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All of these voices


Debate in my head


One thinks I’m crazy


And one thinks I’m dead


I am alive when I battle with you


You think you amaze me


I think that it’s true


—“Mad Love”


The Pretty Reckless













CHAPTER ONE





I HAD TO LEAVE NEW YORK FOR A WHILE. I was at the end of a series of losses, and I needed someone to talk to me directly: “I like you. That’s not nice. You’re pretty.”


I can’t explain to you all the complications that led to this state, but I can tell you they were real enough because I proceeded to do things I’d never done before, and I did them with a woman who was politely referred to as an “interesting person” but not an “appropriate partner.” I will also say this, which is the culmination of many dreams, thoughts, and nightmares about what happened and how it could have happened, and which seems obvious after hearing the story of another woman, completely unrelated to me.


This woman lost her husband and her best friend at the same time because they fell in love with each other. She moved to the northern coast of Molokai, Hawaii, where she contracted to take care of someone else’s children for three years. Her town was not far from Kalaupapa, the leper colony. In all this time, she did not buy new clothes or have her hair professionally cut or apply any cosmetics to her face. Her thirty-third birthday came down to two cousins, one friend, and the friend who told me this story and knew her before her exile.


He said, “She was obsessed with a house she was building on the cliffs of the island where nobody builds because it’s too damned lonely and too likely to be wiped out. The whole idea of paradise was lost on her.”


That’s when it became obvious to me: Once love is taken away from you, taken out of your hands, or beaten into a fearful thing, you lose the capacity to salvage yourself in the presence of another person. You lose the nuts and bolts of yourself and allow yourself to play without a safety net. Because it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter what happens to you, all the time you’re traveling to the edge for an experience that will make you ask, “Does it matter yet? Have I gone far enough to save myself yet?”


I did not travel to Molokai or Istanbul or Minsk for my danger; I did not have that kind of money, nor the courage to stray very far from my home in New York City. At least my confusion seemed familiar there. The apartment I lived in alone on Twenty-Third Street had my scent and my sense of organization, though fractured in places. My sweaters, for instance, were in boxes since the bureau was gone. I also had unexpected phone calls from the man who had been married to me for eight years. And every so often a flyer came in the mail announcing that B. Edward Jones or Mickey B. or Bill Sadler—all Edward—was appearing in a Riverdale production of King Lear, admission five dollars. And I wondered when Edward would stop sending me these flyers as if I were still, after so much time, not supposed to notice that the company could not even afford address labels.


We are both twenty-nine now. He came from the town next to my hometown, and we moved to New York together. He fought and struggled the same as I did to feel a purpose in this city. We worked our way together for almost a decade, and when it was clear he was not successful and I could no longer hide the fact, which was his silent request, that I knew he had not gotten what he wanted, he accused me of being in his way, and I accepted the accusation.


Once, when he was looking for a new place to live, he called from an empty apartment in Brooklyn and he said, “The loss. I can’t stop thinking about what I’m losing.”


His voice echoed in that empty apartment. And he said maybe we should try again in Brooklyn where the apartments were larger. Maybe the problem was the smallness of where we lived.


I couldn’t go back. I’d already been made sick by love and worked myself up to writing a will for the life I used to have. I spent many hours and many days sleeping, knowing I was going to have to take a new direction if I wanted to survive and not do so badly next time because selfish as it was, I did not want to feel pain in that density again.


Over time, I became less and less sleepy, and eventually I began taking my trips.




MY TRIPS WERE LOCAL, two- to three-day binges of scaring up the bizarre and becoming a witness to it. Spike, the inappropriate woman I met later, seemed to have been a witness to the bizarre for most of her life—more than a witness. It blew around her as if she were the eye of a hurricane.


The first time I saw her, I was so frightened, I actually shut the door and stepped back.


But I'm getting ahead of the story. Working up to that moment was an effort of barely contained conventional insanity. I found myself at parties I shouldn’t have known about. I ended up at a beach party in Chinatown and an absinthe ball in the Meatpacking District. Then there was the time I was walking down Eighth Avenue at three in the morning with a dancer who called himself The Wizard, and I trusted him simply because he was from Ohio.


He spotted a lighted doorway and said, “Hey, let’s go in here!” and we walked into a room off the back of a greasy restaurant and surprised two Latino boys pumping iron.


They were stripped to their boxer shorts, their biceps large and brown as coconuts. The Wizard slapped them five, and the boys, smiling and laughing, insisted on showing us their homemade chest expansion gizmo, explaining it all in Spanish. I didn’t speak the language, but I understood that to them it made sense for us to be there, which stunned me.


Soon after, I ended up at a salon for people who wanted to receive messages from spirits from the other world. It was one o’clock in the afternoon, and what struck me as subtly strange (the rest was obvious) was that the acquaintance who took me there didn’t seem surprised to find we were the only guests.


In the apartment, a snack table had been set up next to a large suburban-style kitchen gleaming with appliances, and a sign informed us donations would be happily accepted for herb tea and boxed cookies. After a few perfunctory bits of conversation and a donation of fifty cents, which I dropped into the cup for one Oreo, we shuffled into the living room and took our seats. I had the uncomfortable feeling of being back in high school and sneaking into the den of my girlfriend’s parents’ house to talk about twittery, sexy things in the middle of the afternoon.


The apartment was painted lavender from floor to ceiling, as if it had been dipped in a tub of paint, leaving no room for the walls to breathe or for the light to pick up any flaws. The effect was like having too much cream, and I felt suddenly nauseated. I had a vision of us all smothering to death in a sea of bland, creamy lavender and a voice, probably mine, screaming, “Why didn’t I guess!”


The hostess, whose eyelids were also painted lavender, inquired if we were ready to make a presentation about our essence and our substance. We had been asked to bring objects that best represented each. Of course, I thought this was incredibly silly. I also thought that maybe something would come of it.


That is the lost seeker’s thought—against all odds, maybe something here will tell me something I need to know.


I was asked to present first. For my essence, I held out a gold heart on a chain around my neck, a gift of jewelry I’d always been embarrassed about because it was so sweet. And to represent my substance, I held up my bitten fingernails. That should’ve told them something right there.


I waited. There was no discussion. I became annoyed. I wanted to hear their feedback: “I liked that. I didn’t like that. That was good. That was dumb. You’ve got it backward.” All opinions would be considered.


The hostess was stroking an amethyst crystal and smiling to herself. My acquaintance began a deep search in her handbag for where she thought she’d put her essence but couldn’t find it. I surmised this was supposed to be only a way of introducing ourselves like the campfire circle where you said your name and who you were and nobody challenged you.


My acquaintance slid to the floor opposite the hostess. They crossed their legs in the lotus position so that their ankles kissed their kneecaps and leaned toward each other, murmuring. I let myself out.


I ran to the park. The sprint left me with an ache in my diaphragm, but I wasn’t ready to return home yet, and I decided to run three more miles.


Oh no, it wasn’t over.




WHEN YOU’RE HALF OFF the moon with your own thoughts, you find the time to dash from one bad story to the next. I ran the three miles, and when I was finished, I saw the man I’d come for.


He was in his sixties and he spoke hesitant, unadorned English, mixing it sometimes with Italian. He was deeply tanned with crinkly silver hairs on his chest, and he wore, as usual, only khaki shorts, his sneakers, and his socks. He sat at the park day after day and spoke to almost everyone, waving from his seat to the runners. A week ago, his picture was posted on the fence. He was Giacomo Salvetti, the man who had inaugurated this path as a running track forty years ago, and the mayor had given him a merit award. I wanted to see if he would tell me why running the same road for forty years had been one of his goals.


“So the mayor dedicated this track to you?” I asked.


Giacomo Salvetti nodded. “Every day at lunch I come from the factory and I run this path. I eat my lunch not like the other men. I eat no meat. I eat vegetables.”


“Did the other men run with you?”


“No. I run alone. They did not know about running like they do today. Today”—he made a gesture of incredulity—“everybody runs. Back then, they work all day at the machines, they take coffee breaks, they smoke, they get fat.”


“Did they wonder about you?”


He stared at me as if either he didn’t understand my words or the thought of being strange had never occurred to him. “I was a runner. I ran the track every day at lunch. I eat only vegetables.” He looked away and waved gaily to someone jogging behind me.


“You just finish?” he asked. “How much?”


“Twice around.”


He nodded—more accurately, he hung his head to one side and shook it, all the while examining me with his eyes.


“You are thin,” he said. “But you have good legs. Come.” He motioned to my feet. “I give you a massage. I give all the girls massage.”


Ahh, he is playing me for a sucker, I thought. For a person as gorged on lavender and wizards as I was, this represented nothing unusual. I could have said no thanks and kidded him, whether he understood or not, about his desires. Then I could have trotted home, satisfied at maintaining my distance, and eaten a nice dinner.


Instead I lay down on the metal bench and let Giacomo Salvetti slip off my sneakers. He began by working my toes, his fingers as strong as clamps. I let him grope my feet, then my ankles, then my calves, and I wondered how far I would let him go because this was too perverse to give up. He stopped of his own accord and I sat up, blinking a few times to refocus. Giacomo Salvetti was sitting with one hand on the waistband of his khaki shorts and the other draped over the back of the bench. In my dreamy state, I’d almost forgotten the picture that went with the hands; now his tanned shoulders pressed in on me, looking caramelized in the sun.


“One girl . . .” he said. “I massage her feet every time she runs and she brings me dinner on Thursdays. Another girl, she brings me shirts from her father. She comes Fridays. Another girl, she brings me a little money. I look for her at the beginning of the month.”


“I see.” I was standing away from him now, looking down at his nearly bald head, the silver hairs standing out from the tan as much as the crinkled hairs on his chest. “Well thanks.” And I thought, Were there so many of us that Salvetti could actually exact payment? Was there a school of women—men too—roaming in the afternoons, looking for a hit of something and falling prey to anyone who seemed to offer it, no matter who offered and what “it” was?




SPIKE GAVE ME A HIT of something, all right.


“If only I had half her power,” I wrote in my journal soon after meeting her. “What a lot of ability she has, and confidence and brains, and the careers she’s been through! She’s all fire and piss and vinegar, then she’s generous with praises and gifts—maybe because she’s had money. She’s ‘What the fuck, let’s try it!’ and I’d die to travel with someone like that, though she’s much faster and wilder than me.”


I felt like a thirteen-year-old. I hung on to the stories she told me, and I was thoroughly convinced that everything she told me was true. To this day, I do not know what was and what was not the truth. And it did not occur to me that someone could be honest without telling the truth. I became enthralled, almost pulled to her. Spellbound, even in that last month when everything was torn apart faster than I had ever experienced and would ever want to experience again. In the end, I remembered what I had known in the beginning and recorded in that journal I kept during my trips.


“It’s tough to say whether Spike is good or evil. Or whether I imagine too much about her. But I have to admit, even without knowing, I want to be with her.”













CHAPTER TWO





I MET SPIKE DURING ONE OF MY TRIPS, this time to New Hampshire. I had found in the classifieds a listing for an artists’ colony that required only a down payment, no submitted material. Sight unseen, I paid for a week’s stay in a bungalow, listing my art as freelance journalism. The colony, it turned out, was led by a widow named Tillie Skokel, who had written a series of romances in the fifties. A wooden sign that said Writing School in big, blue block letters was posted at the entrance to Tillie’s eighteen acres, which enclosed a collection of bungalows half sunk in vines and, up the hill, Tillie’s own large ancient house.


On my very first morning, before breakfast, I opened the door of my bungalow to walk onto my private porch—and there she was. Spike. There, at least, was her hair, which is what I saw first. A massive reddish curtain, a little stiff from dye, hung over her shoulder and continued hanging down over her arm, then beyond the seat of the chair. I glimpsed a pair of pink-and-gray clammers, a bright yellow shirt, poised cigarette, notebook, the raised eyebrows of her expression, and I inhaled strong perfume.


“Ihhh!” I stepped back. “Sorry.” And I closed the door.


The odd thing was she never stood up and knocked on her side of the door to explain what she was doing on my porch. And I never went back and opened the door to explain my actions. And later, long after so much happened between us, a boy told me a story that reminded me of that morning.


“About eight months ago,” he said, “an arsonist who’d been in the jail at Heugonot escaped. They found him in Leed’s Socket sitting on somebody’s back porch. Just sitting there. He’d been in prison thirteen years and all he kept saying was that he didn’t want to hurt anybody. That’s what he wanted to tell everybody. That’s why he escaped.”




SPIKE WASN’T AT BREAKFAST with the rest of the colonists that day, and in spite of looking for her, I didn’t see her again until she reappeared for the lecture. On Tuesday nights, Tillie Skokel gathered her writers at the dining room table in her house and by the light of a tiny, bug-spattered lamp delivered a lecture on romance.


“A romance,” she told us, “is a tale based on heroic love and adventure or the supernatural. It is usually involved with mysterious events.” Her eyes lowered to the typewritten page of notes she had preserved in a looseleaf notebook. “It always deals with the emotions. Strong emotions,” she continued, “can compel a person to take immediate action. Emotions are easily recognizable, though may appear at the same time to produce different effects.”


I took a survey of the audience: a housewife from New Jersey, a former English teacher from Maine, a Lebanese restaurant owner in his fifties, Tillie’s seventy-eight-year-old sister, Faye, who lived on the premises and cooked us breakfast, Spike, and me.


Tillie turned the page from which she had been reading and began to read from pages she had torn from a magazine.


“This appeared in The Saturday Evening Post in 1953. It is the story of a widower who undertakes a strenuous hike into the mountains—to the spot where he married his wife—every year on the anniversary of his wife’s death.”


She read slowly; we kept our heads bowed and at midpoint in the reading, Tillie stopped and wept. I glanced at Faye, forced to make flapjacks every morning for her sister’s writerly guests, but she was cleaning her nails with a Stim-u-dent. Tillie finally calmed down.


She clicked back into the present and finished reading the story, removing her eyeglasses with an air of prissy authority, and asked, “Any comments?”


Spike, I noticed—and I had been watching her surreptitiously throughout the reading, wondering what this mysterious woman was thinking—had let her chin drop onto the table and was supporting her head with the help of the table and her hand. She appeared to want to slump her way out of the room, but suddenly she spoke, the first to unknot the silence we’d all fallen into.


I realize now that it must have taken enormous restraint for her not to rise and bludgeon Tillie Skokel with that looseleaf notebook. And I was astonished when she gently—almost gravely—told Tillie how much she enjoyed the story, particularly the description of the man’s walking stick and what it meant to him.


I felt ashamed. I had looked forward to one of us lashing out with, “What do you take us for?” and had elected Spike to do it because she looked the part. I wanted to talk to her, explain about the morning, but as soon as the lecture was over, she swept out the door and disappeared into the woods.


On Wednesday mornings, Tillie held writers’ conferences in her office by the creek. According to her rules, the conferences were to last exactly ten minutes, though we could have an extra session with her in the afternoon for an additional five dollars. During this time, she reviewed a paragraph submitted to her in advance and gave each writer the same criticism, which we learned after making comparisons: We did not understand point of view.


When it was my turn, and I had obediently plunked down some pages and taken my seat next to her desk, she began by pointing out various photographs of people tacked to the walls of her office.


“You’re too young to remember,” she said to me in her singsong voice, recalling the name of the celebrity whose hand she pressed in the picture.


But I did not think youth was the divider. There was something very birdlike about Tillie, in her delicacy, her musical voice, and in the way she flitted from subject to subject.


“Do you have the remaining balance for your bungalow?”


I did.


“I like this last paragraph. Are you poking fun at the president? He is gypping us of our social security.”


I nodded.


“Are you married?”


“Not anymore,” I told her.


“Who did your taxes previously?”


“He’s dead now,” I said. “My accountant died. That’s the way things happen in the city.”


“Oh. That won’t do. I think your time is up,” she said, shaking her wrist around to look at her watch. Then she gave me a seraphic smile. “Would you like to buy one of my books?” she asked, graciously indicating the pile that had been resting conspicuously between us on the desk. “At a considerably reduced price,” she added.


I figured it would make a much better memento than a postcard, so I pulled out ten dollars for The Duchess and the Dungeon. Her smile grew brighter.


“I’m sure you’ll be married again soon.”


I had to pass by Spike’s cabin on my way back, and I saw her sitting next to the window, her profile framed, the rest of her hidden from view. The keys of her typewriter, which was also out of sight, sent up a clatter into the hot, humid morning. She looked incredibly serene and I tried to make as little noise as possible since her concentration seemed to extend beyond her window to the garden. I walked softly, but she must’ve turned to watch me.


Suddenly, I heard her ask, “So how’d you like your morning conference?”


I held still. There was a smirk in her voice, and when I finally looked up, I saw the woman who had bowed to Tillie’s indulgences last night ready to burst with impatience and indignation.


“About what I expected,” I said.


“I’m writing a letter to the magazine that advertised this as anything other than an outpatient facility. I paid for two weeks at this place. And this cabin costs extra! Tillie’s a sweet woman. She may not know any better, but you know what, there have been too many times when I’ve had to pay for what someone else didn’t know.”


She was almost breathless, she was talking so fast. “And I’ll tell you something else. She gives me the creeps. Sometimes I catch her looking at me as if she’s startled to see me here.” She mimicked Tillie’s eyes flickering behind thick lenses. “Did you ever get the feeling that fate has a sick sense of humor and likes to throw people into the orbit of people they might become?”


“Oh, come on.” I laughed and as soon as I did, realized she was deadly serious. Her tone became wincingly formal.


“My aunt”—pronounced ont—“told me what she dreaded most about growing old was the possibility that she would become senile and have no control over her behavior. She was sure that she would act out the impulses that had resided since infancy in the deep recesses of her mind—as if a person’s compulsion to do all the horrifying things she always wanted to do never, ever went away. She said to me . . .” Spike leaned out her window, twisting her face to look conspiratorial, “‘Do you know what your grandmother Cicely did when she grew senile? She liked to get on her knees and scoop her business out of the toilet.’”


Spike widened her eyes at me, then extracted a cigarette from a pack on the table I couldn’t see and let the silence build as she lit up. This gave me plenty of time to gaze at her profile dramatically framed, as if by contrivance, by the window. “I worry about taking care of myself when I grow old,” she said finally. “I don’t envision anyone doing it for me.”


“I don’t think about it much,” I said, and again as soon as it was out of my mouth, I knew it was the wrong thing to say. “Then again,” I offered, to take the curse off my passivity, “it’s obviously entertaining to think about.”


“You’re young,” she said, as if we were ice ages apart. “I’m only five years away from forty. It makes you think differently.”


Of course I wanted to argue “not that differently,” but she returned abruptly to her typing, as if all the time she’d been talking to me, she’d been rehearsing what she was trying to put down on the page. I stood there awkwardly outside her window, not knowing if there was more to come and not wanting to leave in case there was. Finally I said, “I discovered a local swimming hole, and I’m going there right after I do a little work. Would you like to come?”


“Sure,” she answered, not taking her eyes off the page she was typing. “Just come by when you’re ready. I’ll be here.”


I typed letters in my bungalow until ten. Then I decided I would put together an article on this tiny village of Pentacook, starting with Abbey, a little girl I’d met at the swimming hole, and I’d talk about the village from the point of view (Tillie’s influence) of a New Yorker and send it somewhere, maybe to Yankee. I wanted to start the article with a piece of dialogue that struck me as a profound example of human communication at its best—that is, it was straightforward and simple, exactly what I’d left the city for.


Abbey, who was ten years old, had walked over to me and asked, “Do you know a girl named Ruth Morlock?”


“No.”


“You look like her. Except she’s got curly hair.”


“I hope she’s pretty,” I said.


“She is. Except sometimes she’s mean.” I filed away the story idea and jotted down another about an article on artists’ colonies to stay away from. Having made these plans, I felt productive enough to muse about Spike and having her to myself, at least for a while. Already I was anxious, partly from caution, partly from awe. What a way she had of serving herself up.


I didn’t want to appear too eager, so I puttered among Tillie’s cumbersome mahogany furniture and slipcovered chairs, seeing spinsterhood in all of it, and when I couldn’t take the stuffiness anymore, gathered my things and trudged the long road that cut through the woods between my bungalow and Spike’s cabin. I was thinking of all the things we might talk about—Tillie and that sister of hers. And, of course, how Spike ended up here—I’d ask her that. I started thinking I might buy a field guide to North American wildflowers so that I could identify the scattered clumps of yellow and white petals I was tramping through and impress somebody.


I called to her through her window. I knocked on the door, tried the handle, and it was locked.


Of course, I thought then. Of course she wouldn’t wait. It wasn’t firm, anyway.


I took off without leaving a note, ignoring her response to my overture just as I had ignored her overture, or whatever it was, on my porch that first morning.













CHAPTER THREE





MY PORCH BECAME THE SITE OF nightly gatherings since it was the logical place to convene outside of the main house and Tillie’s “program.” We lit citronella candles, passed around half gallons of cheap wine, ate processed cheese and crackers, and held readings, after which we would comment, criticize, and drink more wine.


Once enough wine had sopped our senses, someone would open up with a story they swore they had never told anyone else. But now they could because artists did not condemn the extraordinary. Spike showed up for these “salons” usually wrapped in a black shawl, her extravagant hair draped over her shoulders and arms. We didn’t actually speak to each other; she spoke to everyone at once, telling stories and talking rapidly without any of the ont-ish airs she’d shown to me.


“I had just arrived in New York,” she began one night, heated by our laughter and the wine. “This was about six years ago, and I was working for one of the city’s hottest public relations firms. Our clients were Helmsley, Koch, Paley, Rohatyn—there wasn’t a power broker in town my boss didn’t own. About a week into the job, I got a call from the receptionist who told me she had a friend of a friend she wanted me to meet. Handsome, never been married, a partner in one of the firms that was our major competitor, so I knew he couldn’t be hurting for money.”


I tried to picture a matter-of-fact Spike sitting in a plush office talking on the intercom phone to her receptionist. How, I wondered, did she wear her mass of hair during office hours?


The story continued. “I said, ‘Sure, I’ll be glad to do you a favor.’ He called me about two nights later, and he sounded normal enough on the phone. He told me that we’d be going to Lutesce for dinner with another couple, then to the opera, and perhaps a nightcap on his boat which he kept off Glen Cove.” Her voice became smug. “All the right things, you know.”


Then innocently, she said, “And I didn’t know this was unusual. I’d just moved from Montreal, and this was my first date in the city. He picked me up in a maroon Jaguar, shiny enough so that I could tell it was rarely used. He was wearing a Giorgio Armani suit, Ferragamo shoes, and he held a bouquet of six long-stemmed white roses. Plus he looked like a combination of David Bowie and Daryl Hall . . . or John Oates . . . I always get them confused. Meanwhile, I’m shitting in my pants. Looks, charm, money—all this from a receptionist?


“First, we went to his Park Avenue apartment for a drink with the other couple,” she explained. “They turned out to be a little younger, but they had a horse farm in Lyford Cay and a house in Litchfield, Connecticut. We talked a lot about the merits of skiing at Sun Valley or Aspen, and we talked about sailing to Nantucket and how the water was always warmer there than at the Vineyard because Nantucket is closer to the Gulf Stream, and so on and so on, and somewhere in there I excused myself to use the bathroom.” She smiled, remembering the moment. “The apartment, by the way, was gorgeous—Louis XIV chairs and Pissarros and Manets holding up the walls.


“I was washing my hands in the bathroom, which was marble and brass, when I heard a rustling sound coming from behind the shower curtain. It was the kind of noise that shouldn’t have been there, unless he had a cat and the cat was in the litter box. But I hadn’t seen any cat. As I was pulling back the curtain, repeating to myself, ‘Please don’t let it be anything I don’t want to see!’ I could just tell . . .” Her eyes widened as if she were seeing behind the curtain.


“Two snakes were writhing in the tub! I ran out screaming, and my date stood up and asked me what was wrong. I pointed . . .” Spike stabbed the air, “and he said, ‘I don’t understand.’ All I could do was go, ‘Ssst. Ssst.’


“‘Show me,’ he said. I shook my head no, and he practically dragged me back to the bathroom. ‘Something in here?’ I was nodding mutely, in shock, and he kept smiling like it was a big tease. Then he said, ‘Hmm, where’d the other one go?’


“I ran out of there so fast I forgot my shoes and my coat, and it was twenty degrees outside. I can’t tell you how I got home, but my toes were so frozen I thought they were broken. It took two Valium to get me to sleep. I told the receptionist that if that was a typical New York date, I’d rather drink mai tais by myself on Saturday nights at the Marriot and imagine I was just a tourist.”


Mary Beams, the former English teacher from Maine, giggled and snapped open another beer. “A few days later,” Spike went on, “I got a package in the mail at my office marked Ssst! I promised Lorenzo, from our mail room, I’d buy him dinner if he’d open it and kill anything inside.


“He undid the wrappings, then climbed on a chair to open the box with a pair of tongs. I was ready with a yardstick. First came my shoes, then a little gift—a snakeskin wallet.


“He sent me snakeskin gifts for a month and then he started badgering me on the phone, asking if I’d seen his gecko in the kitchen. I finally had to have my boss call his boss to have it stopped.”


“Did it?” asked one of the listeners in the dark.


“Of course. You have to understand something. My boss is one of the most powerful men in Gotham. And I was—am—his pet.”


I sat quietly in the dark, questions switching on and off like fireflies. Who was this woman who found Lutesce ordinary? Why did the snake man continue to pursue her? What about the other couple? Were they in on it? Wasn’t there an easier way to meet someone?


I’d never been to Lutesce. I’d never been courted by anyone driving anything more exotic than a Toyota. Courted, I thought, conscious of the images of dust motes this brought to mind, or maybe the dust was in my habits. The men I’d dated since my eight years’ abstinence were lightweights, or they were actors, or they were too young to have much money. And I had lost track of clothing designers. Actually, I never kept track even when I was married. I was satisfied with mail-order catalogs from Eddie Bauer, REI, and L.L. Bean. A shrink might ask, “Why do you live in the city of Macy’s, the ‘World’s Largest Store,’ and make your purchases in Wisconsin?”


And even now, in reporting the details of the snake man’s getup, I’m not sure if I have the names right.


One thing I was sure of. I had a heady feeling I was onto something, and I took another gulp of cheap wine. The best thing for a neophyte like me was to be with someone like Spike, who could “take it or leave it,” who could “play hardball.” That way, going forward wouldn’t be so terrifying.


I had only to get her to open up to me again, if that’s what I really wanted, and I became lost in strange thoughts, bubbling over each other to float to the surface.




MY OPPORTUNITY CAME ONE evening when it was Spike’s turn to read one of her short stories. She was the last one to “present,” as we called it, claiming she couldn’t decide on the right piece to share with us, but I thought it had more to do with her run-in with Mary Beams. Mary Beams was a stickler for plot. She tore my first effort to shreds, but since I wasn’t serious about it, I said, “Okay, Mary, better luck next time.” I had written a short story about two little girls whose father went to Greenland to build an airport runway. They’re left behind in a small town in Georgia where the temperature never dropped below 103 degrees. My favorite part was when one of the little girls picked a half-melted Hershey bar off the school playground and ate it.


Mary Beams wanted to know what my point was. She wanted to know why I had sent the father to Greenland.


“Why hadn’t the family gone too?” she asked, pointing out that it was a long-term assignment.


I had no answers. To me the story pivoted on that Hershey bar; it was so sad. Mary Beams wanted to know why I wrote the story in the first place. I didn’t know. It probably had something to do with my life.


Her assault on Spike had the bad timing of coming right after Faye had offered her unsolicited opinion of Spike’s first story earlier in the week. Spike had written about a woman who confronted her former lover in a Korean greengrocer on the Upper East Side.


“Does this take place in Korea?” Faye asked. “Then why is it a Korean fruit market? Is she friends with these people?”


Mary Beams asked Spike, “Did you know the ending before you began writing?”


“No,” Spike said.


“It shows,” declared Mary. “I don’t think anything worthwhile can be written unless you know everything you’re going to say before you write it down.”


“Then why write? You write to find out what you’re going to say. Otherwise, it’s dull work.”


“Think of your reader. Not yourself,” Mary said.


“I do it differently.”


“What about this part here, where you mention her remembering his budding erection. Do you mean a personal erection?”


Spike stared at her.


Mary Beams ignored the silence. “Why is he getting excited enough to have an erection?”


“It’s explained,” Spike said.


“At least he isn’t Korean,” Faye added.


Now that we knew we might never see each other again, Spike elected to read a story called “Happyland,” about a little girl named Sunny Lee.


Sunny Lee came from a wealthy family and led a luxurious life among 150 head of Jerseys and 500 acres of land in a remote corner of Massachusetts. The family owned a peach orchard, an apple orchard, and a granite quarry. On Sunny’s fourth birthday, her father bought her a mountain—really a foothill to a mountain—and named it SunnySide Up.


According to the story, Mr. Lee was a man who could express his feelings only by actions, and he had an unpredictable, nasty temper.


“One night, when Sunny was five years old, her father woke her up in the middle of a lovely dream,” Spike read. “She had been dreaming in the lushest of colors, entranced by the vibrant pink of the organdy dress she was wearing. She was standing on SunnySide Up, but the mountain was no higher than an ant hill and it was sinking under her weight. She woke, shattered and desolate, and stared into the burning eyes of her father. Sunny knew something was wrong because her father never woke her, not even in the morning, and he was pushing her. She became more and more tangled in the bedsheets, and finally he put his hands under her arms and lifted her off the bed. He smelled of manure and whiskey. When he swung her near his face, she became frightened because he did not seem like her father. She grabbed his leg, and he pushed her away with the same hard object he’d been using to roust her from bed. She fell and he cursed, ‘Damn it, get up!’ He grabbed her arm and flung her ahead of him. Now she could see that the cold, hard object was his rifle. She felt it at the back of her legs as he nudged her forward down the stairs.


“Sunny did not understand. All of the lights in the living room were on and her mother and baby brother, Alex, were sitting on the sofa. Alex was rubbing his eyes and trying to lean his head against his mother’s arm, but she kept bouncing him away. Lily Lee looked terrified. Sunny had never seen her mother look so terrified before.


“Her father pushed her with the nose of his rifle toward the sofa, and she ran to her mother. Lily’s hand was ice-cold when she closed it over Sunny’s hand, still warm from sleep.


“Without looking at them, her father told them to get up and walk in single file out to the truck. Alex started to bawl. ‘Make him get up,’ her father said. Lily pushed Alex and Sunny outside to the garage. He told them to get into the truck. He climbed into the driver’s seat and switched on the ignition with the windows up, the garage door closed. Lily screamed and he told her to keep quiet. She started kicking and punching him. Her father slammed out of the truck, raised the rifle at the three of them, and held it steady for what seemed to be years.


“Sunny heard the shots before she felt anything. She heard her father run out the door, then she heard her mother screaming. The tires were all shot out. Alex was crying. Her mother was crying.


“Lily grabbed Sunny and ran her hands over her as if she were checking for punctures. ‘Thank God,’ she said. ‘Thank God, you’re not hurt. He didn’t get you, did he?’ But Sunny Lee did not respond. Sunny Lee did not, it turns out, utter another word for almost two years.”


The story ended with the adult Sunny Lee swinging on a tire put up by the family that had bought the dairy farm after the Lees lost most of their fortune, and Sunny Lee inquiring if in all the time she’d been away, anyone had ever caught up with her father (he’d become a woodsman/hermit/alcoholic) and found out why he did it.


Spike looked at us shyly and affected a “Fuck-you-if-you-don’t-like-it” gaze.


“The vividness!” someone said.


And Spike admitted she had rewritten the story at least eight times, but felt she had finally gotten it right.


Mary Beams snapped open a beer. “It has something of James Cain in it,” she muttered. “I’m reminded of the scene where Dora and what’s-his-name try to send a car down a ravine— except in that story we know why they’re attempting murder. In this, the reader is left as puzzled as Sunny Lee.”


Mary Beams was starting to wear on me. “Exactly,” I said. “That’s why it hits home. We don’t know, do we? We never know.”


“Know what?” Mary Beams sounded annoyed.


“Why things happen.”


“Pffft!” was all she said to me, but Spike, I saw, was grinning.


Spirits and goblins danced with us that night on Tillie Skokel’s bungalow porch. Spike was ecstatic that we had liked her story, and the velocity of her happiness swept us into a winey conspiracy.


No longer loyal subjects were we, placidly accepting Tillie’s rules. Spike wanted to go out dancing and as soon as she said it, I realized I had momentarily forgotten about my old pained self. I thought, Oh yes, the mating thing. Oh yes, I forgot about worrying about that.


The closest we could find to a dance club was a bar in Portsmouth that had music but no dancing. Mary Beams didn’t join us; even so, we looked very out-of-town. What were a fifty-year-old Lebanese man, a fortyish housewife from New Jersey, a fiery redhead in a clingy black T-shirt dress, and a willowy brunette in jeans doing together? Spike’s dress ruled out religion. With her thick, brick-red hair falling in stiff pleats down to her waist, and her curvy full-breasted body clinging to her dress, she was a visual explosion.


We were stared at.


She plucked a cigarette from her pack and pounced into the conversation. “Boy, am I glad you showed up!”


I was taken aback. I wanted to ask, “Then why weren’t you in your cabin when I came to get you for the swimming hole?” but didn’t have the chance.


“I thought I was going to be stuck with Tillie. Then these two came. And then you. I really like your work.”


“Thank you.”


“No, I mean it. I get the feeling you don’t think people mean that when they say it. You’re smart.”


“Thank you.” I was getting embarrassed . . . embarrassed that I was so intent on adoring what she was saying to me. So this is some of what this frightening person thinks, I told myself. Unless she was testing to see how far she could go in pushing my buttons. I didn’t know any powerful men. I hadn’t once been engaged to a millionaire’s son, as she told us she’d been in Montreal. I didn’t know anyone with a boat moored off Long Island. How could I rank with all those interesting, smart, wealthy people?


She narrowed her eyes and stared at me as if sighting a large hole in my psyche—and to prove how well she could read my mind, said, “I’m sorry I didn’t make it to the swimming hole with you. I just had to get away from Tillie. I drove all the way here to Portsmouth, bought pâté and cheese and sat in this very square and ate it and got very drunk on some bad wine and let some sixty-year-old try to pick me up until I told him he should be ashamed of himself.”


I thought of Giacomo Salvetti fingering all the girls, fingering me. Spike leaned closer. “Let me tell you, when you’re having something with a twenty-five-year-old, you don’t want to touch anything that’s not fresh.” She took a sip of her dry Rob Roy, probably served for the first time at that bar, and I realized my face felt flushed.


If I’d been imagining her as more compelling than she was, back there on Tillie’s porch, I didn’t have to work at it now. Suddenly, I became aware of the many pairs of eyes staring at her, attracted to her heat, the clothes she wore, her wild hair, her full breasts—captured by her constant motion.


A semblance of supreme cunning came over her. She began shifting in her chair, alternating the direction against which she would turn her back. I thought that even in the city, she would draw men to her in an unending stream, and if nothing else, at least I could watch. At least I could see what it took to have power over a man instead of knowing what it took for a man to have power over me.


I slept fitfully that night, and when I went to the swimming hole the next day, it was overcast but I was there anyway, recovering from a light hangover and a medley of dreams from the overflow in the bar. I kept switching between feeling as if a lot was slipping away and a lot was about to be gained. Gazing up at the pines, I remembered one of the last things Spike and I had laughed about after the others had gone. She had just read in the paper that scientists found falling in love could actually make you smarter. It worked like an amphetamine.


“Getting a prescription is easier,” she retorted.


Sitting at the pond, I had my own version of what the scientists meant. Out of love, I saw the world plainly. Mountains were mountains, beaches were beaches, jobs were jobs. So what was I after? How could I have the enchantment without the pain, the ambivalence, the bafflement? It was awful, this . . . messiness.


At that moment, I felt someone behind me and turned around.


She laughed and talked about how hard it had been to find me. “Isn’t this beautiful!” she exclaimed when she looked around her. “Oh, Tina, why didn’t you make me come here before?” She hurried on. “I was so scared last night walking down that long dark road from your porch to my cabin with my flashlight. I thought I might run into the ghost of Tillie baying to the moon.”


“You were brave,” I said. “I wouldn’t have done it.”


“Bullshit! You’re not brave in the same way you’re not smart. I think of you as someone who would do a lot of things. Some things even I wouldn’t do.” Her agitation startled me, and I shrank back.


“Oh come on.”


“Do I have a secret reason to say these things? Do you think someone’s paying me?”


“Well,” I said, returning the flattery, “I meant it when I said I liked your story. Especially the part about the father and the rifle. How did you come up with that?”


“It was my dad.”


“Oh.” I should have kept my oath never, ever to ask a creator of any work what the source was! I should have simply enjoyed the piece and talked no more about it.


“Yeah. We lost all our money. My mother went crazy after the shooting. My brother was institutionalized once. So was I, once. I don’t think anyone’s worth their salt until they have a nervous breakdown.”













CHAPTER FOUR





“YOU CAN TELL WITHIN THE FIRST few minutes if someone is going to be in your life,” I told Spike during one of our late-night dialogues, much later during our time together. It was the reason I stepped back and closed the door when I first saw her on my porch at Tillie’s. Exactly why she was sent, I didn’t want to know. While I’m not a superstitious person, she did seem sent. As if the ripples in the lake finally calmed and in the limpid pool I saw the reflection of everything I denied I was or could be. The messenger sat on my porch. She had long red hair. She brought me presents. The impulses in her eyes would drive me to my knees, scooping turds out of the toilet.


The presents came later.


My memory shies from evoking too much at once. It is too painful, too obvious, too sad, too much like one long shriek overwhelming the whispers, the deep laughter, the murmurings, “Are you all right, are you all right, are you all right?” Scenes bubble up.


There is a scene in the summer right after I returned from Tillie’s bungalow colony.


Spike is sitting on a warped stool in a sticky, big-screen bar on Twenty-Third Street in the city, and it is the first time I’ve seen her after thinking I’d never see her again. I’m shocked.


I’d remembered her all wrong. I’d muddied her features and here they were, clearly defined and not pretty but handsome in a strong, Germanic way. Any weariness was gone. I’d carried an image of her huddled in her black shawl on my bungalow porch as the night cooled, and an image of her talking too much and too fast in the bar in Portsmouth, turning her back on the attention she excited, and here she was with a sunny tan, shorts, and a white tank top, looking as breezy and relaxed as if she’d just stepped off a sailboat after a light lunch of salads and fruits.


She was laughing. Why was she laughing? A man wearing a suede cowboy hat with quail feathers in the band was fiddling with her shoe. Why was he doing that? Did she know him? Was I supposed to be friendly toward him? The shoe was in his hand, which kept rising and plunging because he kept rising and plunging with the pitch of God-knows-how-much booze. In his other hand was a nine-inch gutting knife he was using like a razor on the sole of her shoe.


“My sandal broke and this charming fellow has offered to fix it,” Spike told me when I walked up to the bar. She laughed some more.


“This lovely lady requested my assistance and as I am the only true hero left in this bar who comes here promptly at four o’clock every day, I said I would oblige with my knife”—he leaned closer to Spike—“which fascinates her.”


The bartender, a burly fellow whose nameplate read “Mike,” said, “Okay, Len, that’s enough.”


And because Len went right on sputtering and swaying close to Spike’s ear, Mike said it again. “That’s enough, Len.”


“Enough of what? Enough of wit? Enough of chivalry? Enough of tits?”


“You’re outta here. Give her her shoe.”


“Madam,” he said to Spike, relinquishing the shoe. “And associate madam,” he said to me. “Fuck you all!”


“Nice,” I said.


“Oh he’s harmless.” She was still laughing. “Hey, it’s good to see you, Tina. I missed you.”


“Me?”


“Still insecure?” She was half teasing, half serious. I did not mention I had doubted I would hear from her again at all—that the person who told me she’d been institutionalized after her father had tried to kill her might elect to behave like a stranger you meet on a bus.


“It’s only been a week,” I said, to explain why I was surprised to be missed.


“Ha! Let me tell you what happened to me in a week. Tina, you’re not going to believe this, except you’re probably the only one who would. I feel like we’re graduates of Tillie’s bungalow colony for the deaf, dumb, and stupid.”


“Hey—”


She waved me off, burbled on, and in a flash, the easy, light lunch of salads and fruits was gone and she was in a storm of words.


That mouth. Her mouth. It was unforgettable. Whole worlds flew out of her mouth. She had large, cream-colored teeth and sliding, smiling, puffy lips, and when she talked, her mouth took on a fever. It percolated a fantastic stream of stories and flatteries, insults, offers, and demands. When she laughed, it opened like a wide door to a furnace, and when she ate, she ate like a she-wolf, sometimes doubling over in cramps from the speed of it. Even when she slept, her teeth ground away at each other, trying to bite, chew, stop the silence from rushing in.


“All I can say is that Tillie drove me to it,” she told me. “I was sick of having daddy longlegs crawl up my pillow, and my diaphragm was collecting mouse droppings. So I went out one night to a bar a guy at the swimming hole told me about.


“The bar was in Portsmouth, across the street from where we’d gone the other night. Too bad we didn’t know about it then, I would’ve loved to have had you there with me, boy, would I have loved that. I walked in and, get this . . . it’s all men! I almost shit in my pants. I went straight to the restroom. I stood next to the sink and I took deep breaths and I said to myself, Okay, Spike, calm down. Okay, you can do it. Put one foot in front of the other. There you go.


“Tina, do you know what it feels like to have twenty pairs of eyes on you at once? I’m telling you, twenty pairs of eyes watching you order a drink, sip from a glass, take out a cigarette. Four, count ’em, four cigarette lighters snapped open at once.


“I chose a stool at the end because it was the closest to the TV and that gave me something to look at. The man next to me asked if I liked the Mets since I seemed so glued to the screen. Then another man tried to join the conversation, and Tina, I hadn’t seen a man built like that since I moved to this city. A fucking stanchion. Built from hard labor, not this wimp- ass Nautilus shit. His shoulders must’ve been forty-six inches across, I swear, and his waist was no bigger than mine.” She put her hands on her own. “And I just knew he had that nice indentation in his ass.


“But before I got a chance to even open my mouth, the first man said to him, ‘Can’t you see I’m talking to this woman?’ and the other one backed down right away as if he knew something I didn’t. I found out that the man I sat down next to was Tommy Joe Johnson. And, by the way, he’s the son of the richest yacht owner in Boston Harbor!”


“What?” How did she do it? How did she circle in on one of the wealthiest men in the state of Massachusetts? She laughed like a heated hyena.


“Not only that,” she went on, “Tommy Joe Johnson is gorgeous. Six foot two, slim, brown hair, doe-brown eyes. And here’s the best part.” She rocked on her barstool, barely able to contain herself. “Guess what he likes to do best?”


“What?”


“Eat women!” she shrieked.


I looked at Mike, the bartender. Had he heard that? Had everyone heard that? “What a crime to keep the city of New York out of his range,” she went on.


“Yeah,” was all I had a chance to say.


“Let me tell you about his house. First of all, I had to have four bourbons to get me there, I was so nervous. Then when we got there, I had two more bourbons. And let me tell you, I am not good at drinking.


“He carried me up a long, winding staircase to his bed-room, which was a godsend because I couldn’t walk by then. Everything was done in Laura Ashley print wallpaper with mahogany wainscoting.”


“That’s what I would do, notice the wallpaper.”


“Right! Because it’s odd, right? It’s too feminine. I found out he was supposed to be married three weeks ago, but his fiancée who had picked out all the furnishings for the house took off to London with somebody else. That’s not all. We got to his bedroom and the box spring was cracked and the bed was lying broken in the middle of the room. ‘You’re not that good,’ I said, and he leered. He had the most awful, sexy leer. He laid me down on the bed, and Tina, it was so good I passed out!”
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