a good one; it was as if their moves had been scripted—they could have been any two people in bed after an evening on the town—but he was aware of Tricia’s skill at making him feel that whatever he wanted she would do: she would bend and sway and stretch and open to him however he wished because at this moment nothing in the world was important to her but pleasing him. And that was enough to make him dismiss their conversation, and if Tricia remembered it or let it intrude on the next few hours, she never said a word to Luke. As far as he was concerned, marriage was as far from her thoughts as his.

But when he walked home just before dawn, striding through the oddly quiet streets, his restlessness returned. When he let himself into his silent apartment, he went to his study and sat at his desk and thought of reading for half an hour before going to sleep: a few scenes from The Magician or a new novel. He did neither of those things. Instead, he reached for Constance’s box of letters, and pulled one out at random.

Dearest Constance, I can’t believe we’re in another play together! Do you know it’s exactly two years since we met? And I feel just the same as I did then: I wake up and the world is bright and exciting, sort of holding its breath, waiting for evening, when I’ll be with you. I’ve been working so hard—I’ve hardly seen anybody at all because I’m trying to do everything you told me to do. I’m taking classes in ballet and modern dance and speech. When you wrote, “You must learn about your own body, every movement you make, and about your voice, how it sounds to others, how you can control and vary it, how the shape of your mouth changes when you speak with anger or joy, or with an accent . . . if you learn all this, when you are on stage, you will be in command of it,” I shivered when I read that; the idea of being in command . . . Anyway, I’m also in a yoga class—I guess it is discipline of mind and body, the way you said it was, but mostly it’s a lot of fun—and I’m reading lots of biographies and autobiographies, which you also said I should do, to understand all kinds of people in all kinds of situations. With all that, I’m much better than I was two years ago; I can feel it and it makes up for being alone so much. I hope you think I’m better. If I am, it’s all because of you.

She’d be eighteen, Luke thought. Constance would have been—he calculated rapidly—sixty-three. Two years had gone by without a letter—at least, there were none in the box—but in that time Jessica had done everything Constance had suggested. He was touched by the image of a lonely young woman steadfastly following the advice of someone she worshiped but did not see or hear from for two years. And she must indeed have improved, because here she was, appearing once again with Constance. He wondered if Constance helped her get the part.

He returned the letter to its place in the box and took another at random, much farther toward the back.

I know, I know, Constance, of course you’re right, but I’m so angry I can’t think straight. It isn’t enough to say that I’m alive and life has so much to offer—I know it does, but it isn’t enough! I want what I had . . . oh, God, I want it back and it eats away at me that I can’t have it. I’m sorry, dearest Constance, I shouldn’t pour all this out on you, but I know you understand, because you’re living on your mountain in Italy and that isn’t enough for you, either, is it?

This must have been after the train accident, Luke thought. It eats away at me that I can’t have it. She meant the theater, of course, but why couldn’t she have it? What had happened to her?

Holding the letter, he gazed through his tall, leaded windows as the sky brightened, thinking that Jessica Fontaine was turning out to be far more interesting than he had ever thought she was, more interesting, in fact, than anyone he knew right now. A remarkable, mysterious woman. Something drew him to her: perhaps the tragedy of her life and her disappearance, perhaps her greatness before that, perhaps her friendship with Constance. He did not know the reason; he only knew that the box of letters was like a magnet that tugged at him wherever he was. I need a quiet evening, he thought, to start at the beginning and read them in the order she wrote them. He looked at his calendar for the next night. Cocktails at Joe and Ilene’s. Dinner at Monte’s. A late supper with Claudia. He flipped through the pages for the rest of that week, and the next. God damn it, he needed a night at home. Well, tomorrow night. He wrote a note to make his apologies to Joe and Ilene and to Monte, then slipped Jessica’s letter back in the box. He had a few hours to sleep before he was due at Monte’s office. And that evening he would come back to Jessica, and find out what happened to her: why she vanished from the stage, where she was now, whether she knew about Constance. What she knew about him.

And he realized, as he went to his bedroom, that he was already thinking he might want to see her again. Not for any special reason, he thought; just out of curiosity. And then, at last, he went to sleep.


CHAPTER 3

Dearest Constance, it seems so weird to be back in high school, spending my time with all these people who have no idea what I was feeling all summer, how much I learned, how different I am. A boy I met last year, Wesley Minturn, very tall and thin and stooped (like a stork peering down to see what the rest of us are up to) asked me to go to a movie. He said he had his father’s car and he even told me what kind—a six-cylinder Alfa-Romeo convertible, red, with black leather seats—I guess he thought I’d find that irresistible but actually I thought it was pretty sad that he couldn’t trust himself to be the main attraction of the evening. He made me feel old . . . well, older than him anyway, because I do trust myself, maybe for the first time in my life. I think I won’t date at all for the rest of high school; I’m just too different from everybody here, I’ve seen too much of the world, I’m world-weary (I’m pretty sure I know what that means) and even though I’m an actress I won’t act like all the other seventeen-year-olds in my class. I’m sure I’ll be lonely, but that’s the price one pays for being an artist. If we don’t suffer, how can we ever become great? I hope you’re fine and please write to me. All my love, Jessica.

Luke smiled. World-weary. Hardly. She was young, charming, full of energy and hope, and dramatic as only a seventeen-year-old could be: acting a role even when writing a letter. Constance probably had seen herself, at seventeen, in that letter. No wonder they’d become friends.

He slipped Jessica’s letter back in its place and sat back, his gaze moving around the library. It was large and square with a deep green cove ceiling, mahogany shelves lining three walls and a mahogany-carved fireplace within a green marble surround. A red, green and brown Bessarabian covered the floor and the long couches were the same red, startling and dramatic against dark green velvet drapes. “Like a stage set,” his grandmother had said with satisfaction, and she had sat like a queen in the center of one of the couches, looking up to the ceiling with its wrought-iron chandelier and down to the vast coffee table covered with stacks of books, most of them bristling with bookmarks. I miss her, Luke thought; those weekly telephone calls, our visits, just knowing she was there, part of my life.

The telephone rang and he reached for it. “Luke,” said Tricia, somewhere between annoyance and alarm, “I’m at Joe and Ilene’s; why aren’t you here?”

“I decided to stay home and read.”

“Stay home? You never stay home! And this playwright you wanted to meet—”

“I called him; we made a date for lunch next week.”
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