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To Robert Stoll with love and admiration



ONE


I stepped off the elevator right into the entrance gallery of the co-op. Wow. It was oval. White marble floor, black lacquered walls, ringed with eight or ten white columns topped with marble busts, like a hall of fame for some minor sport. The hostess of the fund-raiser eyed my photo ID, which hung from a metal bead chain. “Well,” she said, “In Depth magazine. I absolutely adore it.”

“Tha—” I replied.

I didn’t get out nk you because she cut me off: “Is the photographer meeting you here?”

“Sorry, we don’t use them. No photos, no illustrations.” She’d had her eyes done, so they couldn’t open wider than they already were. Still, I sensed she was surprised. “Only text,” I explained. “We’re the serious, boring weekly.”

“Right. Of course no photos. I don’t know what I was thinking. But don’t call In Depth boring. I think people are feeling desperate for depth these days. Well, enjoy. Feel free to help yourself to hors d’oeuvres.” Her dress, I noticed, was the 2003 New York noncolor, white. Ivory silk bands were sewn horizontally, making her look as if she’d stopped her own mummification to join the party.

Although the words In Depth on my press credentials were clear enough to her, I could see she couldn’t quite make out my name. I helped her. “Amy Lincoln.” A microsecond of hostess uncertainty: Lincoln? Her upper lip twitched. Should her first smile have been warmer? Her heretofore unlined forehead furrowed as she pondered asking: Any relation to the—?

If she could have seen the rest of the fruit on our family tree, she wouldn’t have pondered. Any relation to the—? Please! So where did the name come from? Though highly unlikely, it’s conceivable that Grandma Lillian Lincoln’s explanation of the family surname was a misconception, not her usual flagrant lie: something to the effect that in the penultimate year of the nineteenth century, some Protestant clerk on Ellis Island with an antic sense of humor wrote down “Samuel Lincoln” when my great-grandfather—full of beard, dark of eye, and large of nose—stepped before him.

More likely, Great-grandpa Schmuel Weinreb heard the names Washington and Lincoln while hanging out around the pickle barrel in downtown Nizhni Novgorod listening to stories about the Golden Land. Flipping a kopek, he got tails. Could he truly have believed that by being a Lincoln, he could keep anyone in New York from noticing his six extant teeth and ten words of English? Probably. My family tended to prefer fantasy to actual thought.

Take Grandma Lil. She took the subway uptown a day or two or three a week to fill in as a substitute waxer, ripping the hair off the lips, legs, and random chins of the famous and the merely rich at Beauté, an uptown, upscale salon.

From the jet-set and celebrity clientele, Grandma learned about the finer things of life, information she felt obliged to pass on to me, mainly because no one else would listen. Inadvertently, she also taught me what not to do. Early on, I sensed that pointing out that one shouldn’t wear white shoes before Memorial Day was not the way to endear oneself to one’s neighbors in one’s low-income housing project.

Anyhow, a hundred and five years after Great-grandpa Schmuel, there I was, Amy Lincoln, at a political fund-raiser hosted by some men’s footwear magnate in his ten-room co-op on Central Park West. His wife, now high on the abracadabra combo of In Depth and Lincoln, murmured to me: “If you want something more than hors d’oeuvres, I can have our chef, Jean-Pierre, whip up a light supper.” This time she aspirated the hors hard enough for me to get a whiff of the garlic in Jean-Pierre’s boudin blanc terrine. I said no thanks.

Listen, I was there to do my job, to observe the most recently declared Democratic candidate for the presidential nomination, Senator Thomas Bowles of Oregon. Originally the scion of an old and still-monied New York family, Bowles had gone west and made a larger, eco-friendly fortune for himself by finding some new way to recycle tires.

Normally, reporters were not allowed into private homes for events like these, probably on the theory that they’d pick up a disparaging remark and use it as their lead. Or they’d glom a thousand bucks’ worth of Beluga, leaving seventy-five potential contributors with two hundred pygmy buckwheat blinis and a surfeit of lemon wedges. The senator’s campaign manager, normally a human piranha, had made an exception for me because In Depth was so dignified it never published bitchy observations regarding a candidate’s dyed hair or ferocious temper. And naturally, any insinuations about unconventional sexual predilections, even really sick and/or fantastically interesting ones, were left to lesser periodicals.

Anyhow, I’d been traveling with Senator Bowles’s campaign for a few days now. I’d watched him avoid probably thirty thousand empty calories by sipping bottled water, and was awed by his willpower and robust bladder. Politically, he was a little to the left of where I stood; the word evil—à la Reagan’s evil empire and W’s axis of evil—wasn’t in his vocabulary, and corporation was consistently a pejorative. Still, going on this campaign swing had been a plus for me. I was impressed by the thoughtful way Thom Bowles spoke about his big issues. With eagerness, too, as though complex ideas were not to be recoiled from but enjoyed. I admired his I-dare-you-to-call-me-liberal American flag pin as well as his clarity: Two days earlier, in Story City, Iowa, his explanation of the social and psychological underpinnings of global terrorism had turned an audience of small business owners from thinking “pinko weenie tree-hugger” to “Hey, he really knows his stuff.”

Bowles was in his second term in the Senate, and from the start of his political career, he’d been a frequent talking head on news shows. His depth of knowledge, aw-shucks persona, and seeming lack of self-righteousness combined with a bit of humor made his the perfect response to all those ranting right-wing babes with Alice-in-Wonderland hair and Jewish neocons so low-key they appeared anesthetized. Also, he could make ordinary voters comprehend the gravity of issues—the greenhouse effect, the crises in Social Security funding and in the penal system—that usually left them snoring.

Alas, his campaign had gotten off to a bumpy start. During his announcement of his candidacy, the senator proclaimed: “Our penile system is in atrocious shape!” A single, nervous fluff in a career remarkably free of bloopers and gaffes. After cruel and hilarious coverage on The Daily Show, the other late-night talk show hosts kept it alive for two weeks. This had been Thomas Bowles’s first penile-free week, but his usual fluency and light touch had diminished; he actually seemed rattled. Day after day, sprinkles of sweat covered his forehead. He couldn’t seem to stop inserting uhs as if they were commas, so on guard was he against a “pubic policy” suddenly bursting forth.

I glanced toward the living room. I figured the senator must be in the center of the herd of Manhattanites standing between the marble-covered Italian console that was serving as a bar and a Louis-probably-XV chair so commodious that at least three Bourbons could have sat side by side by side on its gold-damask-covered seat. However, Thom Bowles was not easy to spot. While he photographed as Strapping Western Outdoor Man, with rectilinear jaw and skin the color of a sun-dried tomato, he was not much more than five foot seven and built along the lines of a gazelle.

Before I get to what happened to Thom Bowles at that fund-raiser (and after), I should return to me for a minute, because this narrative is only peripherally about the senator. His fund-raiser is simply a good place to start my own story of loss, love, passion, abandonment, social mobility, and Discovery of Missing Person—not necessarily in that order. I don’t want to sound overly dramatic, but my existence has had a fair amount of Drang, if not bona fide Sturm.

Okay, so there I was, Amy Elizabeth Lincoln, journalist. With an A.B. (Harvard, ’94) and an M.S. (Columbia School of Journalism, ’96). The sort of woman who ought to be self-confident enough not to have to flash her academic credentials. I stood on the border of entrance gallery and living room in the headache-inducing heat and Saharan aridity of that apartment on Central Park West, wearing a too-woolly gray herringbone pantsuit under which—in thrall to some idiot early-morning sexual fog—I’d put on my one and only thong. So I’d had a daylong itch I could not scratch. Admittedly, I had a fair amount of self-discipline, both below the belt and above the neck. People usually make associate editor at In Depth in their mid-thirties. I’d done it at twenty-eight. I could be very focused.

A little more about the magazine: No Spielberg cover photos à la Newsweek for us. No cartoony drawing of some schmendrick on a cloud to go with “Does Heaven Exist?” à la Time either. In Depth’s cover was merely its contents listed on the front page. As for our readers, they were educated, the sort who did not have to be reminded of the difference between monetary and fiscal policy. They could nod knowingly at a reference to Keats’s epitaph.

My beat was the Democrats, an assignment that ought to have gone to a staffer with a more mordant sense of humor than mine. However, a sense of humor and focus were necessary not merely to face Democrats, but also to deal with one’s personal issues. Ergo, a brief step off the footwear mogul’s seventy-five-thousand-dollar, creamy yellow and pink Savonnerie rug and onto the grimy, commercial-grade gray carpet in my cubicle at In Depth. The photos on my desk best introduce my family and my life.

•  •  •

My parents were framed in burled bird’s-eye maple. It was the only photograph I’d ever seen of them together.

First, father. Charles “Chicky” Lincoln, a.k.a. Chaz Linconi, a.k.a. Dallas Armstrong, a.k.a. Charles Von Hamburg. In that picture, Chicky was sitting comfortably on a high stool—bar, not soda fountain—with Phyllis Morris Lincoln, a.k.a. my mother, albeit not for long, perched atop his knee. The photo, one of the few of my father that wasn’t a mug shot, was taken a few months after I was born, probably in late ’73 or early ’74.

Except for Chicky’s amiable expression, he looked like the sort of guy a teenage girl would go out with to frighten her parents. Tall: six feet two inches. Long black sideburns, longer hair. Not bushy like Woodstock guys’ of that era. Chicky’s hair was held in place by some kind of James Dean slime. His biceps looked so buff they stretched out the sleeves of his tie-dyed T-shirt. Back then, in the early seventies, he was working as a part-time driver for Frank (“Clockwork”) Silvaggio, a caporegime in the Gambino family, who had originally hired my father in the mistaken belief that all Jews are smart.

My mother? From their size differential, it seemed clear she was somewhere between tiny and petite. That could have made her look like a ventriloquist’s dummy on Chicky’s lap. Except with her arms pressed stiffly against her sides and her lower legs parallel lines ending in espadrilles, she looked more rigid than any mere block of wood. The marriage had clearly gone south by then.

From the bits of information I’d gleaned over the years from assorted relatives, neighbors, and the random social worker, my parents’ troubles began with the Housing Issue: Their love nest was a walk-up on the Lower East Side of New York, a few blocks north and west of Grandma Lil’s housing project. At the time my parents lived there, it had been one hundred and fifty years since the neighborhood had gone from humble to slummy. It would be another twenty-five before it was rehabbed enough for cool Jews to move back—along with the hip of all races, creeds, and national origins.

The story went that Chicky tried to pass off their two-room apartment as in a “happening” part of town. My mother told him it was a hellhole. Chicky once admitted to me that the three of us had shared the premises with a rodent. “It wasn’t like huge. Sort of like… cutely chubby.” He said he’d named it Mickey, “because Phyllis was having hysterics. So I made a joke about it.” My mother, however, didn’t laugh. She called it a rat.

There was also the Money Issue. They had next to nothing. That was because Chicky was paying off a loan shark from whom he’d borrowed to take my mother on an extravagant honeymoon to El San Juan Hotel that included gambling and pearls. “Amy, babes, you never saw pearls like that! Like from chickens instead of oysters.”

Despite the pearls my mother was discontent. I can say that with great assurance because the week before my first birthday, she left me with Grandma Lil while she ran some errands. “See you later, sweets,” my mother is said to have called out to me as she walked out the door. She never returned.

A couple of days after she left, she mailed a brief letter postmarked New York to say she wasn’t dead. I suppose that was the good news. The bad news was her certainty that I’d be better off without her. She wasn’t coming back. Eventually, through the George Washington Plunkett Apartments’ grapevine—where someone knew someone on Bank Street in Greenwich Village who was the great-uncle of one of my mother’s blabbier girlfriends—Grandma Lil learned my mother had been keeping company with a guy whose first name sounded like Maumoon. His last name was some variation of Hussain, and he was said to be a bodyguard for the Consul of the Permanent Mission of the Republic of Maldives to the United Nations. My mother supposedly met him at a hot dog stand outside a B.B. King concert at the Fillmore East. Whether she’d actually run off to Suradiva with him or ditched him was anybody’s guess.

Getting back to my parents’ photo: Despite its being an interior shot in a dark bar, my mother wore large sunglasses. Because she was on Chicky’s lap, I couldn’t gauge her height, but obviously I got my stature—or lack of it—from her. Also, since it was a black-and-white picture, she appeared to have shoulder-length charcoal gray hair and ivory lips. Chicky told me she was a “stunning redhead.” Grandma Lil swore her hair was brown.

Through the years, I’d tinted the chiaroscuro photograph two ways. First, my mother has my color hair, red-highlighted brown; she’s wearing a headband. Red-highlighted Mom isn’t the least bit wooden. She’s adorable, exuberant, doing such a fabulous adaptation of the Frug or the Monkey that all the other dancers have stopped to watch her. My other image is Sophisticated Mom, languid on a chaise longue in Cap d’Antibes, flaming hair dipping, Nicole Kidman–like, over one of her huge green eyes. (Mine are large and hazel, nice enough, but there has never been a sonnet extolling hazel eyes.)

I guess it’s important to mention that just three weeks before my mother took off, Chicky also had to say his good-byes. He was making his first trip up the river, this time to the Downstate Correctional Facility, to serve four to six for grand larceny, to wit, stealing a five-carat diamond ring for my mother.

With good time, he returned when I was four. We moved out of Grandma’s into a room with kitchen privileges in an apartment in the West Thirties. The bathroom only had a shower, so I had my baths in the kitchen sink. We stuck to each other like glue. Luckily, he loved Fat Albert as much as I did. I recall our TV had a screen so wide and luminous that it lit the entire room. I fell asleep most nights watching the colors flickering through my closed lids. I was convinced that if I concentrated, I’d be able to see whatever grown-up movie Chicky would be watching after my bedtime. How did we get such an extravagant TV? I suppose one of Chicky’s high school friends—men I knew as Uncle Denny, Uncle Moose, Uncle Chuy—must have stolen the television for him as a Welcome Back, Chickman! gift.

“Amy babes,” Chicky would ask every day, “what you want for lunch?” Naturally I was in on the joke, knowing that no matter what I said it would be macaroni and cheese—whatever pasta he’d gotten on sale plus half a can of undiluted Campbell’s Cheddar Cheese Soup. We’d share it, eating from the pot. Sadly, my father was back inside a little more than two years later. Grand larceny again. This time, assault as well.

He’d committed this crime for me. Chicky had decided I needed a more stable environment. Instead of trying to get a job, not easy with a criminal record, he determined he should be self-employed. So he set himself up as a limo driver with a car that had his name on it. He accomplished that entrepreneurial coup by stealing a 1979 Lincoln Continental. Then he talked his old boss, Frank Silvaggio, into hiring him back. On one of my quarterly visits to the prison, when I was nine, he raised his right hand: “I swear on my mother’s grave, Amy babes. That assault thing? I’m innocent.”

“Grandma’s still alive,” I pointed out. “I live with her. Remember? They gave her custody again because you had to go away.”

“Yeah. Sorry, Ame. It stinks for you, it stinks for me. So listen to what really happened.” Chicky explained he’d merely been driving his new Lincoln. Yeah, yeah, it was stolen and he’d been a moron because he’d left the New Jersey plates on overnight thinking, Hey, the guy I’m gonna get nonhot New York plates from wouldn’t want Chicky Lincoln knocking on his door at three in the morning, and also I didn’t wanna leave you at Grandma Lil’s overnight because I knew you hated Raisin Bran. But he swore all he’d done was drive the Lincoln with Frank and Vinny DeCicco, along with some poor schnook of a restaurateur, to a remote section of Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx. “It was Frank and Vinny that roughed up the guy. I was, you know, sitting behind the wheel, looking the other way, listening to my Temptations tape. On a stack of Bibles, babes, I was minding my own business.”

“You call what happened to that restaurant guy ‘roughed up’?” I demanded. “Chicky, he was in the hospital for three weeks.”

“Yeah? And what did he prove in the end? Huh? He could’ve gotten his tablecloths and aprons and crap from Silvaggio’s Linen Service and not wasted all that time in the hospital.”

So my upbringing was pretty much left to Grandma Lil, not the brightest bulb on the menorah. However, it was convenient for me to have someone to blame for my preference for schmaltzy movies over exquisite literature, as well as my secret belief that Polyhymnia’s muse-dom should be abrogated in favor of Estée, goddess of makeup. Also, Grandma taught me all the indispensable life lessons she’d garnered from her ladies at Beauté. The best skiing in the world is at Chamonix. The only permissible color for patent leather accessories is black.

Grandma Lil’s photograph is in a tasteful russet leather frame. Even in my office’s harsh fluorescence, her photo bore no resemblance to me or my father. (God is good.) As a kid, I thought she looked like a relative of the Potato Heads. She had Mrs. P’s Oooh! thick ruby lips, Oh-my-God! eyes, and front-facing ears. Though not Mrs. P’s sweetly dumb demeanor. Grandma could have been the start of a whole new product line, the Supercilious Potato Heads.

Whenever there was a camera around, Grandma Lil got grander than usual, as though she should be posing for Sargent and photography was a comedown. She’d perform her concerto of sighs, then shrug, acknowledging defeat. After that, she’d spit delicately on her palms and slick down her Dutch girl–style blond hair over her ears. She’d lift her chin, suck in her cheeks, and dilate her already-sizable nostrils. In the photograph, she looks not merely haughty, but also capable of exhaling two grapefruit. In all fairness, however, what look like arrogantly elevated eyebrows could be open to exegesis. Drawn on each day with light brown pencil, they never were in the same place. Their raised position might have indicated disdain or that the bulb on her magnifying mirror had blown.

Grandma Lil’s blondness? Once every three or four weeks, she’d pocket a bottle of Beauté’s Morning Sun formula. At our bathroom sink, she tried to duplicate the Look that murmured New York socialite. But whether because of ineptitude or some missing secret ingredient, her hair always turned out the brash yellow of egg yolk rather than the pale, high-fat-content French butter blonde of the Ladies.

Finally, one more Lincoln, Aunt Linda. Breaking stereotype, my father’s sister was a beautiful but dumb brunette. She had married an amiable, handsome fireman who was her intellectual equal. I remember as a kid, whenever they took me somewhere for the day or had me over for a weekend, my jaw would be charley-horsed afterward from smiling. I suppose I was hoping that they’d be so enchanted they’d take me back to Brooklyn to live with them. They didn’t. They never had children, so probably it wasn’t anything personal. In any case, they were only inches from Grandma Lil, in the heart-shaped Lucite frame they’d given me for my twenty-first birthday: Aunt Linda and Uncle Sparky (actually Anthony) Napolitano.

Oh, my own curriculum vitae: By age fourteen, I sensed a change of scenery might be salutary. Chicky was still in the big house. With each visit, I grew unhappier about the lulls in our conversation. How come we couldn’t kid around anymore? With each visit, I’d get more revolted by the stink of the inmates. Eventually, whenever I climbed onto the bus to go up to Sing Sing, I was already nauseated. With each visit, I’d get more leers, more tongues ostentatiously trailing over lips, more rasping queries—“You bad girl?”—from the prisoners and their visitors, to say nothing of the guards.

Back home, two of my good friends from school, Alida and Lucy, both smart girls, dropped out to take care of their babies. Another, Jade, left to support her family. She was earning fifty bucks a head performing fellatio on homebound New Jersey commuters who would have otherwise gotten peevish during the usual thirty-minute wait to get into the Holland Tunnel. Some other girl, a couple of years ahead of me, became paranoid from a crack overdose and wound up stabbing her sister to death.

Around that time, my social worker, Joan Murdoch, mentioned that some of the best New England boarding schools were looking for girls from poor families. “What for?” I demanded, immediately seeing myself on my knees in a scullery maid’s outfit—minus the singing mice and a fairy godmother.

“They want their students to get to know all different types of people—”

“Like one of those Rich or poor, black or white, Native American, Asian, we’re all one big American family who accepts each other’s differences videos?”

“Partly, but—”

“They always play ‘My Country, ’Tis of Thee’ and show five million faces, but—I swear to God—they use the same Orthodox rabbi in every one.”

“Don’t interrupt me, Amy. They also know they’re lucky to have such wealth. They think it’s only fair to give some promising girls from low-income families the opportunity to get the same education rich girls get.”

“What’s the catch?”

“Well,” she said slowly, “you wouldn’t be living at home during the school year—” Sold!

My guidance counselor at Intermediate School 495 genuinely believed I could do well anywhere, but she asked: “How about Bronx Science, Amy? I don’t know if you’d be comfortable at a place like… Ivey-Rush.” Yes, that Ivey-Rush. Even I knew about it. But then, for years I’d been reading the copies of Town and Country Grandma Lil swiped from her job. I knew from boarding schools.

So I said to my guidance counselor: “Don’t worry, Ms. Buonavitacola. If I get in, I’ll be fine.”

The brochure was printed on shiny paper so thick it didn’t squeak: Located in the serene and verdant Connecticut Valley, the Ivey-Rush Academy was founded in 1903 by Susannah Ivey and Abigail Rush. These two young graduates of Mount Holyoke College were determined “to provide young women with an education as rigorous as that offered to young men.”

Serene sounded good. As far as the verdancy business went, the only things not green in the brochure’s photographs were Tuttle Chapel (red brick) and the students (white and yellow, as well as browns ranging from beige to mahogany), although once I got there I realized that about two-thirds of the nonwhites in the photo must have been hired for the day from some Diversity, Our Specialty model agency.

Joan Murdoch helped me fill out the application. When we finished, I told her that if I were half as gifted as all my teachers raved I was, I had a shot. She agreed. Once Grandma Lil discovered she would still be my legal guardian and that my going away would not jeopardize her monthly check from the City of New York, she signed her name to my application in the rounded, overlarge letters of the semiliterate.

With the application, I submitted a heart-wrenching essay about visiting Chicky in prison: “Father’s Day” was full of shocking language—in quotation marks, to assure the admissions committee that I, personally, wasn’t the kind of girl who’d say “cocksucker.” Having the typical fourteen-year-old’s penchant for the lurid, I filled it with graphic descriptions of disgusting smells, oozing sores, plus wails from junkie girlfriends begging for money. Ivey-Rush was thrilled with such a well-phrased account of degradation. And to show you how refined they were, when the first alumna interviewer discovered that Amy Lincoln, the leading candidate for the year’s Fahnstock Scholarship—the school’s guarantee of at least one black face in the class photograph—was white, not only did she do a reasonably good job of hiding her dismay, she recommended that the admissions committee let me in. Graciously, they designated me a “full needs” student, which meant all fees, room, board, and books plus ten dollars a week spending money were on the house.

•  •  •

But to get back to work, and to the Democrats: A waiter was offering tiny circles of pumpernickel overlaid with curls of smoked salmon, which in turn were topped by minuscule twirls of crème fraîche. Most of the guests appeared to be going through the predictable internal debate—How much sodium how many calories how many carbs can this three-quarter-inch canapé contain?—before wolfing down a few.

Senator Thom Bowles declined the hors d’oeuvres without a second’s consideration and remembered to flash a fast, egalitarian, vote-for-me smile at the waiter. The candidate had been to enough parties like this that he knew even slightly salty salmon could cause dry mouth; caviar was also a no-no, not just because of its salinity, but because a really fine Beluga might turn his teeth gray.

By this time, it was a little after eight-thirty on a Monday night late in February. The sleet and hail beating against the windows sounded like hundreds of angry women tapping acrylic nails. I had spent the afternoon with the senator’s top adviser on taxes, mostly in a dark conference room, drinking a dangerous amount of Diet Dr Pepper to keep myself from getting comatose as I studied her graphs and pie charts. My pantsuit itched and I was so tired I felt my immune system was compromised. Lichen could grow on the insides of my cheeks and over my tongue.

At that point, it occurred to me that I ought to get the hell out of the fund-raiser, get home, and go to bed. Any details I’d forgotten? I knew that the footwear king’s name was Harlan Kleinberg, but I had to get his wife’s first name, though it was dubious that I would mention them in the article. Still, if I did I wasn’t going to be able to refer to her as the Missus. I headed toward her, figuring she was just the type to have an annoying name—Tawnee Blankenship-Kleinberg—when I heard a voice above the Manhattan murmur of the guests. I turned and saw a guy at the door. He was about nineteen. Clean-cut, but not overly so, not like those kids who try to grab you in airports. He wore jeans and a sweatshirt with CCNY, City College of New York, in an arc across his chest. His black hair was soaked into a tight cap from the weather and sparkled with flecks of hail that had not yet melted. Café-with-a-lot-of-lait skin. Built small, one of those mini-men who make the average woman standing beside him appear the size of a Thanksgiving Day parade balloon.

“I’m here to see the senator,” the kid was telling the Missus and a man who looked like he might have difficulty spelling cat. I assumed the latter was part of Bowles’s security detail. Even though the CCNY guy didn’t appear nuts, the Missus and Security seemed to be blocking his entrance. Their heads, however, were turned away from him, toward the living room, as if seeking instruction on what to do. I figured the kid might be a too-enthusiastic Bowles Brigade volunteer. “I said”—his voice got louder, though not aggressively so—“I’d like to see Senator Bowles, please.” I strolled toward the front door until I was about four feet from him. He glanced at me, at my press ID, then immediately looked back at the guests. “Senator Bowles,” he announced. Really loud.

Well, he caught the attention of everyone in that endless living room. Forty or fifty people in four-hundred-dollar shoes swiveled in a single direction: toward the door. They then spread out, opening up like a line of chorus cuties, with Thom Bowles having the star tapper’s center spot. He stood still. Although I was too far away to really be sure, it seemed to me I could read something out of the ordinary in the movement of his eyelids. Flicker, flicker, flicker, flicker, fast as a strobe. CCNY, though unsmiling, had the pleasant expression of someone selling Boy Scout cookies. So what was the senator’s blinking business? Fear? I couldn’t stop thinking: Wow! Could this be my dream? A sensational story?

Sure, I worked for In Depth. Yet now and then I’d sensed in myself the instincts of a tabloid reporter. Any sign of Crash! Clash! Conflict! was music to my ears. Unfortunately, the magazine’s unofficial motto was Shhhh! Anyhow, my gut began screaming out to myself: Shit! Why can’t you keep a disposable camera in that abyss of a backpack? My intellect then reminded me that in this era of almost incessant visual excitation, only In Depth deliberately stayed away from the cutting edge.

Now all eyes were riveted on the kid except mine, which were on Thom Bowles. From where I was, near the front door in the vast entrance gallery, the senator’s sun-dried face was growing redder. Cut the crap, I told myself. He’s not afraid, he’s perfectly… And if he seems afraid, well, what candidate these days can endure even the pop of a champagne cork without a shudder?

Suddenly, Bowles’s stick of an index finger began stabbing the air in a forward direction. Out! A vicious stab. Get that kid out of here! Except CCNY and I were probably the only ones who saw it, as everyone else’s eyes were fixed on the kid. Out! Out! OUT! the finger shouted. I turned back to the kid. No twirling eyeballs. No threatening gestures. Certainly no weapon. Just another college guy who chose that moment to cry: “I am Senator Thomas Bowles’s son!”

Which was interesting because Senator Bowles and his wife only had two daughters.



TWO


“Damn it, you’re not from one of those square states, are you?” my best friend demanded.

“You know I’m not.”

“So?”

“So,” I repeated, “what do you want to hear?”

“Meaningful New York gossip might be nice. Or something street-smart.” Charlotte’s Yums, the Upper East Side haven for foodies, had the peachy illumination generally found in the ladies’ rooms of restaurants catering to dames who were not only grande, but riche. Tatiana Damaris Collier Brandt stood in a terra-cotta-tiled aisle and looked back at a small flask of viscous golden liquid. It sparkled in her hand and resembled an extraterrestrial elixir from one of the old Star Treks—tranya or something, though Tatty had explained it was an essence of lemon and blood orange she was contemplating using in her work.

Having flunked out of three colleges and two marriages, she had turned a pastime, baking, into a career. She made and decorated cakes for her fellow bluebloods and in-the-know social climbers and charged anywhere from two thousand to eighteen thousand dollars. A single hundred would buy you one breathtaking cupcake, a minuscule Eden, although she insisted on hiding Adam’s schlong behind a buttercream calla lily.

“That boy who broke into the fund-raiser,” she went on. “What was his con or scam or whatever you call it?”

“His scam?” I asked. Tatty was excited, which in her case meant blinking twice in ten seconds and clearing her throat.

“Everybody’s talking about it. You were near the door when he came in. Right?”

“Right.”

“And you had no thought of impending danger?” she demanded.

“Danger from what? A surface-to-air missile?”

Tatty and I had been best friends from the evening of our second day at Ivey-Rush. She was seated down from me at the same long table in the refectory. In conversation with another girl, though looking right in my direction, she referred to me, not at all sotto voce, as the “poor little poor girl.” Somehow I executed a Jackie Chan–type leap over the table and punched her in the mouth, knocking out her left lateral incisor and splitting her lip. This soon got the headmistress’s attention. She handled the situation by promptly making us roommates.

“This boy could have been a danger,” Tatty remarked. She was fond of drama performed by others.

“Give me a break.”

When she thought she was being misunderstood or ignored, Tatty spoke with irritating slowness, each consonant distinct. Her next sentence emerged as if she were dictating to substandard voice-recognition software: “Didn’t you get the impression something was wrong?”

“No.” I was the fast-talking New Yorker. “Nothing was wrong. It was a lousy night, so he’d been rained and sleeted on. As far as I could tell, he seemed like a normal nineteen- or twenty-year-old City College wet person who, for all I know, will graduate, make billions, and become a perpetually dry person with an umbrella-toting chauffeur, thus underscoring the accessibility of the American dream.”

“Your American dream, not mine,” Tatty muttered.

“Your American dream dropped dead in 1929, but you’re all too self-centered to notice.”

The kid who’d crashed the fund-raiser had vanished, but his claim about being Senator Bowles’s son was all over town. Country, too. The Today show had an exclusive with Bowles’s wife, Jennifer, who, when pressed, conceded to Katie that she believed it was possible the intruder had been dispatched by certain political interests to tarnish her husband’s reputation and silence his progressive voice. But which interests? Treacherous Democrats who wanted Lefty Bowles out now, more than a year before the Super Tuesday primaries? Unscrupulous Republicans who’d swoop down and attack any Democrat? Jen Bowles didn’t know. And no, she wasn’t making accusations. The intruder could have been a random unbalanced person. The senator’s wife wore a peach-colored twinset, a peach and blue plaid scarf, and crystalline tears in her sky blue eyes.

The other morning shows had featured the senator’s campaign manager, Moira Fitzgerald, a woman around forty built along the lines of a Hummer. In her trademark turtleneck of kelly green, Irish eyes unsmiling, she offered a more scathing version of the conspiracy theory.

“I hate to disappoint you, but the whole incident lacked drama,” I told Tatty. I followed her trench coat past the mustard department and around the olive oils as she moved into the produce section. Amethyst grapes, emerald mangos, and ruby plums were displayed and lit like gems in Cartier’s. Any fruit larger than a strawberry rested on its own fluted, white paper cup.

“How could it be undramatic?” she inquired as she picked up some new, green fruit. A plum? A hairless kiwi? “You were standing in the entrance foyer. That person pushed his way in and made the accusation about Thom Bowles. Didn’t you sense danger? Or at least feel any excitement?” I took the green fruit from her hand and bit into it. Plum-like and somewhere between mealy and mushy. I wanted to spit it out, but I was stuck. Tatty went on: “What I don’t understand is why your nerve endings weren’t twitching, you, who grew up in the bowels of this city.”

I swallowed the plum glob. “Stop with the fecal imagery. I’m eating.”

“The what?”

“Never mind. And trust me. If there was anything to report, I’d tell you.” We heard a clip-clip-clip of rapid footsteps. A guy in a white shirt and narrow, black funeral-director’s tie was galloping toward us. The store manager. “For God’s sake, does he think I’m stealing his fruit? Tatty, you know I would never—”

Tatty turned toward the man and offered a barely discernible bend of her head. People bred like Tatty do not expend energy on broad movements. Still, the manager got her nod, which said This woman is one of us. Us meaning me and my sort, not you and your. She was always rescuing me, even though she surely knew I did not need rescuing. In any case, the man immediately stopped short and practically genuflected before her. He smiled hugely at the green fruit in my hand, then at me, all but saying How fortunate for us that you deigned to taste our produce!

Tatty’s silence caught his attention. She waited a couple of uncomfortable seconds before demanding of him: “Could you possibly have thought—”

“No, no, no, Miss Damaris!” He smiled and turned his head from her to me and back again.

Tatty narrowed her dark blue eyes as he hurried off. “Quel jerk.” A stranger would have difficulty sizing up such a woman: Sure, boots made from a better class of Reptilia, mink-lined trench coat, handbag from primo ostrich. But take away the wardrobe and accessories, and what was left was a tall, angular body, narrow oval face, and shoulder-length dark blond hair teased big. She might be taken for a country singer on a mediocre record label.

However, if the stranger knew his ass from a hole in the ground as far as the city was concerned, Tatty truly looked like what she was—old New York. A flawless ivory complexion, angel-wing eyebrows that had never been plucked, a somewhat long, angular jaw that resembled a shovel. Her ’do? Not 2003 Nashville. Strictly 1962 Manhattan, sprayed until it was no longer hair but a shoulder-length, monsoon-proof structure. While Tatty naturally understood that among Betty Friedan, the Beatles, Black Power, and Vietnam, hair had been liberated, women like her—and her mother and grandmother—turned up their diminutive though slightly beaky noses to such emancipation. They remained true to Mr. Roland, a society hairdresser who had clearly been granted the gift of eternal life. He’d teased Jackie’s mother’s hair and Jackie’s and saw no reason to pay homage to the vulgarity of the late sixties, much less the begooped coarseness of twenty-first-century hair.

“I forgot where I was,” I told her.

“The City College psychotic.”

“Right. Anyway, he came into the apartment and hardly got past the door. Before the I-am-his-son stuff, and before Bowles’s bodyguard grabbed him and frisked him and dragged him back into the elevator, all he did was try to speak to the senator. He is not a psychotic. The End.” She looked skeptical. “Okay, so his voice was a little loud.”

“Where were Bowles’s Secret Service agents?”

“Secret Service doesn’t kick in until a hundred twenty days before the general election.”

This legality displeased Tatty. A single tsk emerged. After a moment of silence, she said, “About this boy, man, whatever. Was he believed?”

“Hard to tell. The party broke up with what is known as unseemly haste. Before I could get to Thom Bowles, he came over to me and muttered, off the record, that the kid had been stalking him whenever he came to New York. I asked if he’d gotten a restraining order. He wasn’t sure. Said I should ask his campaign manager. Lovely Moira said the kid was a radical right dirty-tricks person, but they hadn’t gotten an order because then the paternity charge would have inevitably become public. She also said she was relying on my sense of decency not to blow this out of proportion, which was her way of warning she would rip the flesh from my bones if I made it the focal point of my coverage.”

“Did the boy look like a Bowles?” Tatty asked. Her intelligence was keen, but almost entirely visual. She could remember a painting forever, but even if she’d read War and Peace five times, to her it would only be an Audrey Hepburn film. Add that visual ability to the fact that she was related to, or a former schoolmate of, the New York affiliate of Everyone Who Matters—a self-designated group of patricians, i.e., families who managed to slog through the entire twentieth century without completely exhausting their inherited wealth—she might have actually known what features or mannerisms were peculiar to Bowleses.

“I have no idea what Bowleses are supposed to look like and, frankly, I don’t give a damn.” Having unburdened myself, I pictured the half-frozen kid in his sodden gray sweatshirt and the senator in his gray pinstriped suit tailored slightly on the baggy side so as not to look custom-made. “Well,” I conceded, “if there’s a petit size for guys, they’d both wear it. You know, they’ve both got butts the size of…” I held up my two fists side by side.

“You’re still as cultivated as you were on your first day of school.”

“My first day of school was at P.S. 97.”

“You know I meant your first day of boarding school.” Tatty’s voice was pitched low. Dictionwise, she was fond of vowels, though not enamored. For a score or more years, alumnae and alumni of New England boarding schools hadn’t sounded like the preppies of old who articulated as if auditioning for Lady Windermere’s Fan. Still, her diction was different enough from mine that a non–New Yorker might find it hard to believe we’d both been born and bred on the same twenty-two-square-mile island. “Besides their butts,” Tatty asked, “was there a resemblance?”

“I don’t think so,” I told her. “I mean, Thom Bowles looks like the Marlboro Man, except photocopied to three-quarter size. The kid could have been Italian, Latino, Jewish—your basic Mediterranean model. Or some other mix that results in beige. Listen, I may be semi-street-smart, but I can’t look at a guy and say, ‘Oh, yeah, Sri Lankan and Belgian.’”

“Did he have an accent?”

“No. Well, he didn’t start reciting Leaves of Grass, so I can’t vouch for his every word, but he sounded like a regular guy in a sweatshirt.” I thought back to I am Senator Thomas Bowles’s son! “Probably a guy in a sweatshirt from one of the five boroughs. Anyhow, the moment was sensational only in the tabloid sense. Honestly, I didn’t think of him being a psycho or a drama queen.” True, it had been a night of rain and sleet, with a bitter wind. It may have been mildly weird for the kid just to be wearing a sweatshirt. But he might have been wearing layers underneath. He could have been too poor to buy a jacket. Or maybe February 2003 was like my second winter at Ivey-Rush, when Tatty and I and all the girls ran around coatless with lips blue and fingertips fading from red to white as they went numb from frost-nip. We were all convinced we were so incredibly cool not to be wearing coats. “Tell me what you know about Thom Bowles,” I said.

“Let me think.” For some reason, she put her index finger to her lips rather than to her head. “Okay, I forget Thom’s father’s first name,” she said slowly, “but I know he was big in banking.”

“William Bryson Bowles,” I informed her.

“Or investment banking,” she continued. “Stock market. One of those.”

“The father was an investment banker,” I said. “I already know the senator’s biographical stuff.”

“If you’ve done so much research, do you know why he spells his nickname T-H-O-M?”

“No. Tatty, I don’t know nor do I want to know. However, what I would like to know is this: Is there any dirt? Not that I could use it in my piece, but it would be comforting to know it’s there.”

Tatty picked up a lemon and squeezed it gently. Then she sniffed it and set it and five others in the country-cute woven wood basket Charlotte’s Yums offered its patrons in lieu of red plastic with wire handles. “Dirt on Thom?” She ruminated for a second and a half, then shook her head. Naturally, her carved amber hair remained motionless. “Not that I can remember. After college, he moved to one of those Washington, Oregon states and did something Sierra Club–ish but that made him tons of money. Not a whiff of scandal, as far as I ever heard. But I’ll ask the parents tonight.” After her divorces—both of which occurred around the time her monogrammed towels began to fray—Tatty had gone back to living in her family’s palace of an apartment on Park and Seventieth. She claimed it was because the kitchen was the size of many commercial bakeries. “Naturally, I’ll e-mail you if they have anything interesting to say, although such a thing has not occurred in my lifetime.” Then she smiled. “I promise not to call. You know there’s no way I would interruptus your coitus with John.”

•  •  •

John Orenstein, my boyfriend, was a documentary filmmaker who had spent the day cutting five minutes out of a History Channel show about the Germans’ summer offensive in southern Russia during 1942. Too much of a pro to protest that losing five minutes was commensurate with the excision of a vital organ, he was, nevertheless, not his usual easy self. For someone normally crazy about baked ziti and oral sex, he’d seemed less than wildly enthusiastic during dinner and after. “Do you have anything to drink?” he asked as he squished a pillow to his liking and put it behind his head.

“I’ve got Diet Coke, vodka, and orange juice. Oh, there’s some milk. But I wouldn’t drink it if I were you.”

“Almost sour? Or curdled and gross?” I’d dimmed the lights to romantic candlepower. As long as the halogen reading lamp on the table beside my couch [image: image] bed remained off, I could look like Venus on the half shell. As for John, while he probably wouldn’t be asked to pose bare-chested for the cover of Men’s Health, he wasn’t bad. Not only did he have defined biceps, but actual, visible triceps. Add to that a solid torso with the perfect amount of chest hair: neither a half-plucked chicken nor someone with a shag rug over his pectorals. And while he was too big-featured and ham-handed to make anyone gasp and say Stunning!, or even Handsome, his broad shoulders, brown hair, caramel brown eyes, along with the gold undertone of his skin, always reminded me—if not the rest of the world—of the Oscar. Dressed, he didn’t look like the archetypal doc filmmaker. He wasn’t one of those vitamin-D-deficient downtown guys with black-framed glasses to match all-black, all-the-time clothes. His style was casual but cool, like an academic who got good consulting fees. Mostly he wore khakis or jeans with hand-knit sweaters and denim shirts that fit as though they were custom-made.

I got back to the milk. “If I had to guess? I’d say more than repulsive, but it won’t be totally gross until tomorrow.”

“Water’s good,” he said.

Before he could get up, I did one of those flying leaps that gets you from supine to upright in one fluid instant. “It’s okay, I’ll get it.”

Over the years, I’d gotten enough compliments and seen enough of myself in those three-way mirrors while trying on bathing suits to be relatively confident about my rear view. This was not to say I would jog through Central Park bare-assed at noon, but I figured fetching a glass of water, high-butted and low-cellulited, was the kind of visual I wanted looping in John’s mind after I dumped him.

Maybe “dumped” sounds a little harsh. Well, I suppose I was still angry and/or hurt from Valentine’s Day. I’d been expecting a small, lightweight box. He’d handed me a heavy, medium-sized one. Oooh, I’d said, hoping I sounded more pleased than surprised. I opened it to find an electric appliance that produced heart-shaped waffles. It wasn’t the fact of a waffle iron that had upset me so much.

It was that despite what I thought of as his apparent clinging—the same behavior he referred to as enjoying my company—our relationship was stuck in the mud. Yes, he wanted to be with me when I was buying groceries, and no, he didn’t want to go off and pick up a roll of paper towels while I was checking out the green teas because Wouldn’t it be more fun if we did both things together?

Yet he was perfectly capable of telling me he was going to the Fulton Fish Market the following morning, just to see what sunrise there looked like, then calling two weeks later to say sorry, he’d been out of touch. But hey, he’d been to a soybean- processing plant in Ohio, a pig farm in Georgia, and Safeway headquarters in California because he’d gotten backing to do a documentary called Food Chain. And what did I think of the idea?

One time, when I asked him how come he hadn’t called, he’d replied, “Amy, the phone’s a two-way instrument.” It wasn’t that John was undependable. I saw him as a man of enormous enthusiasms. He could become intrigued by a fly perched on the edge of a beer can, start to gather footage on houseflies, put together a film crew, set out a bowl of sugar, and wind up finding someone to pay for a documentary. And also make a profit on it. A small profit to be sure, but then he hadn’t become a documentarian because he wanted to be rich.

After two years of seeing each other exclusively, I realized I’d become one of his lesser enthusiasms. No matter that we could talk about politics for hours, or even whole weekends, analyze the lives of our friends. No matter we both loved classic Hollywood movies, the Yankees, and walking for miles and miles all over Manhattan. He had never once said I love you. And after the waffle iron, I couldn’t see asking him, Hey, John, do you love me? Because I knew he didn’t.

Not that I loved John either—of that I was sure—but he’d taken me on such a damn long ride. Two years, two months. We’d gotten past his friends, then gone on to meet his family, then down to his assistant, his summer intern, and his professional pals at the History Channel and A&E. Naturally I figured: Well, he’s revving up to ask the Big One. I’ve got to at least give it consideration, because John all but wore an identifying neon sign flashing Hey, Women of New York! Great Catch. After I wound up on New Year’s Day minus a ring, I’d been positive February fourteenth would be the day he’d pop the question. Maybe he’d even have a ring ready. Instead, I got the waffle iron along with a small bottle of 100-percent-pure Vermont maple syrup.

“Since you’re doing the whole hostess thing,” John called out, “throw in a couple of ice cubes.”

“If you want, but I have this theory why you shouldn’t want ice.”

“A theory on ice?”

“Yes. Jews have bad ice.” I walked over to the refrigerator, not much of a hike as my apartment was a studio so small that I’d had to give a lot of thought as to whether a chessboard was too much furniture.

“You’ve been to my place a million times,” he said. “Do I have bad ice?”

“Did I ever say anything negative about your ice?”

“Amy, this is the first time since I’ve known you that we’re discussing ice, so you’ve never said anything either negative or positive.” Although I didn’t turn back to look, I could hear him shifting on the sheets, rearranging the pillow once again for our usual postcoital banter. Even after all this time, our lovemaking remained somewhere between passionate and wild. Yet it felt impersonal, or maybe desperate, as though we’d just been sprung after a decade in solitary. I guess we both needed the reassurance that after lust, we could have What-a-happy-couple! chitchat before we parted. “What’s wrong with my ice?” John inquired.

“The same thing that’s wrong with mine. Jewish ice cubes—okay, Ashkenazic, not Sephardic—always taste oniony. It’s probably from bagels and bialys. Seriously, if you went to Tatty’s freezer—any non-Jew’s—you’d find totally tasteless ice. You get iced tea at Tatty’s and it doesn’t smell as if it had been stirred with a scallion. Do you still want ice?”

“Yes. Even more than I did before.”

So how come I was getting ready to dump this not-bad-looking, smart, decent guy who probably didn’t have a misogynistic bone in his six-foot body? Because together we had everything—except love. We were great at exchanging ideas and bodily fluids, yet there was a whole middle ground of transcendent emotion that eluded us. Plus I could see the writing on the wall, and it said, He’s going to be saying bye-bye pretty soon.

Considering where my hands had been a few minutes earlier, I figured it would be genteel to wash them. I did that in the mini-sink in the mini-kitchen that took up three linear feet in my studio, a sublet on Central Park South that was mine until the apartment’s owner, In Depth’s Asia editor, came back from Tokyo. It was stunningly cheap, as the owner’s trust fund took care of the co-op’s maintenance. Having gotten his colleagues’ testimony that I was a neat freak, he’d decided it was wise to trust the place to someone who cleaned her keyboard with a Q-tip and precisely aligned her expense vouchers. The apartment faced West Fifty-eighth Street, not the park. All I could see from my window were other people’s apartments and an old wooden water tower. I was too low for sky, too high for ground, so without watching TV or going outside, I could not tell what the weather was. But on good nights, the scent of flowers and trees and horseshit made it through my open window, the same smells that had wafted from the stables and grounds, across the quad and into the dorm at Ivey on spring evenings.

Anyhow, knowing John was watching, I bent over carefully. I didn’t want to overplay the memorable butt bit, so I opened the minifridge and quickly grabbed a couple of ice cubes. That instant, I got this memory of the night we were standing on line to see Adaptation: I’d been babbling something to John about the consequences of the Democrats’ loss of the House that November 2002, but I happened to notice the guy behind us.

He was about our age and was standing there alone with a sweet, dopey smile spreading across his face. I realized he was watching his boyfriend coming up the street, almost a block away. They probably couldn’t see each other’s face, but I was sure the boyfriend was smiling too. They not only delight in each other, I remember thinking, I bet they can rely on each other. If one of them decided to make a documentary called Food Chain, he’d call the other every day. Twice a day. When someone treasures you, you become a necessary step in his thought processes; he doesn’t just miss you, he needs you.

“Hey,” John said as I walked back, taking a different route, around a chair where the light was dimmer. Full frontal was acceptable, though not as good as the rear view.

“When did we stop saying ‘Hi’ and start saying ‘Hey’?” I inquired. “We as a generation, I mean.” He smiled and I handed him the glass. “Here’s your onion water. The cubes are almost in meltdown.” I retrieved my duvet from the floor and wrapped it around myself and sat at the edge of the couch [image: image] bed. “Why do guys like to stay naked after sex?” I asked.

“Why do women like to generalize about men? Or have you slept with a large enough sample—say fifty thousand—to know that all of us like to give it an airing?” He sipped the water. “It’s perfectly good.”

“For people without taste buds.”

He set the glass down on the floor and took my hand. My hand being fairly small and his being big, I allowed myself a few seconds of self-deception to feel petite. Five foot three isn’t gigantic and my weight was pretty much under control, yet if you noticed my shoulders and my leg muscles, you’d see why the soccer coach at Ivey took one look and knew she’d found her girl. John ran his fingers over the tips of my nails, that semiconscious masculine tribute to a woman’s manicure. I tried to think of a courteous way to say, What do you think, I have all night? I wanted him out. I wanted to floss, brush, say my prayers, get to sleep.

“Hey, Amy.”

“Hey, John.”

“Tell me something about yourself you haven’t told me before.”

“Is this some cute documentary technique?” I asked.

“No, this is what’s called asking a question. Wanting to get to know a person better.” I was about to ask him, How could you not know me after more than two years? when I realized I didn’t want to hear his answer. “Sometimes I think we’re in a weird dance,” John went on. “We’re facing each other, but not touching, and every time I take a step forward, you take a step back.”

Even though I was tempted to pull my hand away, I let John fiddle with my nails. “I’ll be glad to tell you something you haven’t heard before, although I’ve never been able to figure out the allure of deprived childhoods. Nobody ever asks somebody who grew up in Scarsdale, ‘Oh, tell me something you haven’t told me before.’”

He gave me back my hand, patting it good-bye, and offered a small, no-teeth-showing smile, his being-patient smile. “I didn’t ask about deprivation. I just thought it would be nice to know something new about you,” he finally said. John did have a great voice. Had he been able to carry a tune, he would have sounded like one of those sexy, low-voice singers, like Julian Casablancas, that guy in the Strokes. But at that moment he simply sounded muted, as if he were already pulling out of my life. “Do you feel you know all there is to know about me?”

I could see that he needed something. “I know I can get a little… testy?” This did not come as a news flash to him. “Or oversensitive.” No argument. I studied our path to bed from door to couch: his black sweater to white boxers, my blue-and-white-striped shirt to black panties. If John hadn’t been naked at that instant, I sensed he would think Fuck this lame attempt at intimacy. He’d walk out, probably for good. Knowing him, very decent, very pragmatic, maybe he’d take me to one final dinner at a quiet restaurant, so he could feel safe that I wouldn’t start wailing. He should have known he could have saved his money and picked a noisy diner, because I hated public displays of affliction.

As antidumping insurance, I began: “Okay, something about me I haven’t told you before.” Since he wasn’t turning over on his side, getting ready to be rapt, I didn’t let much more than a second go by before saying: “Joan Murdoch.”

The next five seconds felt like minutes. At last he managed to say: “Who’s Joan Murdoch?”

“When I was seven, the second time my father went to the big house, they assigned a social worker to me. I’m not sure why. I don’t think it was routine with a grandparent as temporary guardian, but I like to imagine that Grandma Lil seemed either dumb or flaky enough to make the Department of Human Resources decide she was capable of taking me to Macy’s, wandering off to see if there were any free makeovers, and forgetting about me. Not just for a few minutes. For good. Or maybe she had a record, too. Shoplifting. It was her hobby. The way some people read mysteries or crochet afghans. She’d swipe a couple of lamb chops, a potato, and voilà, takeout!”

John turned onto his side and propped up his chin on the heel of his hand. Good.

He was too caught up in the story to remember he was on the verge of taking a hike.

On the other hand, I had never before mentioned my grandma’s habit of lifting goods she could not afford. Now he’d realize Chicky’s criminality wasn’t a genetic anomaly.

“Where was I?” I asked.

“Lamb chops and potatoes,” John said. “And the social worker.”

“Right, Joan. Well, she’d come by, like, I don’t know, once a month or something. She’d always bring me a paperback. Kids’ classics. A Wrinkle in Time. The Phantom Tollbooth. I mean, I was already the best patron the library had, but it was something else to actually own a book. So I was always excited when she came over. And all her routine social work questions were painless enough.”

“Was there anything you didn’t tell her?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say, ‘Yo, Ms. Murdoch, my grandma Lil heisted a big hunk of cheddar at Blooming-dale’s food department and we’ve had great grilled cheese sandwiches three nights in a row.’”

“Anything else?” John asked. I almost asked him what was he waiting for. Some nightmarish story of abuse or neglect? But I didn’t want to bring him out of my Scheherazade spell.

“No. There were no secrets. Joan knew my grandma did not exhibit Type A behavior employmentwise. I mean, she made just enough working at the beauty salon to supplement my government check. If that took two days, she’d work two days. If it took two and a half? After that fourth hour, Grandma Lil was out of there—probably even if she was in the middle of someone’s bikini wax. But otherwise it was okay.”

“Did you feel your grandmother loved you?”

I shrugged, but then realized I needed to say something. “I never really thought about it. She knew I could pretty much look after myself, but she did whatever she had to. And if something bad ever happened to me, she’d have been… I really don’t know. Anywhere from upset to devastated. No, not devastated. I don’t think she had that kind of emotional range. But genuinely sad. Listen, I was an easy kid. She never had to hit me or discipline me because there never was any reason to. Most of the time I was more mature and better behaved than she was.”

I got off my grandma. “Anyhow, back to Joan Murdoch,” I went on. “She asked my grandma Lil if she could take me to the Museum of Natural History one Sunday and of course my grandma said yes. I loved it. I wanted to live there. After that, every three or four weeks, Joan would come downtown, pick me up, and take me someplace. Usually to museums. Sometimes we went bowling. A couple of times she took me up to the Bronx Zoo. She handled it really well, as if we were two cordial acquaintances. Not overly friendly. And without Oh, you poor little diamond in the rough pity.”

“She must have really liked you.”

“I guess so. Well, I was a do-gooder’s dream girl. One of those thirsty little flowers ready to soak up whatever culture or kindness came her way. And I wasn’t bad company. When you’re a kid who depends on the kindness of strangers, you either get nothing or else you learn to charm the hell out of people to get what you need. I know you find the charm business hard to believe.”

“Cut the self-effacement shit,” John said. “You are charming.”

I figured he might already be regretting saying that, so I immediately jumped in. “Anyway, one year—I was eight or nine—Joan took me to see the Christmas tree in Rockefeller Center. I was, like, Wooow! So she talked to my grandma—she knew we were Jewish. Not that my grandma would volunteer information like that, but I’d told Joan. Anyway, she got permission to take me to her family’s tree-trimming party at her parents’ house on Staten Island. There were her parents, her sister, her sister’s husband and kids. I went there every year, except later, when I’d go to Tatty’s family’s house on Jupiter Island for Christmas break.

“Anyhow, the Murdochs were originally from Scotland, so for Christmas they blasted bagpipe records and ate these oatmeal fried things called bannocks. And they gave me my own tree ornament. A Santa’s elf in a green outfit with teeny green shoes with pointed toes, and a little loop of wire coming out of his elf hat for hanging. And year after year, they kept it for me and…”

Other than a mention to Tatty or maybe Chicky that I’d gone to the social worker’s house for a trim-a-tree party, I’d never told anyone about the Murdochs. I always relied on my one-volume encyclopedia of the deprived childhood stories that I’d been telling since my first year at Ivey. My New York accent—“She’s so genuine!”—to say nothing of stories featuring runaway mother and imprisoned father took me places where the F train didn’t go. Like La Jolla. Jackson Hole. Ogunquit. One time to Rome and Capri. I learned to mesmerize a dinner party in Palm Beach with now-appalling, now-amusing vignettes of life in the projects. By the time I got to Harvard, I was a gifted guest. I’d go from Thanksgiving in New Brunswick to Christmas in Florida to spring break hiking on the Maine coast or riding bikes in Circleville, Ohio. My stories remained the same, though I altered my delivery to suit my audience.

New, unrehearsed tales of my past might be risky. I could be boring. Seem pitiful. Then what? Good-bye to my reputation for charm. Who knows? Maybe I’d get choked up. Then John would feel compelled to stay the night, comfort me. It was past eleven-thirty.

So I yawned.

•  •  •

Instead of sitting at the desk in my office and rereading Thom Bowles’s alleged autobiography, a total snore full of paragraphs suitable for insertion in any Democrat’s Earth Day or Martin Luther King Jr. Day speeches, I found myself staring at Grandma Lil’s photograph. No one had ever said there was a resemblance between her and me, but I sat back in my chair wondering how much of her I’d inherited.

I had some notion of what I’d gotten from her before Ivey-Rush, Harvard, Columbia Journalism, Alzheimer’s, and death separated us. Grandma Lil took home more than hair dye from Beauté. She brought home lessons about the finer things of life and insisted I master them whenever Chicky wasn’t around, i.e., most of my early life.

She offered me these treasures not because I was an eager student, or even a polite listener, but because no one else was willing to hear her breathy communiques on gauche colors (teal, burnt orange), how to set a proper table (the water goblet is at the top and to the right of the knives), or the merits of a Parisian face peel.

“A lady is always nice to the help,” she advised me one night, raising the water goblet she’d lifted from Bloomingdale’s, which I later learned was a red-wine glass. Holding the stem between her thumb and middle finger, her pinky a quarter inch aloft, she took a dainty sip through lips so puckered it seemed she was kissing the rim of the Baccarat.

I was around ten at the time. We were having steak for dinner. Dinner for two, due less to mutual delight than to our mutual shafting: my mother skipping and Chicky being otherwise engaged making license plates. That night, Grandma had “picked up” our steak at a Gristede’s in the East Sixties on her way home from Beauté. She believed her luck at avoiding what she called “unpleasantness” came from never heisting from the same store more than once in any year. Ergo, the quality of the meals she tucked under her pilfered black cashmere shawl (Henri Bendel) varied considerably, from Upper West Side vacuum-packed Scottish smoked salmon to kielbasa.

“Amy, you listening?” I nodded, my mouth full of oversalted sirloin broiled until it attained rigor mortis. “I happened to overhear Silvana Feldstein today.” She pronounced the stein the Teutonic way, “schtine.” “You’ve head me speak of her. Her husband is in real estate. Old money.” Probably 1979. “Well, Silvana was talking about this man—”

Grandma raised a finger in a hold-on-a-second gesture and leapt from her chair. With a fast hop-step that looked like the opening of a Latvian folk dance, she clunked her foot down on a bloated cockroach. I heard a barely audible crunch as insect became one with floor. The original red and blue flecks on the linoleum had darkened over the years, and the only way to distinguish between dirty dot and flattened bug was by size.
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