






[image: 0684864967-001]











[image: 0684864967-002]
scribner
1230 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10020





Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.



Copyright © 2000 by Ted Heller.


All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.



SCRIBNERand design are trademarks of Macmillan Library Reference USA, Inc., used under license by Simon & Schuster, the publisher of this work.




ISBN-10: 0-7432-1361-0
ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-1361-5







For friends, family, and dog.






Part I

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Part II

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Part III

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen






PART I






 1




SLEEK, GLOSSY art deco chrome, everything is sparkling silver and black and white. We’re at a noisy restaurant downtown and I can see my reflection in everything—the walls, the floor, the plates and food, even the wait staff. Grilled swordfish and lumpy potatoes for twenty-five dollars, nine-dollar shrimp cocktails with only four shrimp and at this swank place they make sure not to cut the little beady eyes off. About fifty of us sitting at long rectangular tables, fifteen people to a table. Willie Lister sits directly across from me, draining glass after glass of white wine, a film of sweat coating his long sloping forehead.

From the brilliantly lit Important Table, a spoon suddenly clanks against a plate and then there is an abrupt hush. Nan Hotchkiss (endless legs but the face and ears of a bloodhound) stands up and makes a toast, holding the overstuffed Filofax that seems surgically attached to her left wrist. “Let’s all drink to Jackie and wish her oodles of good luck,” she says.

We raise our glasses. Good luck, Jackie. Oodles of it. 

A few moments later, Byron Poole, the art director, and one of his androgynous assistants have put on wigs and lipstick. They sing a very off-key version of “Sisters” from White Christmas,  Jackie Wooten’s favorite movie.

(“Which one’s supposed to be Rosemary Clooney and which one’s Virginia Mayo?” I whisper to Willie.

“You mean Vera-Ellen,” he whispers back. He’s right.)

Coffee and dessert are now being served. At the head of the Important Table, Betsy Butler stands up a bit woozily, adjusts her seven-hundred-dollar eyeglasses, and taps her spoon against a glass. The din is reduced to intermittent coughing.

“As you all know,” our managing editor says, “this is Jackie Wooten’s last day with us . . . she’s going on to bigger but hopefully not better things . . .”

The short speech goes on and I cannot bear to listen to it and so I soak up every word. Jackie Wooten has been moved way, way upstairs, going from associate editor at It  to senior editor at She,  the equivalent of skipping from fifth grader to high school senior. It makes me feel like an absolute turd, this Bob Beamon-like vault of hers. Betsy continues: Jackie’s been this, Jackie’s done that, she means this much to us . . . blah blah blah.

“So, Jackie, we all chipped in and we got you this . . .”

Jackie stands up and takes a box from Betsy. It’s half the size of a carton-of cigarettes and is wrapped in light blue tissue.

Jackie has worked with Willie Lister for about five years; they’ve been sitting across from each other all that time. Spitting distance. She’s broomstick-thin and her lips are barely visible. She went to Mt. Holyoke and her father is a noted pediatrician who, from all I’ve heard, I wouldn’t let within ten feet of any child.

Jackie is thirty-one years old and headed big places. Willie and I are being left in her Chanel-scented dust.

She tells us she would like to thank us one by one but time doesn’t permit. Time does permit her, however, to thank the most important people: Regine, Betsy, Byron, etc. She opens the box and it’s from Tiffany . . . it’s a gold desk plate that says: JACKIE WOOTEN, SENIOR EDITOR GODDAMMIT!It costs over $500.

“I love it!” she says with an excited weepy voice that suggests if she does love it, she doesn’t love it very much.

I have nothing that costs over $500 except the apartment I live in.



 It’s breaking up now. People are table-hopping or slumped over in their chairs, exhausted and full.





Marjorie Millet slips her prodigious figure out the door alone and I wonder if I should follow but I know I shouldn’t. And I don’t want to anyway. Or maybe I do.

“I’m going to miss you, Zeke,” Jackie says when I hug her. I tell her I’ll miss her too and that it’s been great working with her. You do a great job, I say. My voice sounds, if not all choked up, then mostly choked up.

“We’ll have lunch sometime, right?” I say.

She nods.

Jackie Wooten feels like a skeleton when I hug her.





The next day I’m at the office sitting with Willie . . . I’m on the empty desk facing him, formerly Jackie’s. There’s nothing there now, not the little round mirror she would look in every half-hour to check her makeup, not the always freshly polished silver vase she would look into every five minutes to check her hair.“Do we know who’s replacing her yet?” I ask Willie.

“Some guy named Mark Larkin . . . I think he’s at She.  ”

“Mark Larkin? That name means nothing to me.”

Someone from the art department, a tall pale neuter type named Charles, comes over with a 10 x 13 manila envelope; we’re supposed to open it, throw in a few dollars for the Tiffany present, check our names off, and pass the envelope on to the next person. By the time it reaches us, it’s already pretty stuffed.

“It’ll be different without Jackie here,” Willie says. He squeezes the envelope as if it were a plump giggling baby. “I hope I get along with this Mark Larkin guy.” Willie has clear blue eyes, straight shoulder-length blond hair, a strong sincere face. I think he really does want to get along with whoever Mark Larkin is.

I take the envelope and undo the red string.

“Do you feel like having lunch out today?” I ask Willie.

“Lunch would be nice. So would a new tie.”

I look into the envelope, a jumbo salad of fives, tens, and twenties. I take out two tens, pocket them, and pass the envelope to Willie after checking off my name. He takes out the same amount and reties the red string.

“You know, I never really liked Jackie,” he says.

“No. Neither did I.”
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MY NAME IS Zachary Arlen Post and I was born and raised in Oyster Bay, a very well-to-do town on Long Island’s North Shore. Gatsby and Nick Carraway summered in West Egg, Tom and Daisy Buchanan in the more upscale East Egg; well, Oyster Bay is one Egg geographically east of them and, socially, if I may say so, An Egg Too Far.

The house I grew up in was an imposing, exquisite three-story Georgian behemoth—once occupied by a cousin of Rutherford B. Hayes— perched high on a chain of rugged bluffs and staring out over the tranquil buffalo-shaped bay like a diligent sentinel. In every room—and there were quite a few of them—you could hear the rhythmic lilt of waves rolling in and out, sounding like cymbals tickled by a feather, as well as the occasional belch of foghorn; during yachting season the water blossomed with reds, blues, yellows, and oranges as sails billowed and darted and danced across the shimmering sea. We were surrounded by seven acres of perfectly manicured landscape; azaleas, irises, lilacs, sunflowers, and zinnias bloomed every spring and summer, and sycamores and elms brooded over the greensward, breaking the house and the land into a fragrant backgammon board of sun and shadow and sending serpentine stripes zigzagging down the bluffs to the sea. Arlen was my mother’s maiden name; she hails from the Rhode Island Arlens, whocame over in the seventeenth century and made a killing in real estate and, some time later, in steel.

My father was R. J. (Robertson James) Post, the brilliant but temperamental (i.e., psychotic) architect who designed summer houses for the filthy rich from Maine and Cape Cod down to the Florida Keys. If you have passed through Kennebunkport, Maine, or Naples, Florida, you have no doubt seen his work, the best of which was done in the 1950s.

A monograph on him published in the mid-seventies states that several-of his more brilliant projects were never realized because he often had affairs with the daughters of the men who were paying him. Some of these girls were fifteen years old.

He was fifty-five when I was born and died when I was in my early teens. I have no brothers or sisters.

My mother now lives among the upper crust in Palm Beach, trying on and then usually buying expensive clothing and jewelry, eating delicate pastries, driving around in a golf cart with the Mercedes logo on it, going to auctions and dog shows, and playing an usually savage brand of bridge. She’s had four facelifts, I hear, and is seeing some Greek playboy, the nephew of a feta cheese magnate. She and I never speak. She has six Afghan hounds and five bichon frises and when she dies, all the money will go to them.





I attended a now-defunct boarding school in Oak Park, Illinois, modeled after England’s Winchester College, and studied Latin and Greek there and read Macaulay, Burke, Carlyle, and Pepys and was captain of my debating team; I read and sometimes translated Ovid, Racine, Virgil, Pliny, and Livy and I won an obscure award for a translation of some of the early satires of Plautus.I went to Colgate, then took a year at Liverpool University and wrapped up my education at Berkeley.

I am a five handicap and have convinced myself that were it not for a bone spur in my left elbow, I might have turned pro.

A friend of mine from Colgate landed a job at Newsweek  and got me work there, writing and researching and doing little editorial things.

I stayed there for a forgettable year and applied for work at Versailles Publishing, Inc. The opportunity I’d been waiting for.

I started at Here  magazine, a century-old monthly devoted to architecture and interior design. I believe the fact that my father was R. J. Post(I did mention that little tidbit on my interview) helped me land a job as an editorial assistant.

After a year and a half (I was now an editorial assistant at Zest  magazine) I heard there was an assistant editor position opening up at It.  I applied, had a boozy, flirty lunch with Regine Turnbull and Betsy Butler at Cafe 51, and got the job. Within a year I was promoted to associate editor.
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OKAY , now the truth.

My real name is Allen Zachary Post but the ZAP monogram was too irresistible so I pulled the switcheroo when I was fifteen; on the scrawny side, riddled with zits, addicted to Classic Rock, Green Lantern comic books, and Yodels, it seemed the thing to do. I never changed it legally but Zachary Allen Post is the name on my driver’s license and all my bank accounts (all two of them).

My mother’s first name is Sally and her maiden name was Huggins. She’s a bookkeeper in the garment business and lives alone in Queens now, in a chestnut-colored building overlooking the BQE. There’s an immense advertisement for a toaster company on her building; a slice of white bread toasted golden brown is popping out of a svelte chrome toaster. The ad is about eight stories high and the toaster company went out of business more than thirty years ago. My mom’s bedroom window is right on the crust. So perhaps she really does live among the upper crust after all.

She reads Soap Opera Digest  and watches reruns of Murder She Wrote.  She gets stuff from the Home Shopping Network.

My father is still alive. (My parents are divorced.) With his brother Jimmy, he owns two swimming-pool supply stores on Long Island (The Wet Guys I and II; they sell chlorine, bathing suits, rafts and inner tubes and waterwings, electric bug zappers, pool ladders, beach towels, bulky bags of Frog-A-Way repellent, algae remover, etc., and in the winter they scrape by, selling snow shovels and sleds). His name is Bob Post and he walks around in white shoes and blue slacks, wearing a New York Islanders jacket and a Mets cap. He remarried six years ago. His wife, Sheila, is a receptionist at a beauty parlor in Rockville Centre and—this won’t be too surprising—they met at a bar in a bowling alley. He sometimes smells like chlorine and she sometimes smells like hair spray and the combination working together isn’t very pleasant.





I’ve never played golf. Not even mini-golf.

I grew up in Massapequa, not far from the railroad station. I shared the downstairs floor with my younger sister (she’s a physical therapist now, living in Houston and engaged to another physical therapist); there was a living room, my parents’ bedroom upstairs, a kitchen and adjoining dining room. There was a small lawn in the back and the smell of car fumes was everywhere and the grass grew in brown and limp. A next-door neighbor who used to give me yo-yos and Slinkies turned out to be a lieutenant in the Genovese crime family and was found murdered in the back of a Lincoln Continental with his head on his lap.

People who grow up in Massapequa and Massapequa Park desperately want to leave, if only to escape to a town whose name they can spell correctly. (I’ve never been to Oyster Bay and my mother pronounces it ‡ la Ed Norton in The Honeymooners:  Erster Bay.)

When I was a kid my father drove a brown Impala. Now he has a blue Cutlass. Blue, the color of a swimming pool.

We didn’t have a pool. “Those who sell, don’t have,” my dad said more than once, summing up this natatorial irony. We did have one of those round tubs you filled up with a hose and then stashed in the basement for the rest of the year where it would overgrow with mildew, the gray-brown residue of our dysfunctional plashings and strained wet merriment.

My parents, though, are decent, honest people and I speak to them regularly. But if either of them ever dropped in on me at work, I’m afraid to say that I would have to go after them with the nearest scissors or three-hole punch, with intent to kill.

They’re very proud of me.





I’ve never been to Colgate or Berkeley or Oak Park, Illinois, or to Liverpool University. I chose those places because hardly anybody at Versailles Publishing has been there either. Harvard and Yale were way too risky, as were Oxford and Cambridge, as were Andover and Choate. Even Berkeley was a little dicey and I’m always ready to make a run for it just in case someone tells me he went there or knows someone who did.I don’t know if I can even bring myself to say where I did go to college. It’s almost too sad to relate.

After college I spent three years at a little residential newspaper in Manhattan called East Side Life,  a tabloid given away for free, placed in piles in apartment building lobbies, magazine stores, in banks near automatedteller machines, and in coffee shops near the cash register. Half of the newspaper is restaurant reviews and local color (or, as we called it, local pallor) and the other half is ads for real estate, escort services, Middle Eastern movers, and Asian futon stores.

With my one good suit and an utterly false résumé in hand, I went to my interview at Versailles. If they called up Colgate, Berkeley, or Liverpool U., I wouldn’t get the job. Fine. I had nothing to lose. And they couldn’t call up that boarding school in Oak Park where I translated Ovid and Pliny because there was no such place.

I did have a friend at Newsweek  and I gave Versailles Human Resources his phone number. He worked in the traffic department and I had alerted him that someone might call. He went along with the story.

I was in.

It’s true that I worked at Here  for a while and it was boring— mind-numbingly, lethally boring, except for the fact that I was constantly on my toes lest someone discover that I didn’t really belong there.

(The only thing lower than wasting away at Here  is working for Versailles’ sister publication company, Federated Magazines, which puts out magazines for Boy Group-obsessed teens [ Teen Time  ], gun enthusiasts [ Bullet and Barrel  ], and people waiting in salons to get a haircut [ Do’s  ]— they’re in another building and I think that building might be in another city. Nobody ever talks about them—it’s a superstition. I don’t even want to mention them.)

My boss at Here  was a sixty-year-old French woman named Jeanne LeClerque; she had painted-on yellow eyebrows that resembled the McDonald’s arches. At Here  I did . . . things.  I read things, opened things, wrote little things, passed things along, and collected the biggest paychecks I’d ever seen up to then.

 Here,  though, is where you either begin or end up. But being transferred there is so ignominious that usually you just quit instead; it’s like being a baseball manager for twenty years and then finding yourself a first base coach.





I live in the low Twenties between Second and Third Avenue, in a drab and dreary brick building whose facade has been called brown, black, orange, red, gray, and white, depending on who is looking at it, the time of day, and the weather. They’re all correct somehow . . . it really isn’t any particular color at all, except maybe the color of a dirty old rubber ballwith no bounce left. I’m the youngest person in it and I better move the hell out before that changes. If you don’t get out by the time you’re thirty-five, it seems, you’re going to die of old age in it.When our toilets don’t flush or when we see mice, tenants ask each other, “Hey, do you know if the super’s still alive?”

But it really isn’t so bad. The rent is cheap. I probably should feel worse about living here than I do.
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YOU CAN usually judge people by where they live, what their apartments or houses look like, how they dress, by the company they keep, how much they make, who they’re going out with or are married to, where they sit in an office and with whom they sit.

I lose on most counts.

I share a cream-colored cubicle space, the size of a very large closet, with Nolan Tomlin, a North Carolinian and graduate of Emory University. He’s a real loser, with an insufferably boring wife who invites me over to join them for dinner—I did go one time and, during the soup, expertly feigned a terrible migraine and excused myself. Unfortunately, Nolan’s desk and my desk face each other so I’m stuck looking at him nine hours a day. Unless I do something very obvious like turn my desk around so that I face the wall point-blank, I’m forced to look at him.

Nolan holds the same position I do; we’re both associate editors of “In Closing,” the breezy, shallow ten to fifteen page section that follows, in order, the table of contents and masthead, the contributors page, the monthly letter from the editor-in-chief (which I occasionally write), the “Starters” section, and the meatier features section. And of course, the two-and-a-half pounds of ads.

Nolan is always writing short stories and novels and sending them out and getting rejected everywhere. When he has spare time at work— which is a lot of the time—he’ll write what he calls his “fictions.” He’ll conspicuously swivel his computer screen around so nobody else can see it and he assumes a hunched-over, conspiratorial pose—he looks a bit like a squirrel pecking at a nut when he does this. When I have to go over to his desk, he’ll click his mouse quickly and make the screen go blank.

But maybe he isn’t writing . . . maybe he’s playing Donkey Kong.

At first I read some of his fictions. Why Nolan cared about what Ithought of his work, I don’t know (he might as well have shown it to one of the security guards in the lobby downstairs). I went from telling him his work was good to saying it wasn’t bad and then finally: “It’s really somewhat interesting.” “Really somewhat interesting” seems to have worked—he’s never shown me anything since.

His most annoying habit (and he has lots of them) is trying to incorporate long literary-like sentences into everyday speech. But in a fiftieth-floor Manhattan office where sentences are seldom more than six words long, flowery Southern prose tends to stick out and he ends up sounding like an actor reading a hundred-year-old letter in a Ken Burns documentary. About Regine Turnbull, It  ’s terrifying editor-in-chief, Nolan once said: “Her skin is as soft and creamy as freshly mashed potatoes but there is an inner hardness to her more akin to cold steel than satin or silk.”

(I know exactly what he’s doing: he’s test-driving his fictions on me. If I raise one eyebrow, he leaves the sentence in. If I raise two, it will get some reworking. If I raise no eyebrow at all, it’s out. I’d have the two most powerful eyebrows in literature today, if only Nolan would ever get published.)

I’ve always regarded him as somebody who has been injected into my life only to be suddenly pulled out of it, a Star Trek  extra who gets zapped out of the script within twenty seconds.

But what I’d like to know is, what the hell is taking so long?





Okay, I went to Hofstra University. Hofstra, which seemed to be all parking lot and no classrooms, all teaching assistants and no professors, all cars but no students, not quite a junior college and not quite a real one either. Sitting in a classroom there was like being in the bleachers at a Friday night Mets game except perhaps a little noisier and windier. One of the most commonly dreamt nightmares is of the dreamer suddenly finding himself in a classroom; he has not attended the class all semester, has forgotten he was even enrolled in the class and has not studied one iota, and is suddenly facing a final exam. But this nightmare is precisely how I spent three years of my waking life.So there.

Pretty pathetic, isn’t it?

But I’m trying to change all that.
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I’Mdesperately trying.

And just when things seem to be going smoothly . . .

It is wrong and impolite, I know, to judge people by first impressions, but when I am being introduced to Mark Larkin and shaking his cold clammy right hand, my exact thoughts are: “This guy is a really serious asshole and a lot of people are going to hate him.”

Betsy Butler introduces him to me. It’s his grand tour of the office— I’d taken mine on my own first day at It  about three and a half years ago, also with our managing editor as a guide. Betsy introduces you to every editor, every art person, every associate editor and editorial assistant and editorial associate, every ad sales and marketing person, etc. Within five minutes you’ve met seventy impeccably dressed, bright, splendidly mannered people and within ten minutes you can’t distinguish any of them.

“This is Mark Larkin,” Betsy, a fleshy divorced forty-five-year-old mother of two, says to me. “He’ll be joining us.” It’s a bright morning in late June and through the windows behind them the sun crests over the Chrysler Building.

I size him up: wavy light brown hair, puffy reddish skin, thick glasses, rubbery lips, maybe queer, maybe not, maybe a quarter Jewish but probably not and if so, he wouldn’t admit it under torture. But Harvard, definitely.

But the thing that strikes you right away is his uncanny resemblance to Teddy Roosevelt, as if they had poured the slurry of Mark Larkin’s liquefied flesh into a Teddy Roosevelt mold. Mark Larkin is about twenty-seven years old but he looks like the older presidential Teddy, not the younger one who wrastled with buffalo, bears, rattlesnakes, and nasty guys named Black Bart.

(No one ever has to say to Mark Larkin, “Hey, you know you’re the spitting image of Teddy Roosevelt.” Because you don’t have to; it would be like telling a Siamese twin, “Hey, did you know that you have another person who looks exactly like you attached to your hip?”)

“Mark’s been at She  for what? . . . a year?” Betsy says. “He was an assistant editor there.”

“A year and a half,” Mark Larkin offers, pronouncing half like “hawf,” not quite English and not quite American but something geographically in between . . . maybe this is the way they sound in the Azores.

I nod and say, “Oh . . . She.  ” As if I don’t know this already, as if I,having heard a week before that he’d be joining us, haven’t done my research.

( She  magazine, our biggest seller; circulation: 2,250,000 but slowly falling. Women’s fashion, an occasional serious article about something not too serious, some book and music reviews, beauty tips, a lot of gossip and a horoscope, etc., and tons and tons of ads [clothing, wrinkle cream, perfume, cars, cigarettes].)

“Will you be working with Willie Lister?” I ask Mark Larkin, feigning ignorance. I notice Betsy looking at me through the lower part of her bifocals, gauging first reactions.

“Yes, l think I will be,” Mark Larkin says, feigning same. This is the first time he flashes his blinding Teddy Roosevelt smile to me and it’s big, like a donkey’s teeth in a cartoon. His shirt collar is a different color than the rest of his shirt (as it often is) and he wears a red bow tie and suspenders, trying to affect a mild foppish look. That is his look: bow tie and suspenders (he probably refers to them as “braces”). All that’s missing is a walking stick and floppy white hat.

I wonder: Has Willie already met him? After a sentence more from Betsy I slip away and make my way down a few hallways, moving through the Black Hole for a shortcut. Willie is reading a magazine, his feet up on his desk, his tie loose. Willie is also on my level, an associate editor, one notch below an editor, two below a senior editor, but basically only a notch above the gutter and two above being a proofreader. And like me, he’s going nowhere. But—as he’s been at It  two more years than I—I’m getting there faster than he is.

“Oh my God, guess what?!!” I say to him with all the breathlessness of “The president’s been shot!”

I notice a yellow-brown leather envelope, some magazines and a pad and some pens on Jackie Wooten’s old desk, the first sign of human life, Post-Jackie. And the computer is on.

“What? Teddy Roosevelt?” Willie sneers. He puts down the magazine he’s reading . . . it’s the new issue of Her,  another glossy Versailles woman’s magazine, one of about six or seven of that ilk we churn out every month; on the cover of this one a young blond model, clad in yellow, is sucking on a banana that’s been dyed black. The cover line is: is yellow the new black?

“You met him, I take it,” Willie says. “An asshole. From head to toe.”

“You said it.”





“He’s the kind you have to worry about. In a year he’ll be running this place.”

“Oh, maybe he won’t be so bad,” I say, thinking: Yeah, he will be that bad.

Wordlessly Willie and I take in the empty chair and desk. The leather envelope looks dangerously evil to the both of us, pulsing and growing like a tumor. Mark Larkin will be sitting there, eight or more hours a day, five days a week, facing Willie, maybe for the next ten years. The portfolio is like the discarded cocoon he’s just been hatched out of.

“Good luck,” I say.
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BEFORE lunch that day Betsy Butler ambles over to my desk. She’s It  ’s second in command and often must tend to squabbles, hissy fits, long-running feuds. It’s a disagreeable business for her but is something she was born to do.

“I hope you and Mark Larkin are going to get along,” she says to me, tapping a pen against my computer monitor.

“I hope so too.”

“But you know, I just can’t see it happening.”

“Me neither.”

“Make it happen, okay?”





About an hour after our introduction I’m coming out of a small meeting in a windowless beige conference room and I see Mark Larkin, his face flushed, his lips trembling. He’s rubbing the top of his head, looking like a monkey trying to work a pocket calculator. I know what the panic is about: coffee.In a flash I remember my first days at It.  When I was the New Boy.

“I’m warning you, Zeke, you’re going to be getting Regine her coffee for a while,” Willie had said to me then.

“How does she like it?”

“A little milk and about a pound of sugar. That’s how her hair stays so frosty.”

So for three weeks—until a Newer Person finally came along—I got Regine her coffee. There being no coffee machine on our floor (there is a refrigerator; inside are usually thirty bottles of mineral water, lined up perfectlylike soldiers about to parade), I had to go to the coffee-and-dough-nuts guy in the lobby, fifty floors down. This happened four or five times a day and I realized after a week that this was why there was no coffee machine on the floor, so that Regine could pull this demeaning little stunt. It was her cozy little welcome mat, a bear trap hidden in the fuzzy pile.

But I don’t think that anybody has warned Mark Larkin and I doubt he’s ever worked a menial job in his life. It must be quite a little jolt, him writing one-page pieces about models and actresses and penning little movie reviews and now going down fifty floors to get a cup of coffee— which Regine never finishes anyway.

“Where’s the coffee machine up here?” he asks me.

The whites of his eyes are throbbing and vast and his red ears resemble-freshly dissected tomatoes.

“Why?”

“Regine wants coffee.”

“She’s having you get coffee? And you’re actually doing  it?”

He shrugs, shifts his position a little.

This might be fun.

“Who told you,” I ask, “she wanted coffee? Was it Velma?”

“Yes.”

“Velma’s just joking around. Don’t get any coffee.”

I’ve got him by the nuts. I happen to be feeling a little triumphant anyway now; Regine and Sheila Stackhouse have just agreed that the one-page piece I’m writing for the “Starters” section about Leroy White, the TV actor, should be a feature, maybe even a cover story for a future issue. I’ve never had a cover story at It  . . . this is always a jewel in anyone’s crown.

“What if Velma rawlly meant it?” Mark Larkin asks. Even though he’s petrified, even though his voice quavers, he somehow keeps up that Azores accent.

“She didn’t. Maybe Velma wants the coffee and she’s just telling you that Regina wants it so that you’ll get it.”

He makes a crude remark with an exaggerated redneck Southern accent, with Velma Watts the target (something like “Well, I’m certainly not getting a nigra her coffee!”), meant to ally himself with me. He looks around first, not yet knowing that Velma is the only black person on the floor.

“You shouldn’t say shit like that,” I advise him.





“Please tell me where the coffee machine is . . .”

“There is none. You have to go to the nice Arabian gentleman in the lobby. A spot of milk and a pound of sugar. That’s how her hair stays so frosty.”

He trots off—almost spastically—toward the elevator to get Regine her coffee.





At the end of his first day he and I wind up going down in the elevator together. When the elevator doors open and the lobby spreads out before us—women in white linen, men with their jackets draped over their shoulders, messengers in Day-Glo bike shorts, all scattering and crossing paths—I ask Mark Larkin where he lives and when he tells me it’s in my direction, I tell him I’ll be walking home (I don’t want to get stuck taking the subway with him). His bow tie and suspenders are still perfectly in place but I imagine the underarms of his pale green gabardine suit are soaked; first days at new jobs are like that and this is June and about 85 degrees outside.“I sure owe you one,” he says to me on the corner when we’re splitting up. “For the coffee.”





He sure owes me one, he said . . .But what exactly did he mean by that?





I slowly walk a few block downtown to Grand Central Station and then go down into the subway, figuring he must be well on his way home by then. When I get on, the car is crammed, airless, and sweaty, one of those rickety number four trains from the 1920s, the kind that Dick Powell sang “I Only Have Eyes For You” in. Through the vapor of slack, haggard faces I spot Mark Larkin. I see only his profile . . . he’s mostly turned away from me. Coming out of his leather envelope are magazines like The Economist, The Spectator, The Nation,  and maybe even Jane’s Defense Weekly. 

If he actually reads all this, I figure, rather than just makes sure he’s seen carrying it around, he might be someone to reckon with. Pretty formidable.





A few days after this I run into Tommy Land, who used to be an associate editor at It  but has, thanks to some masterful brown nosing and a deft marriage (to a Her  editor), swiftly ascended through the ranks.



“Do you know someone named Mark Larkin?” I ask him.

“I sure do,” Tommy says, sticking a newspaper under his arm. “He’s the kind who’s going to go places quickly.”

And then Tommy slips away, quickly going someplace himself.
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BEING THE New Boy or New Girl is hell—there is no colder, more impersonal, more unfriendly place to work than at Versailles. In my first week at It  Betsy Butler smiled at me and she looked like she’d just fractured her big toe. Once in a while I slip up and smile at someone in a hallway. When they look at me as though I’m complete lunatic, I quickly remember where I am.

I felt like a phantom (and a very poorly dressed one) my first few weeks at Here.  I didn’t know what to do and nobody told me anything. Things would be dumped in my lap and I had to guess how to proceed; should it be photocopied, faxed, thrown out, passed along? One time an editor threw a black patent leather belt in my in-box. Was I supposed to edit  it??

I gathered enough nerve to approach her at her desk.

“Marguerite?”

“Yes?” She wasn’t looking up at me.

“You dropped a belt off in my in-box?”

“That’s right, I did.”

“What am I supposed to do with it?”

“Take it to a leather repair shop, get it fixed, and then put a T and E slip through with the receipt in my name,” Marguerite said, her eyes never once looking up from the copy she was either editing or obliterating wholesale.

(One of my fantasies, if I ever become a senior editor, is to dump a black patent leather belt in Marguerite’s in-box. But there would be no payoff—she wouldn’t recognize me, never having seen me in the first place.)

Yes, some people have become good friends, some couples have even met there, married (and divorced), but genuine warmth is another thing entirely. And it’s not just taking belts in to be fixed; it’s telling the New Person to make copies and send faxes, to get coffee, to run some personal errand, to make restaurant reservations or cancel them, to cleantheir desk, to get their feet off their desk, to call a messenger, to arrange for dry cleaning to be picked up or even to pick up dry cleaning.

New People, after four weeks of this, aren’t so new anymore.
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“HOW DO YOU use one of these infernal contraptions?” Mark Larkin asks me with a smile, not one of his blazing supernova jobs but more of the trying-to-be-buddies type, but still condescending in its own way. I’m at a fax machine, about to send a letter, and he looks very lost.

“You really don’t know?”

“At She  there were others to do it.” He pauses and arches his eyebrows. “There are African Americans there.”

(What is it about me that makes him think I’m such a racist? Or is it just him, one white male talking to another white male, playing the percentages?)

“You can get in trouble with Human Resources for that kind of talk,” I say.

He shrugs. Perhaps by now he already suspects I’m not too serious about my work.

I guide him through the faxing process, half-expecting his tongue to be dangling out of his mouth like a child practicing penmanship, but when it’s his turn to send the fax—it’s a request for a quickie interview with an infamous art forger now dying of cancer in a Rome prison—he balks.

“I don’t believe you,” he says.

 He doesn’t believe that you put the paper in the machine facedown. 

“You’re right,” I say sarcastically, “I’m just playing a joke on you.”

So he faxes his letter face up. I gloat guiltlessly in my own mischievousness.

A week later, I notice, he’s still faxing things the wrong way.

He didn’t get much accomplished the first few weeks and he never landed the interview with the forger.

But I did.
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IT’S 9:30 and I’ve been at work a half-hour already—I always make sure to get in before Nolan does so I can experience the delight of being here without him for a while.

“I just came up in the elevator with Gaston,” he drawls.

(Not even a good morning out of him—but I don’t say good morning to him either.)

“Really?” I don’t look up from my newspaper.

Nolan urgently wants me to perk up but I refuse. It’s important at Versailles to not be impressed by anything or anyone; if the news came across the wire that North Dakota had just bombed South Dakota off the map, you’d be expected to say, “Hmmm, curious, that” and then just get on with your work.

Over an ecru cubicle wall, a tuft of wild wavy red hair barely restrained by a violet scrunchy bounces past. Marjorie Millet. I see that and swallow hard and the violet scrunchy makes a sharp turn and the blazing red tuft vanishes.

“He was alone,” Nolan says.

Gaston Moreau is always alone. Versailles’ legendary elderly (and semiretired) creative director and I have never spoken to each other, he being the most important person in the building, me not being remotely close to being so.

Nolan jams a corn muffin into his mouth and crumbs fall like hail to the stack of newspapers and magazines on the desk.

“How was his breath?” I ask.

“The whole elevator reeked . . . like a fetid mound of two-week-old garbage in a back alley in the middle of an Alabama August.”

A young woman, about twenty-two years old with very pleasant angular features and heavy-lidded eyes, comes by and places a small brown package in my in-basket, already teeming with unread, untouched stuff (articles, layouts, newspapers, magazines and more magazines). She smiles and goes away. She has long wavy brown hair and, at about five-foot-eight, falls easily into the preferred Versailles height range for women: five-foot-six to six-foot-one. She’s cute and this is the first time I’ve seen her. She must be very new . . . the smile betrays her.

Something catches my eye: the little gray splotch of oil on the cubicle-wall where Nolan rests his head. Perhaps it’s good he works across from me because his bad manners always make my own pale in comparison. Hitler to my Mussolini.

“He looks unhealthy,” Nolan continues. “The bags under his eyes are really heavy. And he’s got these huge brown spots, like buckwheat flapjacks burning tar-black on a dry griddle. He might be on his last legs.”

“If Gaston were going to die, he’d have done it already. Besides, being semiretired is  being dead.” According to rumor, the man went into his office every day, closed the door, drew the blinds and killed the lights, and napped.

I stick my hand in the already-opened brown package, having a vague idea of what it is: a book in galleys.

It’s the new novel by Ethan Cawley, called Badland.  It smells fresh, like wet ink and glue, and the cover is bright yellow and sticky. A brief note from someone in the publisher’s publicity department says: “With the complements of the author.” (Jesus, even people who work for book publishers can’t spell! But this is from the publicity department so it doesn’t count.) l’d given Cawley’s last book a bad review, which certainly the reclusive tough-guy author hadn’t read or given a shit about.

There is a Post-it note stuck on the cover. It says in small loopy purple-handwriting: “Review. For this issue. RT.”

Okay, Regine Turnbull. “For this issue” means I have to hurry.

I see something else in my in-box. It’s from Sheila, my boss.





“We’re holding this for the next issue,” she’s written on a Post-it note attached to my Q & A with the dying forger in Rome.

But by the next issue the man would be dead.





Sheila Stackhouse, a senior editor, sits just behind our cubicle wall, in a large office with a door, chairs, and a window. She has potted plants near the window (when she goes away I have to water them, but I usually wait until the day before she gets back) and pictures on her desk of her children and husband, three bubbly kids with blond bangs and blue eyes and a bald swarthy man with a heartbreaking frown and distant, forlorn gaze. Her window looks east and on clear days you can see airplanes taking off and landing; sometimes the sun shining down on the Chrysler Building is orange and brilliant, turning it into a lit match.I walk into her office and stand near her desk while she leaves a message on someone’s voice mail.

“We’re holding the forger piece?” I ask when she hangs up. My mission is futile but I want her to know that though I’d take it lying down, I might not be flat on my back.

“There’s just no room for it,” she says.

“The man is on his last legs . . . if it doesn’t run now . . .”

“You know how it is. We’re close to shipping the issue.”

“Maybe it could go into ‘Starters.’ ” “Starters” is where Willie and now Mark Larkin work, another breezy shallow ten-page section.

“Ask Betsy Butler,” Sheila says. “Maybe they have a page to bump. But things are very tight.”

If the piece somehow gets into “Starters,” though, I lose the smarting but somewhat pleasurable sensation of having been rejected for something, of having been treated shabbily. Which is better, getting the piece in or enjoying the hurt of being fucked over?

Suddenly there sounds a loud clattering of clogs and high heels. Heads bob past, voices murmur and mumble, paper is crunched. I stand up and follow the horde.

A meeting.





We are in a corner conference room (a very long room with everything beige except for the long glass table) and Betsy is leading the meeting, holding a pointer and looking like she’s diagraming a pick-and-roll play. The Important People are here (not Regine, though; she no longercomes to these meetings) and so are the semi-important people, including Willie, Nolan, Mark Larkin, and myself. Nan Hotchkiss, a features editor so somehow still an important presence despite her aura of disinterest, slurps a light coffee and scribbles in her Filofax, which has come to resemble a triple-decker roast beef sandwich. Byron Poole, It  ’s art director, and Roddy Grissom, Jr., the execrable photo editor, stand around a few pieces of paper that have been taped to the wall.

This is the next cover of It  and we’re supposed to come up with something clever and catchy, something that jumps off the page so that the issue follows it and jumps off the stands. The picture is of Anne Touchette, a Hollywood big-shot producer (and currently the most powerful woman in that town), bathing in a solid gold tub brimming over with dollar bills. The photographer exposed about a thousand pieces of film in two hours and Byron and Roddy have narrowed it down to these two pictures; in both, Touchette holds her arms up triumphantly, just a little flab dangling off, but her mouth is open in one shot and closed in the other. The bold italic, scarlet It  logo is already there in the mock-up; all we have to do is come up with some words or sentences to make it complete. This is a monthly ritual and more often than not is exhausting, sometimes dragging on for hours and even days. (It took five days to settle on BEST BETTE for Bette Midler and WHO ARE YOU KIDMAN? for Nicole Kidman. It seems the worse the cover line, the longer it takes to concoct: HANKS FOR EVERYTHING for Tom Hanks, ELLE ON WHEELS for Elle MacPherson, STONE ALONE for Sharon Stone had taken about a week each.)

Betsy points out to us the one difference in the two shots, something that, given the generous size of Anne Touchette’s gaping mouth, is pretty evident.

“Okay,” she says, snapping the pointer against her thighs ‡ la Erich von Stroheim or Bobby Knight, “so what do we do with it?”

I look at Willie, who is already sneaking a peek at me. Mark Larkin, yes, wearing a bow tie and suspenders, sits on his immediate right. I know what Willie is thinking: How, with so many pictures to choose from, with paying Harry Brooks (the photographer) over ten grand for the shoot, how with a makeup person, a caterer, a stylist and a hairdresser and a solid gold bathtub, how could only two pictures be worthy of being on the cover?  Were the rest out of focus? Was Harry’s thumb over the lens? A kid with an Instamatic taking pictures of his hamster had better chances.





“Annie Get Your Money,” Liz Channing, an associate editor, throws out.

“Soaking in It,” I say.

“You Never Touchette Anymore,” Willie says. l’m the only one who giggles.

“Anne of the Thousand Ways,” Mark Larkin suggests, leaning back and rubbing his chin. Some of the people present look at each other and nod impressed, almost awestruck nods and Willie bites his lower lip until it changes color.

“That’s not bad,” Nan says.

“Maybe we can do better though?” Betsy Butler says, scratching the cleft in her chin.

“Avenging Annie or something like that” Oliver Osborne, yet another associate editor, throws out, his heart not in it.

“A Touchette of Class?” I suggest. It seems just as dreadful as “Anne of the Thousand Ways,” so why not? I realize that Mark Larkin is ahead at this point and I’m determined to not let him win.

Roddy Grissom, Jr. (his father is the publisher of She;  were it not for that, not only would Roddy not be present, he might be in a lunatic asylum) says, “What’s that on her chain?” Byron and Roddy now edge closer to the picture and Betsy follows, so that now nobody else can see anything but their bending backs.

Anne Touchette is naked in the tub but is wearing a gold chain around her neck. The dollar bills end safely above her nipples.

“It’s one of those Jewish things,” Byron says, looking back at us with dismay, like a doctor finding something disturbing in an X-ray.

“What do you call them?” Roddy says. If anybody knows the answer, they don’t want to admit it.

“It’s called a chai,  ” Willie Lister says. “I think it’s Hebrew for life.”

Willie, with his Episcopalian and Presbyterian bloodlines going back ten generations, can admit to knowing such a thing. His ass is covered.

“Oh, shit,” Betsy Butler groans, tossing her pen onto the long glass table so it clangs.

You can’t very well have something like that on a cover—nobody says it but everyone knows it, and while I sit here vicariously enjoying this game of parlor anti-Semitism gin rummy, I silently recall the story of when Jeremy David, the clothing designer, insisted on wearing a Jewish star at a Richard Avedon shoot for us . . . but Regine had finally persuaded him, with the promise of discounted ad space, to take it off.





“I didn’t even know that, like, Anne Touchette was Jewish??  ” an assistant-fashion editor puts in. Somehow anything someone who works in the fashion department says, like, comes out sounding like a question?? 

“Her father is indeed a member of the illustrious long-suffering Hebrew peoples,” Mark Larkin tells us. “Her real name is Turtletraum or Teitelbaum or something convoluted like that. He’s a lowly Chicago accountant.”

Betsy asks Byron if the chai  is evident in every single picture and Byron looks at Roddy Grissom, Jr., and they both shrug. How could they not have noticed this?  everyone in the room is thinking. Why didn’t they or the grossly overpaid stylist, makeup person, and hairdresser notice it in the studio? Couldn’t the caterer have said something? 

“If it is in every single one of them,” Sheila Stackhouse says, “we can always take it out. We can do that, right?”

Byron and Marjorie explain that, with their Photoshop wizardry (they’re going to work on her teeth anyway; there’s some green gook from the $1,500 worth of catering) they can cover it up with more dollar bills. Roddy says he’ll look at the other shots to see if there are any other good ones, ones wherein the offending chai  isn’t rearing its ugly gold Hebraic head right at the potential buyer or subscriber.

So we resume.

“The Magic Touchette,” I say. “Queen Anne. Princess Anne. Lady Anne. Living Chai  on the Hog. A Touchette of Splendor. Anne Overboard. Queen Anne’s Face. The Coward Chais  a Thousand Deaths. A Good Anne Is Hard to Find. Beautiful Touchette. An Anne, a Plan, a Canal. Anne Alive!  The Right Anne for the Job. Let’s Get Chai,  Man. Bathing Beauty. You Can’t Keep a Good Anne Down . . .” It’s just coming out of me and I cannot stop but it’s clear that Mark Larkin has won the day.





“That asshole,” Willie mutters to me, walking out of the meeting. Five yards in front of us Mark Larkin walks between Nan Hotchkiss and Betsy Butler.“Anne of the Thousand Ways,” Willie fumes. “Christ! That sounds so . . . precious!  I’m becoming ashamed to tell people I work here, which I probably won’t be doing soon.”

“It is really bad,” I say. “I wish I’d come up with it.”

“We’re all gonna drown in a sea of our own twee-ness. Teddy goddamn Roosevelt.”





Willie drinks some water, then angrily crunches the cup. We look at Betsy, Nan, and Mark Larkin walking down a corridor. Betsy casually drapes an arm over his shoulder.

“We’re all dead meat,” Willie says.
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A FEW minutes after the meeting breaks up, I’m circulating around the floor. Actually I have nothing to do, which happens often, sometimes for as much as four hours a day. I’ll walk around in a hurry, to the fax machine, to one of the five copiers, or just around and around, striding my way with no goal in sight except to kill time and appear very busy.

After a few turns I see Marjorie talking to Leslie Usher-Soames, an assistant designer, in front of the women’s room. They both are wearing black. Leslie holds a small bottle of mineral water and Marjorie one of those plastic coffee cups that look like space capsules from the Mercury program. Marjorie stands a good four inches taller than Leslie.

“There’s a New Girl,” Marjorie informs me, raising her thick auburn eyebrows. “Have you met her? She’s at Regine’s copier.”

“I think I’ve seen her,” I answer.

I don’t want Marjorie to see me being interested in the New Girl. She’s dangerous enough without being provoked.

“Her father is Jimmy Kooper,” Marjorie says.

(Jimmy Kooper is the top lawyer in the company and has somehow managed to make himself feared and loathed by people who have never met him, including me.) “So that’s how she got the job,” I say.

And a few minutes later . . .

With one hand Ivy Kooper is trying to pull a ripped piece of paper out of the jaws of a copier and with the other she twirls a long strand of wavy brown hair.

The New Girl.

“You need help?” I offer with a shy-looking smile.

“I’m making copies for Regine. Or at least I’m trying to . . .”

“She wanted you to copy a shredded piece of paper? Not very thoughtful of her.”

She makes a funny face and tells me that it’s ripped now  but wasn’t when Regine’s secretary had handed it to her.

She’s an editorial intern, having recently graduated from college,one of the ten colleges that everyone important who works in the company has been to. She wears a maroon skirt and beige cotton top and her hair is just a touch on the stringy side. She doesn’t look the Versailles part yet (which would be: wearing all or mostly black, having hair you could see your reflection in, flashy but not garish lipstick, and being five pounds skinnier). With a pair of Converse sneakers on, she certainly isn’t wearing the right shoes. And what really betrays her: she’s friendly and has a sweet disposition.

I open up the copier and tighten something. Some women, I’ve learned, detest having men fix things for them; others positively wet themselves over it. I’ve got Ivy pegged for the wet-themselves type but I wouldn’t bet on this six months down the line.

I shut the copier door with a bang and sail the paper through. (Regine is ordering a case of expensive wine for Donna Reems, the photographer; that was the paperwork.) Marjorie and Leslie Usher-Soames suddenly wheel around the corner. Marjorie smiles teasingly when she sees me with Ivy (Leslie’s face stays emotionless) and I feel my face turn red, as if a brother of mine had caught me sniffing his daughter’s panties.

They turn another corner and vanish.

I ask Ivy how she likes working at It  after all of two hours and she says she likes it a lot.

“Honestly? Are we talking about the right place?”

“Well, it’s kind of strange here.”

“Hardly anybody says hello or anything, right?”

“Where did everybody go just now? Was there a fire drill?”

It takes a moment but I gather that, with everyone in the cover meeting,she must have thought the place had been completely emptied out. All she saw was vacated chairs and blinking computers . . . nobody had told her a thing and so she’d just sat down and waited for people to reappear.

“And,” Ivy tells me, “so far, like, twenty women have told me how to fix my hair and do my lipstick and eyes.”

“This is normal here. On my first day some guy told me my tie just didn’t fit in. I told him I liked it. But when I got home I burned the thing.”

She tells me it’s the first job she’s ever had in her life. That doesn’t surprise me, she being Jimmy Kooper’s daughter. I tell her I was at It  for three weeks before everybody finally became convinced I wasn’t a messenger wandering around looking for the bathroom.





Marjorie comes back, pokes her head around a wall (bending over like that, her breasts swing like a sack of potatoes), and says, “Zack, there’s a meeting . . . if you can tear yourself away from her?” Then she goes away again.

Willie Lister comes striding down the hallway, headed toward the meeting. I notice his fists are clenched, which means he’s torturing himself over something. Then a few seconds later Mark Larkin, adjusting his bow tie like Franklin Pangborn in a Preston Sturges movie, struts by, sees us, and nods.

I suggest to Ivy that we go out sometime for a quick lunch so that I can explain the inner workings of the place and the copying machine. (I prefaced it with: “Usually people who ask other people out on their first day are mashers or psychotic stalkers . . .”) In a way I want her to gently blow me off but she doesn’t. And the way she smiles so sweetly strikes me as somewhat sad. Sweetness didn’t belong in this company or in the building, not even on a quick visit.

So now I have a “date” to look forward to, I guess.





Nightingale-Bamford. That’s where Ivy Kooper had gone to high school. Nightingale-Bamford. Like Brearley and Birch Wathen, it’s one of those twenty thousand-year-old super-Waspy girls schools in Manhattan that costs a few million dollars a year to attend and churns out debutantes, anorexics, Prozac and Valium addicts, charity-ball givers, horse breeders, interior decorators, boutique owners, self-hating Jewesses, manic-depressives, and obsessive-compulsives who vacuum the same carpet corner every twenty minutes.Nightingale-Bamford! Nightingale-Bamford. Brearley! Birch Wathen! Birch Breargale. It Was the Bamingale.  Galingbrear Nightwath. A Nightingbirch Breared in Bamgale Square . . .

After Ivy told me she’d gone to Nightingale-Bamford it was several days before I could stop singing it and jumbling it over and over again in my head.

And besides, as I said, she has a sweet disposition.
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TOWARD THE END of that day—maybe ten minutes before I left—I walk over to Willie’s desk to talk something over. Since Mark Larkin movedinto Jackie Wooten’s space, I haven’t been coming over so much. There’s just something about him.

Neither Willie nor Mark Larkin is there. They’re probably in a small meeting with Betsy Butler. I think of Willie sitting in a room with Mark Larkin, Willie’s legs shaking nervously, wanting to throttle his new coworker.

I see something in Mark Larkin’s in-box. The sharp corner of a bright yellow rectangle covered neatly with paper and magazines. I walk over to the desk and slide the papers and magazines aside.

It is Badland  by Ethan Cawley, in galleys, wet and sticky. There’s a small note from the publicity department. “With the complements of . . .”

Is Mark Larkin reviewing the same book?

 How many people does Regine Tumbull have on this one thing? 

For the rest of the day I keep thinking about that half-inch of yellow. I toss and turn in bed for half an hour before falling asleep—usually I’m asleep the second my head hits the pillow—my thoughts wavering between Wathingford Nightgale and the sight of that small mustard-colored corner, the shape of an arrowhead, which for a few minutes seemed sharp enough and hard enough to stab me through and through.
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THEY GOT rid of the green gook and gave the eyes a fleck of turquoise where there was only brown, wiped out two blemishes off her cleavage, and covered up the chai  with some more dollar bills.

They went with “Anne of the Thousand Ways” and Anne Touchette never noticed or never complained that something had been taken out of the picture.
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I DESPERATELY want to marry Leslie Usher-Soames.

A few months ago she was the New Girl. I remember Marjorie introducing us and an innocuous thirty-second conversation. I don’t remember where we were, what we said, or anything else other than Marjorie’s comment to me afterwards: “You touch her, I’ll cut off your scrotum.” She was holding an X-Acto blade at the time and actually made the surgical gesture. I winced.

I do remember where I was when I first met Marjorie Millet. (Rhymes with “spill it.” Her father changed his name from Mo Millstein to Martin Millet in the 1950s. He worked at Versailles many years ago—when lots of other heterosexual men did too—and learned his lesson.) I was coming out of the men’s bathroom and, as sometimes happens when I’m wearing a suit, I was so preoccupied with properly tucking my shirt in, I’d forgotten to zip up. There’s this statuesque woman, about five-foot-nine, in a black skirt, black tights, and a red silk top with three big black buttons and she’s got the wildest hair I’ve ever seen, fire engine red and bubbling out of her scalp like champagne; she’s holding, of course, a bottle of mineral water and she sees me come out of the bathroom and the door hasn’t even closed behind me and she says, “Your fly’s open, Buster.”

The door closed and hit my backside and I looked down and she was right! But it wasn’t as if half my shirttail was sticking out of my fly like an elephant’s trunk. You could hardly see any trace of the actual zipper.

“Hi. I’m Marjorie Millet,” she said. “I work here now.”

I reached for her hand to shake it. She was unbelievably built and her hair was crazy and beautiful but her skin was a little bit craggy and her slitted green eyes were set too closely together.

“Did you wash?” she asked me as my hand waited for hers.

“Yeah.”

“Well, then, I’m not shaking your hand,” she said with a smile. She walked away. That was three years ago. I remember everything about it.

But back to the present . . .

I’m in the art department and Leslie and Marjorie are talking to Byron Poole, the art director. Not much is going on and people are relaxed (Regine is in Paris, at some fashion shows). I’m barely listening to anybody but all of a sudden I hear Leslie say:

“. . . and my grandfather was fairly good friends with Winston Churchill.”

I’m facing away from them when she says it and it’s a good thing because I feel myself change color.

I compose myself and turn around and look Leslie in her pearl gray eyes. She’s sitting at her desk, her computer screen washing her little nose in sapphire blue, and I say: “You’re kidding, aren’t you?”

“Ackshilleh, I’m not kidding a’tall.”

And that was it: Winston Churchill.

Not that she doesn’t have lots of other things going for her. She’s intelligent and a very talented designer and pretty, although a bit on the skinny side. I think her best feature might be her skin but what you can do with skin, when it gets down to it, it’s hard to say. She’s about five-foot-four and has—permit me this one crudity about my future wife (I’m serious about this marriage thing)—small perky breasts that point up like faces looking at a man about to jump off a building.

The accent helps too.

She’s British, of course (about a quarter of the company is British, the other three quarters wish they were) and she has that delightful, remarkable way that some British women have of gliding two inches over the ground.

Her family owns a mansion in the Boltons in South Kensington. I imagine that the outside of the place is the same color as her skin. I supposethere’s also a big Manderley-type house in the country somewhere, with a name straight out of an E.M. Forster book, and that the walls are hung with paintings, as tall as giraffes, of her ancestors going back twenty generations.

And her accent . . . she sounds a little bit like a BBC reporter reporting-from an exotic trouble spot, surrounded by Chechen rebels or Tamil Tigers, and a little bit like a lead singer with Pepto Bismol–pink hair from a new wave group in the 1980s.

It’s all perfect.

“Did you ever meet Winston Churchill?” I ask her. Others watch and listen but they fade out.

“Oh no. He was long gone before I happened along. Quite gone. But he did sleep in my room a few times. Daddy says if you breathe in deeply enough you can smell his cigar smoke.”

I stand a good three thousand miles away from that room but still I’m tempted to draw in a long deep breath.





Leslie doesn’t show much of herself at work, in terms of her body and her personality. She’s either very demure or reserved . . . or it’s possible that there’s just not that much to show. All you can see are her thin wrists and hands and maybe two inches of some calf, on a good day. And her face, which is as white and soft as a cloud. A brunette (with some henna highlights), she has the ultimate Versailles Publishing, Inc. hair: silky, soft, and manageable. It’s always—and I mean always  —in a ponytail.

That second when I heard her say her grandfather knew Winston Churchill . . . it was a momentous occasion in my life, as if a five-ton bronze sculpture in the shape of a slash mark had descended from heaven to split up one part of my life from the next. In one second I realized several things: I want to get married. I’m not getting any younger. I’d like to marry Leslie Usher-Soames. It would be good for me to marry Leslie Usher-Soames, professionally. I must now dedicate my life to marrying her. I must not be vanquished. I am Captain Ahab and Dr. Richard Kimball and Inspector Javert, she is the Great White Whale and the One-Armed Bandit and Jean Valjean.

But Leslie Usher-Soames will not marry me. Not the way things are right now.

So I must change the way things are.





•     •          •





But to think that merely by my knowing her, only three people (she, her grandfather, Winston Churchill) separate me from the following Twentieth-Century All-Stars:Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Neville Chamberlain, the king that abdicated for the woman he loved (Edward something or other), Eisenhower and JFK and Harry Truman, Queen Elizabeth, Lord Beaverbrook, and Joseph Stalin.
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