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			To my husband

		

	
		
			NEW YORK, 1980

		

	
		
			chapter one

			PUT YOUR HANDS UP!

			I opened my eyes at five in the morning to see the flashing red lights from a fleet of NYPD cars swirling and bobbling across the ceiling of my tiny Eighth Street bedroom.

			Some twenty-year-olds on their own for the first time might have been alarmed, but I thought they gave the ­spartan room a kind of festive whorehouse feel. They were a confirmation that I was no longer in Belmont, Massachusetts, under the same roof as my insane, increasingly violent mother—that I’d made my escape.

			Then a belligerent voice squawked over a megaphone, crackling and beeping below my window: “This is the New York City Police Department! We have the building surrounded!”

			Half-awake, I wondered who was getting busted, when someone’s beefy fist started pounding on the front door of our apartment. My sixth sense for disaster, honed over years of sailing the emotional tsunami that was my home life, told me to run for the fire escape. Unfortunately I was pinned to the bed by the heavy arms and legs of my sleeping boyfriend.

			“Wake up, Michael.” I nudged him.

			“Huh,” he muttered into the pillow.

			“I think the police are here.”

			“What?!” He bolted up.

			“At the front door,” I said resignedly, rolling off the futon and slipping on a cotton nightgown. “Here.” I tossed him my oriental-print robe.

			My roommate, Beth, a Parsons student fresh from Ohio, met us in the living room. She cowered next to the counter of the kitchenette, clutching the collar of her plaid bathrobe closed over her Lanz nightgown like the schoolmarm in a spaghetti western after the bad guys ride into town.

			“Oh my God, what’s happening, Wendy?” she whimpered as the reflected red lights played across her frightened face.

			“Open up! This is the police!” a gruff voice bellowed from the hall.

			“The police are here, Beth,” I said calmly. She reminded me of the girls I’d gone to high school with in Boston—­cherished princesses who had never had a big zit or a hair out of place or a cavity. I felt sorry for her. I’d had plenty of experience with the police but could tell this was her first time.

			“It’s probably just a mistake,” I assured her. I was an expert at pretending nothing was wrong from the years I had gussied up the truth for my younger sister, Robin. “Some men came and took Mother away on a bed on wheels!” I’d explained after Mother had attempted suicide and was taken to Bellevue. “Heat wave!” I’d pronounced when we found the trousers of one of Mother’s boyfriends draped across the wicker chair in Robin’s bedroom.

			“They probably have the wrong apartment, Beth,” I said soothingly, shrugging my shoulders. I was so good at this.

			“Are you gonna open the door or are we gonna break it in?!” the voice from the hall shouted.

			I headed for the door. Bright light from the hallway glowed at the bottom like when the aliens come for the little boy in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. I should be so lucky, I thought.

			I peeked through the peephole. A crusty-looking old guy in a crumpled fedora and a coffee-stained trench coat with a badge pinned to the lapel was standing in the hallway, flanked by a couple of uniforms.

			“Come on, you gonna open up or what?” the guy barked, eyeing me through the peephole—its fish-eye lens exaggerating his nicotine-yellow teeth and pasty nose with clogged, enlarged pores, making him look like a giant feral rabbit with a skin condition.

			I recoiled from the view and looked at Michael, who nodded at me to go ahead.

			“Certainly, Officer,” I chirped. Maybe because my last name is Lawless and my ancestors were sheep thieves, or because my mom had been arrested and liked to crank-call the cops to falsely report my sister for stealing from her, I had a perpetual feeling of guilt by association and so tended to be overly officious and polite with the police. “I’d be happy to open the door right now.”

			But as soon as I turned the lock, they shoved the door back—almost taking off my fingers—and barreled into the living room. In addition to crusty guy, there were four uniforms and two more plainclothesmen. Once they were in, they scattered, darting quickly, serpentine-style, through the apartment, checking our bedrooms and bathrooms with their guns drawn as if they expected to find a dozen naked Dominicans cutting cocaine with baby laxative. Unfortunately for them, there was just us: a terror-stricken princess, a bathrobe-wearing actor, and the recently liberated child of a crazy woman. I could hear drawers and closets opened, light switches flicked on, the shower curtain screeching along its rod, and the top of the toilet tank lifted up and down. Then, having found nothing, the cops regrouped in the center of the room, their SWAT-team dance coming to an end. Stone-faced, they all holstered their weapons and gave the three of us the once-over.

			“There’s nobody else here,” said one of the uniforms who had searched Beth’s bedroom.

			“Are you Harvey Buchbinder?” the old cop asked Michael, eyeing the turquoise, flowered kimono that barely came down to his hairy thighs.

			“No, I’m not. My name is Michael Pope,” he replied somewhat righteously. Michael and I had been together for about six months. He was an actor, and I could tell from his overly dramatic delivery that he’d rehearsed the line in his head, going over various readings before finally settling on “indignant defiance,” as if he were auditioning for the role of a perp on a police procedural show. The cop snorted, un­impressed.

			Michael and I had met at the American Repertory Theater in Cambridge, where he was playing various small parts and I was working in wardrobe. Our first conversation had taken place in the dark backstage during a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. He was playing one of the fairies and was wearing a celery-colored bodysuit that covered his face, making him look like a spring vegetable on steroids, so I didn’t know until later that he was nine years older than me.

			“I’m gonna have to see some identification,” the cop said, unconvinced.

			Michael retrieved his wallet from my bedroom and brandished his license at him.

			“Are you Harvey?” he asked me.

			Seriously? I thought. But, always the good girl, I answered sincerely, “No, Officer, I’m not.”

			“Call me Detective, Detective Stanley. They’re officers, in the uniforms,” he barked. “What about you?” he said to Beth.

			“I’m from Ohio.” Her voice quavered.

			“No, she’s not Harvey, either,” I said before Beth had a heart attack. “Look, Harvey’s not here. He went out for a pack of cigarettes—”

			“When?” the detective said, showing a bit of liveliness for the first time. He pulled a small memo pad and a pen from his coat pocket—preparing to take down the details.

			“A week ago. We haven’t seen him since.” I looked at Beth for backup.

			She nodded eagerly. “He rented us these rooms.” Her squeaky-clean tone seemed to express hope that the correct answer would end this hideous nightmare.

			“There was an ad in The Village Voice,” I said.

			“Figures,” Detective Stanley said sourly, “that’s where all the sickos are.”

			I didn’t like Detective Stanley, but I had to admit he was right. I had lived in New York when I was a little girl in the late sixties and early seventies. It had been the New York of Holly Golightly and Eloise, a clean, well-lit place where the only homeless person I saw sold pencils with his little dog on the carpet in front of the Bloomingdale’s taxi stand. Nothing very bad could happen to you there. But now, in 1980, it seemed something bad could happen to you everywhere. It was very much the New York of Travis Bickel, Son of Sam, and Al Goldstein’s Screw magazine—a city where the Guardian Angels rode broken-down, graffiti-covered subways when even the cops were intimidated, and drunk homeless people assaulted you for change every ten feet. Now I carried Mace in my purse and strode down the street with a “Don’t fuck with me” attitude and my house key wedged between my thumb and forefinger in a fist in case I had to fight off a mugger—or worse. I never got into an elevator alone with a strange man.

			I’d seen a lot my first week in town as I looked for this “dream” apartment with its three flights of stairs, lack of closet space, cockroaches, and leaky faucets. The crusty radiator in my room blasted heat twenty-four/seven and emitted high-pitched screams like a troupe of teenage girls in a horror movie; I’d long since given up trying to open my window, which had been fused shut by coat after coat of slathered-on paint. I’d arrived, after a final fight with my mother, with one suitcase, an acceptance letter to NYU film school, and a couple of hundred dollars in cash. I stayed with Michael in his studio uptown while I looked for a place closer to school. I was wary of moving in with him—where I had once seen my boyfriend as my champion and defender, I now felt as if he had difficulty listening to me and seeing who I was. Maybe it was the age gap, but he tended to lecture me and tell me what to do. My frustration had led to some terrific arguments, and he’d pleaded with me a few times to give him another chance.

			There wasn’t enough NYU housing even for freshmen, so most of us were just tossed into the streets with the classifieds. Because of the city’s bankruptcy, crime, and overall lack of services, a lot of people had fled to the suburbs, and it seemed as if every other residential building was filled with enormous rent-controlled apartments presided over by weird guys or lonely cat ladies who subsidized their “lifestyles” by renting out rooms. I must have looked at thirty shares or sublets. Some of the men were so creepy I worried that if I moved in, I’d wake up in a dog collar chained to the wall. The women were mostly loonies who’d been divorced and practiced chanting and incense burning or were fading actresses or dancers who were still waiting for their big break on Broadway and needed to be free for that last-minute ­audition.

			Compared to them, Harvey Buchbinder seemed positively normal—a frizzy-haired hipster in his late forties who wore low-rise, bell-bottom jeans and an oversized belt buckle. There were no cats in the apartment, and Beth, with her entire girlhood room from Ohio—including skis, hair dryer, popcorn popper, and Kenny Loggins poster—was already ensconced. Harvey only asked me two questions: Do you do drugs? And do you have a steady boyfriend? I had answered no to the first question and yes to the second. I got the feeling the answers didn’t matter, but he seemed nice and not likely to own a dog collar. So I gave him a deposit and moved in.

			“Why are you looking for this guy?” Michael asked Detective Stanley.

			“We believe he may be in danger. Do you know if he’s armed?”

			Harvey? Armed? I thought. With what, soap on a rope? I imagined Harvey wielding his long-ago Hanukkah present from a Hai Karate gift set, swinging it nunchakus style over his head. I smothered an impulse to laugh.

			Apparently Harvey had embezzled money from a company owned by the Mafia, and he and his girlfriend had disappeared. The cops wanted to talk to him while his head was still attached to his body. It was a question, the detective explained to us as if we were children, of who got there first—the NYPD or the Gambino crime family.

			I hadn’t known Harvey long, but he had sort of grown on me. He always came home bearing gifts—like a middle-aged, denim-clad Santa with a Jewfro. One day he gave me the little, white, egg-shaped TV I had in my bedroom; another, a new, black vinyl Ciao! suitcase; and before he took off, a box of chocolate-covered cherries—perhaps, I thought now, as a farewell. It was only later that Robin revealed to me that during a visit she’d made to the apartment, Harvey had shown her his gun.

			“What?! Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I thought you knew, stupid.” My sister shrugged at me.

			I suspected he was trying to impress her by showing her he had a dangerous side. She was always getting hit on because she had big boobs.

			“I’m going to have my colleagues Detectives Washington and Bernstein move in with you for a few days in case he comes back or calls.” Detective Stanley waved his arm at the crowd of men, and two stepped forward.

			Washington introduced himself as Stan. He was a dapper African American guy with a pencil mustache, a natty suit, and a knit tie. “And that’s Lou,” Washington added helpfully as Bernstein nodded at us, shoved his hands in his pockets, and aggressively chewed his gum. He was short, on the chunky side, with red hair and glasses. He seemed a little angry. Dressed in jeans and a denim jacket, he reminded me of a trigger-happy version of Richard Dreyfuss’s character in Jaws.

			Detective Stanley took the uniforms and left while Washington and Bernstein parked themselves on the sofa and played with their guns. Beth emitted a high-pitched squeal, ran to her room, and shut the door. I could hear the punched clacks and flat tones of the buttons on her baby-blue Princess phone as she frantically dialed her parents as Michael and I straggled back to bed.

			After a few more fitful hours of sleep, we got up and said good morning to Washington and Bernstein, who’d already sent out for doughnuts and coffee. Beth was still holed up in her room even though I knew she had a morning class. I wasn’t sure what she was still upset about; in a crime-filled city, we were the only apartment besides the mayor’s with twenty-four-hour police protection. Michael left to go back to his apartment on the Upper West Side to prepare for a play audition, and I got ready for my Fellini/Antonioni class.

			Starting with black tights, I dressed in the “Sheena Is a Punk Rocker” look that I’d adopted while hanging out in music clubs in Boston and Cambridge. Always short of cash, I shopped in the secondhand places a few blocks away on Second and Third Avenues, buying vintage dresses, men’s jackets, and sequined sweaters from the 1950s. On top of the tights, I pulled on my favorite mini tube-skirt and a little, scruffy red-and-white-checkerboard-patterned sweater I’d picked up at Andy’s Chee-Pees for three dollars. The East Village of 1980 may have been kind of a war zone, but I was thrilled to find a glut of cheap shoe stores on my street, where I had bought the cool pair of black ankle boots that completed any ensemble. I zipped myself into them, grabbed my book bag, and headed out the door.

			Shopkeepers were hosing down the sidewalks, creating a putrid mist of trash and dog shit that wafted through the air as I headed for St. Mark’s Place—a dilapidated hash of dive bars, hippie candle and incense joints, and record and book shops, interspersed with edgy leather- and spandex-filled clothing stores with names such as Search & Destroy and Trash and Vaudeville. The block was presided over by the ghosts of rock ’n’ roll, living and dead, who haunted the now-boarded-up Electric Circus, a nightclub where the Grateful Dead, Nico, and the Velvet Underground had played in the sixties and seventies. On the other side of the street stood the St. Marks Baths, a gay all-hours playground for beautiful young men. The mysterious disease that would soon begin to kill many of them was then only just being whispered about, and the baths were still going strong. The corner of St. Mark’s and Third Avenue seemed to belong to the Ramones—four hunched-over, pale guys dressed identically in white T’s, jeans, leather jackets, and black high-top sneakers. They were there all the time that fall, their dark hair long over their eyes, which were hidden behind sunglasses—as if they were vampires shutting out the light of day.

			I’d stopped at the Kiev, a grimy Ukrainian diner on Second Avenue, to pick up a bagel and a coffee to go for breakfast during the screening. I had already scoped out other inexpensive restaurants in the neighborhood. The Veselka, a Polish place a few blocks away, had huge bowls of borscht or chicken noodle soup that came with big buttered pieces of challah that would easily fill you up for the whole day. The Dojo, which I walked by on my way to school on Eighth Street, had a brown rice and vegetable plate that came with a delicious salmon-colored tahini dressing for a couple of dollars. I was a girl on a budget but quickly discovered I could eat well and cheaply on the Lower East Side. The simple food in heavy rotation became my version of a normal family’s weekly menu, but instead of Meat Loaf Monday and Taco Tuesday, it was Tahini Thursday and Pickle Soup Sunday. The flavors and smells, chipped china, and fat-­fingered waitresses were the grandparents’ house and family dinner I’d never known growing up.

			Crossing on Eighth Street over Lafayette and Broadway, I walked past the huge, black, metal cube sculpture in Astor Place that groaned as you spun it around on its axis. In the morning, the cube was surrounded by backpacking traveling kids in their sleeping bags, with a few homeless people strewn about snoozing. This encampment was usually broken up by the police midmorning, only to return later at night, after the drunk kids wandered home.

			I cut down University Place. The theater where my class was held was on the far side of Washington Square Park. Passing the elegant town houses with their gated stone staircases and shiny doors flanked by pristine window boxes of artfully arranged geraniums and ferns, I felt as if I were entering an Edith Wharton novel. But when I crossed the street and walked under the huge marble archway into the park, I left the genteel 1800s behind and entered a gritty, nefarious world straight out of Serpico. The lawns were bald and brown, trampled by stoned drug dealers and desperate addicts looking for a fix. Busking musicians, young couples making out, old men playing chess, and groups of black kids beating on upside-down white buckets for donations rounded out the park regulars. The rest of us—students, professors, and old Greenwich Village retirees—clutched our bags and moved swiftly across the sidewalks, trying not to stare. At night, we’d just walk around the park.

			When I reached the south side of the square, I dashed up the stone steps to Vanderbilt Hall, where the movie theater was. I pushed the heavy swinging door open and felt an immediate calm. The familiar hush of the auditorium seemed to stop time. I settled into a shabby red-velvet seat in the back and waited for the lights to go down. It made me think of sitting in the audience with my sister when we were little, at Lincoln Center or the West End of London, or the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis, squeezing hands until the moment darkness slowly fell and the show—The Nutcracker or Mame or a Shakespeare play our father was acting in—began.

			“Keep your eyes peeled on the lights,” we’d tell each other as we waited for Daddy to come onstage as Andrew Aguecheek in Twelfth Night or as Trinculo in The Tempest.

			My parents had split up when I was seven. My father was an actor at the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis, and my mother left him for one of the founders, a wealthy producer named Oliver Rea. We lived in the Dakota and on Park Avenue for the brief period of their marriage and its aftermath. Then, fleeing ghosts of boyfriends, husbands, and lovers past and present, my mother essentially kidnapped my sister and me and took us to London. I didn’t see my father or hear from or of him for ten years. We’d had a brief reunion just before my final fight with my mother, where I’d learned of her deception. While I had a strong emotional connection with my father, I had only spent three days with him out of the last three thousand six hundred or so. His house and second family didn’t at this point qualify as “home.”

			So for me, a theater, any theater, had become over the years a stand-in for home—a kind of sanctuary where I could invoke happier times. I had wound up in this one at NYU by accident, in a way, after my original career choice—acting—hadn’t worked out.

			I had wanted to go to theater school, but none of the schools I auditioned for would have me. Crushed, and lacking any kind of guidance, I spent a miserable year and a half at Boston University, studying whatever, just trying to get to my classes while what was left of my home life imploded: My little sister, Robin, became a runaway, my mother was arrested after drunkenly crashing Robin’s high school graduation (literally, with her car), and I wrestled Mother into AA. When my sister escaped to college far away in the Midwest, I dropped out of BU and moved back home to babysit my crazy mom. I took a job working at a newsstand in Harvard Square, but missing the theater desperately, I lucked into a position at the American Rep, where I met Michael. He encouraged me to start taking photographs—even bought me a used Olympic SLR. Those pictures had gotten me into film school. The logic of it was loopy and half-assed, but, amazingly, it ended up being my ticket out of town and my mother’s life.

			I figured that if acting wasn’t going to work out, perhaps I could find a way to be a filmmaker. Movies appealed to me the way the theater did—they were an escape, a journey to a different place where you could try on someone else’s life for a few hours. But they also spoke to me in a language all their own—a collage of images, cuts, and focuses that I had always understood. My childhood had been a long series of changing locations, casts of characters, and dramatically shifting emotional levels. Movies gave me a way to see my world that made sense. When you grow up privy to conversations about infidelity, drugs, drinking, love, greed, and hatred in language you’re too young to understand, it’s the pictures that tell you the story. The packed suitcase in the foyer tells you all you need to know about the end of Mother’s most recent fight with your stepfather.

			The lights went down, and the musty-looking black curtains slowly creaked back, revealing the screen. In the dark, I heard the other students coughing, making hissing shush noises, and opening binder notebooks. The clacking whir of the projector started up in the booth. I popped the lid off my coffee and opened the wax paper wrapped around my still-warm bagel. The film was Antonioni’s 1966 Blow-Up, the story of a bad-boy fashion photographer in London who discovers he has inadvertently taken pictures of a murder while strolling through a park. I liked the film’s self-­conscious beauty and expected it to be murder mystery, but then it evolved into a treatise on perception and reality. The hero, played by David Hemmings, has no concern or understanding for the world that surrounds him. Because he lives in a world of surfaces, where sex, love, and death are meaningless, he has difficulty discerning what’s real and what isn’t. It also has an amazing sound track by Herbie Hancock.

			After school I walked home, thinking about how lost all the characters in the film were. They were numb with boredom and unhappiness, but at least they got to do it in Swinging Sixties London. It had been fun to see the city where I’d lived for five years, having teenage fun with my sister and our pack of friends while Mother partied and serial-dated, spending her divorce settlement. For years after we moved back to the States, I would draw diagrams of our flats so I would remember the places and times I missed so much. It had been a way to map my recent past, to remember where I had been.

			I turned the key in the lock and opened my apartment door to find Washington in full shooting stance, his gun pointed right at me.

			“Shit!” I raised my book bag like a shield. Bernstein jumped out from behind the door. I was surrounded.

			“You should have knocked,” Washington replied matter-of-factly.

			“But I live here!” I sputtered.

			Bernstein shook his head and headed for the sofa, uncocking his weapon. He seemed pissed off that he hadn’t been able to use me for target practice. I looked around for Beth, but she was barricaded in her room.

			“We have some forms we need you to sign; you’ll most likely be subpoenaed after the suspect is apprehended and taken to trial.” Washington motioned with his gun to a pile of papers on the dining table while I wondered how close they’d come to blowing my head off. He holstered his weapon, took a pen out of his breast pocket, and clicked it, handing it to me with a flourish. “Here.” He pointed a thin, elegant finger to where he wanted me to sign my name. “And here.” His nails were perfect.

			I went to my room and put my bag down on a red-painted wooden chair that I had picked up on the street one day. White flight, rotating students, musicians, and artists had made the downtown sidewalks into a kind of pop-up Salvation Army or Goodwill. I had put a filmy piece of pale green, patterned fabric over my one window. My futon was covered by an Indian-print tablecloth that I had bought at Pier 1. I had decorated the bare white walls with a few postcards, photos, and some pictures I’d cut out of magazines. It was pretty sparse, but I hadn’t been able to get much from my mother’s house before I left. My last conversation with her had not gone well after I’d informed her that I was no longer planning to turn over my $50,000 college fund to her when I turned twenty-one. That money had been left to me by my grandfather, her father, who had obviously known there wouldn’t be anything left to pay for college if she had access to it. So my records, clothes, winter coat, and all my other belongings were at her house, if she hadn’t yet set fire to them in a fit of rage.

			After doing some French homework and studying for a History of Film test, I jotted down some notes about Blow-Up to prepare for the paper I’d be writing. Michael was busy that evening, seeing a play he had an audition for to replace one of the actors. I didn’t feel like spending the evening with Washington and Bernstein, so I decided to go to the movies. The Man Who Fell to Earth was playing at Cinema Village on East Twelfth Street, and as a big David Bowie fan, I didn’t want to miss it. I’d always loved all the glitter-rock guys: Marc Bolan from T. Rex, Bryan Ferry from Roxy Music, and of course Bowie. Robin and I had even gone to his house in London, one day after school, and rung the doorbell, but ran away when the prospect of meeting our idol was too much for us to handle.

			The movie theater was already dark when I slid into a seat with my dinner of fifty-cent popcorn. Only a few other people were in the audience. Bowie plays an alien who has traveled to Earth to find water for his planet, where everyone is dying. He loses his way and becomes addicted to television and alcohol. Everyone on his planet, including his wife and children, perish while he rides around drunk in a limo. The movie was trippy, with eerily haunting images, and Bowie looked both ethereal and fantastic in tailored suits, with a soft brown fedora angled over his flame-orange hair. When the lights came up, I enjoyed the afterglow, those moments after a movie is over but you’re still in its world.

			“Are you by any chance wearing Givenchy Gentleman?” a man’s voice asked from behind me. Still a bit dazed, I turned to see a skinny young guy with hazel eyes and a dark blond punky haircut. He was wearing a mustard-colored jacket flecked with purple and a black skinny tie with a red gingham shirt. He looked like a super cute Tintin.

			“Yes, I am.” I had bought a small bottle of Givenchy Gentleman at the drugstore, after falling in love with its woodsy rose and leather scent. I smiled at him.

			“Me, too.” He smiled back. “Did you like the movie?”

			“Oh, I love David Bowie, so, yeah.”

			“Do you wanna go get a cup of coffee?”

			“Sure.”

			We walked down the street to the nearest diner and sat at the counter, drank coffee, and traded life stories. Ben was twenty-two and had just graduated from college. He had moved to New York from middle-of-nowhere Texas and was working in an office downtown as a proofreader, until he figured out what he wanted to do with the rest of his life. He lived in a tiny first-floor apartment with bars over its windows in Alphabet City, six blocks away.

			I had this rushing, excited feeling as we talked, finishing each other’s sentences and proclaiming a shared love for Blondie, Dashiell Hammett, French and Italian movies, and vintage clothing. I felt immediate kinship, an instant closeness that almost seemed as if we had met somewhere before, even though we hadn’t.

			My relationship with Michael was different, more straightforward and sexual. I looked up to him because he was older and wiser, and he’d opened up a world to me, buying me a camera and encouraging me to start my own life away from my mother. But because I had grown up without a father, and my mother was not just promiscuous but rapacious, going through lovers like a Chanel-clad, sex-crazed shark, I was somewhat unsure about the nature of relationships. Like David Hemmings’s character in Blow-Up, my experiences of life were filtered. But instead of a camera lens it was my mother who had distorted my perceptions. What was love? Compatibility? Good sex? The ability to stay up all night talking? Or to be able to be together and not say a word? I wasn’t sure.

			“Have you ever been to the opera?” Ben asked. We were eating french fries and gravy that he had ordered. I confessed to him that I had not.

			“Then you’ll go with me, as my guest.” He beamed at me over the glistening pile of potatoes.

			“Really?” The opera made me think of powdered wigs and lorgnettes.

			He told me that he had box seats for Mozart’s Don Giovanni at the Met in two weeks. He said that the opera was such a pure expression of beauty and truth that I had to experience it. I looked at the clock on the wall. It was 4:00 a.m.

			“Will you come?”

			“Um . . .” My mind suddenly turned to Michael, who probably wouldn’t want me to go to the opera with another man. Still, I felt drawn to Ben in an almost friendish, innocent way. “Can I call you?”

			“No.” He wrote down the date and time of when I was to meet him at Lincoln Center on a napkin and handed it to me. “Here. If you don’t want to come, don’t show up.” He looked me in the eye.

			He explained to me that he didn’t have a phone, so we’d either meet in two weeks at the Met—or not.

			“Okay.” I nodded. It was kind of like a game, and it made me like him even more.

			The sun was just peeking up behind the buildings when Ben walked me home. The garbage trucks had hit the streets, loudly whining and grinding up the trash as the men hurled it into the backs.

			“Good night,” he said at my building. He kissed my hand and walked back toward Alphabet City.

			I took my key out and walked up the three flights to my front door. I was about to put the key in the lock when I stopped. “Washington, Bernstein, don’t draw your guns, it’s me, Wendy,” I called out.

			I let myself in and found them camped out on the couch.

			“Where the hell have you been?” Washington asked. “We were worried about you, girl.”

			“I went to a movie, then out for coffee.”

			“Coffee?! Till dawn?!” Washington looked incredulous. “With that boyfriend of yours?”

			“No, just with someone I met at the movies.”

			“There’s just no one looking out for you, is there?” Bernstein chipped in, shaking his head.

			“You are.” I smiled.

			“Well, we have good news and bad news,” said Washing­ton, getting up, stretching, and adjusting his cuff links.

			The good news was that Harvey had been spotted in Florida at a gas station while he was filling up his rental car. The bad news was that today while the police were questioning the landlord, it came out that he didn’t know Harvey had rented out rooms in the apartment. He told the cops that Beth and I were illegal tenants and we had to be out in twenty-four hours. I asked if Beth knew, and they said she did.

			Now what? Clearly, I wouldn’t be getting my deposit back from a man who was on the lam from the mob. My school tuition was covered by the money my grandfather had left me—just enough for a degree as long as I didn’t switch schools again. My bank account had about $200 in it.

			To cover my deposit for Harvey, I had already sold the monogrammed Louis Vuitton overnight bag my mother had bought me. I had taken it to a swanky leather shop on the Upper East Side, but the owner had sniffed at me and said he wasn’t interested. Luckily, a man from Texas who’d just broken loose from an executive retreat at the Waldorf had overheard our conversation and followed me out of the store.

			“The little lady is going to love this!” Tex chuckled as his piggy fingers peeled off five twenties from a huge wad of cash.

			The bag had my initials on it, and I wanted to ask what his wife’s name was. Wanda? Wilhelmina? I wasn’t sad to see it go. It matched my sister’s and was very much the sort of thing Mother thought we should have. A status-symbol suitcase for those weekends in Paris. Those days were long over—along with the limo rides, the Broadway shows, the fancy hotels, and the posh addresses of my once-privileged girlhood.

			Since it now looked as if I would be needing more money, I went back out to look for a place to sell a few items from my modest jewelry collection. I had considered calling the bank in Kansas City to ask for some cash from my college fund—but decided that my trust officer, the dour and disapproving Mr. Charno, would think that my story about the NYPD coming through my front door searching for a roommate running from the Mafia would sound too much like one of my mother’s zany fabrications designed to suck the account dry.

			WE BUY GOLD! the sign promised as I entered the grimy, little vestibule of the pawnshop, a few blocks from my apartment on lower Broadway. The greasy carpeting and smeared bulletproof glass created the ambience of an impending crime. I placed a gold chain and a gold bracelet with a little French-flag charm in the sliding tray in the wall to be tested and weighed by the sullen, doughy-faced man on the other side of the window. Both pieces had been gifts from my ex-stepdad. The necklace had been presented to me at Sardi’s on my sixteenth birthday, and my ex-stepdad had purchased the bracelet at Cartier during a trip to Paris when I was twelve. My ex-stepdad, or Pop as my sister and I called him, was living comfortably somewhere on the Upper East Side, but after years of paying our private-school tuition and bailing my mother out of various jams long after they’d divorced, he had tired of her gold-digging shenanigans and had finally cut her off completely. He was just another in a long line of bridges Mother had burned. Ultimately, all her relationships turned toxic, and I thought that through guilt by association Pop wouldn’t be happy to receive a plea for financial help from me.

			The pawnshop man snatched up my jewelry. “You sure you want to sell these?” His dead eyes stared at me from behind the glass. I smiled and nodded, thinking that if I appeared cheerful and not desperate, he’d give me a better price. He just shrugged.

			When I was younger and we needed money, my mother had often resorted to selling something—an emerald ring, the grand piano, or the Rodin sculpture she’d gotten in her divorce settlement from Pop. That way she wouldn’t have to—heaven forbid—go out and get a job. She’d even once talked one of her boyfriends into buying us a new washing machine, though I never saw her do a load of laundry. She wasn’t the domestic type.

			“I’ll give you seventy-five bucks.”

			“Each?” I was hoping that was what he meant.

			“No, for both.”

			Deflated, I nodded and took the money. This and the two hundred in my bank account could get me a new room and maybe a month to find some kind of part-time job. I was sad to part with these fond little trinkets from my girlhood, but it seemed, in a way, Pop was still helping me.

			•   •   •

			That evening I was meeting Michael at McHale’s, an actor hangout on Eighth Avenue in the theater district. I emerged from the Times Square subway station, breathing the familiar stench of a thousand uncleaned urinals. Trash whirled through the air like dirty confetti. All the taxis seemed to be honking in unison, while the hookers, autograph hounds, three-card monte hustlers, break-dancers, and the rest of the rabble competed for their share of the sidewalks. I walked up Eighth Avenue, past peep shows, the shoe-shine guys, bo­degas, and stores selling sex toys and X-rated videos. A balding man with glasses in a shiny, cheap suit and scuffed Florsheim wing tips careened into me as he slipped out of a dirty-movie theater, clutching his briefcase and a giant pack of diapers, clearly in a hurry to get to Port Authority and the express bus back to New Jersey and his family.

			With its frilly tartan curtains, old wooden bar, and Naugahyde booths, McHale’s had a certain sad, crappy charm. You could imagine some poor bastard really crying into his beer here. It was always packed with up-and-­coming actors, stage stars, has-beens, union set and prop guys, and local drunks. The food was middling but inexpensive, and the drinks were big and cheap. Michael was sitting at a table in the back, talking to a couple of other guys—actors, I guessed.

			Before I met him at the theater in Cambridge, Michael had been in a successful Broadway play for three years, but times had been lean since then. He’d been working putting up drywall and had bought an apartment on the Upper West Side, fixing it up as an investment. His career had stalled, and he had been relying more on the construction work, which frustrated him. I approached the table and sat down, but they were busy talking shop: who was being seen for the new Arthur Miller play, how hard it was to get in to see a certain hot casting director, who was getting his or her teeth capped or a nose job, and what a prick Hal Prince was. I ordered a cheeseburger and waited for my turn to talk. I often felt, when out with Michael’s friends, that I was invisible. Everyone else talked a lot, but I was afraid to open my mouth, in case it made me look stupid, so usually I didn’t. Maybe because I was the youngest person by far at the party or the bar or the restaurant when we went out together, I lacked the courage and the confidence to join in the fray. I thought of Manhattan, a movie I’d seen in Boston the year before on a date, because I was the exact opposite of Mariel Hemingway’s character, Tracy. Although Tracy is dramatically younger than her boyfriend, played by Woody Allen, and his crowd, she is enormously self-possessed and articulate, comfortable wherever she is. I wished I could be more like her, but lacking her assuredness and brio, I preferred to be a wallflower, hoping that I wouldn’t be noticed or called upon.

			After about fifteen minutes, Michael’s actor pals patted him on the back and drifted away toward the bar. He told me how his auditions had gone and jokingly asked how Washington and Bernstein were. I filled him in about Harvey, the eviction, and my imminent homelessness. He didn’t say anything, just nodded and stirred his scotch on the rocks with a little red plastic straw. I thought about telling him about Ben, but realized just in time that he would only be needlessly jealous. So I just told him about the movie, which he said sounded like a snooze. He didn’t like David Bowie anyway.

			Afterward, we strolled down Restaurant Row toward Times Square to look at the lights and do some people watching—something most actors love to do. Jazz music drifted out from the saloon doors along the street, scrawny trees rasped their branches together, and waiters on their breaks, dressed in black pants and white shirts, smoked cigarettes on the stoops. We turned the corner and, a few blocks down, ducked into Playland, so Michael could play Space Invaders.

			The arcade was jammed with people, mostly young males, leather-clad street types with greased-back hair or disco-suited preeners in high-heeled boots with their shirts open to expose all their cheap gold chains. They were showing off to their drinking buddies or to their scantily clad, big-haired girlfriends. Pressed shoulder to shoulder hunched over the game cabinets, they jerked and flipped the buttons on the control panels, the screens throwing a ghoulish green glow over their faces. Loud beeping, buzzers, and bells all wailed simultaneously, and overhead speakers blared “Ladies’ Night” by Kool and the Gang. There were whoops of victory or fist-pumping when someone made a big score or blew the most heads off. It smelled like old fry-pit oil and BO and made me feel dirty just standing there.

			“I think you should move in with me!” Michael suddenly shouted toward me over the din, his hand smacking the firing button about a hundred times a minute as he killed electronic aliens.

			“What?!” I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly.

			“You should move in with me!”

			“Maybe!” I yelled back. The truth was I didn’t want to move in with him. Having just escaped my mother’s house, I wanted to be independent. But I was stuck and had less than a day to find another place to go.

			“But I don’t want you to feel like you have to ask me! I could probably crash on a couch somewhere until I figure something else out!” I had only two friends living in the city—women I’d met at BU—both of whom had transferred here. Jenny Ott was a native New Yorker who lived with her boyfriend, Pete Homer, and two roommates; and Julie was a vegetarian meatpacking heiress who was now studying painting at the School of Visual Arts.

			Michael looked up at me from the popping, crablike images moving across the screen. “I want you to move in! I love you!” he practically screamed in my face.

			“You do?!” I yelled back over the general cacophony. Suddenly I felt as if my throat were closing up. I cared about Michael, but wasn’t sure I loved him—or even what that meant.

			Michael leaned over, kissed me, and smiled. “Of course I do! Now cheer up and play some Space Invaders!” He shoved more coins into the slot.

			“I’m terrible at stuff like this!” I said apologetically. The noise in the arcade was ear piercing, and I was starting to feel claustrophobic from all the bodies and the din. I just wanted to leave. I tried to play the game, but I was awful. I couldn’t hit anything. “See?! I can’t do it!” I looked at Michael and threw up my hands.

			“Try again!”

			“Really?!” I replied weakly, trying to think of a way to end this. I could pretend to faint—or vomit maybe.

			“Wendy”—he shook his head at me, frowning slightly—“if you can’t play a video game, how do you expect to play the game of life?!”

			I couldn’t believe he was serious, and my mouth dropped open a little. “It’s just a stupid game, Michael! Can’t we go?!”

			I could tell he was irritated, but he took my hand and we left. I felt embarrassed at my clumsiness, but at the same time I wondered why he was treating me like a naughty little kid. Maybe because I was acting like one.

			We walked out onto the smelly, crowded street on our way to the subway, past the transvestites, the break-­dancers, and the Jesus freaks who wore REPENT signs—all the ­humanity lit up by the marquees of myriad porno theaters. Michael was going uptown, I was going downtown. After 
we went through the turnstile, I reached out and touched his arm.

			“I’m sorry about the game.” It seemed easier to apologize for myself and my failings at video games than to call him on his bullshit.

			“Forget it.” He gave me a peck on the cheek. “See you tomorrow. I’ll get a key made for you.” He smiled, then turned to descend to the uptown train platform. Watching him go down the steps, past a poster for Don Giovanni at the Met, I realized I hadn’t told him that I loved him back.

			The next morning I bade farewell to the frazzled Beth, whose baleful-looking parents were packing up her bedroom set, her bike, and area rugs to be shipped back to the heartland. Her experiment in Sodom was over. She’d decided to leave Parsons and find an art school closer to Cleveland.

			No one was coming to pick me up and take me home. Luckily, I didn’t have much to pack. Traveling light was my métier—a skill from a childhood spent on the move. I shoved my clothes into the now ironically named Ciao! suitcase Harvey had given me and put everything else—my clock radio, a few books, and my toothbrush—in a Lamston’s bag I’d found under the sink. I rolled up my futon and tied it with a pair of panty hose. Hoisting it all up on my shoulders, Sherpa-style, I walked down the stairs and out onto Eighth Street to hail a cab to Michael’s apartment uptown.

			Standing on the curb with my hand up in the air, I tried not to drop the futon on the filthy sidewalk. My first perch as a film student hadn’t worked out. I had come to New York to escape my mother and to find a life for myself, but now I was moving in with my boyfriend. I couldn’t help but feel that I had somehow failed, and that, like my mom, I was being saved by a man.

		

	
		
			chapter two

			MODERN LOVE

			Leaving the jungle of downtown, traveling by taxi to the Upper West Side, I might as well have been aboard a steamship on an expedition to a foreign continent. This was the land of gourmet grocery stores like Zabar’s and Fairway, yuppies, upscale watering holes and fern bars like Marvin Gardens and J.G. Melon, and enormous prewar apartment buildings: the Ansonia, the San Remo, the Beresford, with their uniformed doormen, high ceilings, and hardwood floors.

			My cabdriver stopped at the light on Seventy-second Street and Central Park West, kitty-corner from the Dakota, another majestic building that had briefly been my childhood home during Mother’s stormy second marriage to my now ex-stepfather. Lauren Bacall, Leonard Bernstein, and Rudolf Nureyev had all lived there or were living there still. Our doorman, if he hadn’t retired, might be calling a taxi for John and Yoko. I looked up at the windows of the rooms where I used to play with my sister. Now I was an outsider, riding past a place I once called home.

			Michael’s apartment was not in one of those grand buildings but in a modest, narrow one wedged behind Broadway on Eighty-fifth Street. His place was basically a large studio with a tiny separate kitchen and bathroom. On the inside of the building with a view of the air shaft, the apartment was dark during the day, which lent it an atmosphere of limbo. I found the absence of light disorienting—you never knew what time it was or what the weather was like outside. If you wanted to see the sky, you had to stick your head all the way out the window and crane your neck acrobatically toward the top of the shaft.

			Dragging my life behind me in a shopping bag and a suitcase, I paid the driver and emerged from the taxi futon-first. I trudged up the front steps, shedding a few wire hangers as I went, and pressed the button next to Michael’s name. At the flat, harsh sound of the buzzer, I pushed myself against the door and into the foyer. I took the cramped elevator up to the fourth floor and knocked on Michael’s door.

			“You’re here!” he said, opening the door, and grabbed at my largest bundle, the futon, which he stashed in a corner. A narrow hallway led to the main room of the apartment, which functioned as a bedroom/living room/dining room. “I cleared out a few drawers for you and made space in the bathroom,” he said brightly. The apartment had no closets, but he had bought a few wheeled coatracks that lined one wall.

			“Thanks.” I forced a smile as I tried not to feel like some poor relative he was taking in. I hadn’t even planned to unpack, just live out of my suitcase as if I were staying at a hotel. But I dutifully hung up my clothes and placed my stockings, underwear, and T-shirts in the drawers that were open and empty, waiting for me to arrive. The double bed was covered with a drab brown spread and hugged by a wooden, modular bed frame with built-in side tables. The room was barely illuminated by the dim track lighting that hung overhead. Everything felt, looked, very masculine. An awful cocktail of anxiety and fear began to wash over me—a mixture of the uneasiness I felt at being beholden to Michael and the realization that I was trapped in this gloomy space, expected to call it my own, too. It was as if I were giving away a piece of myself.

			“I’m sorry, there’s nothing in the fridge because I’m redoing the kitchen—but I thought we’d go out and celebrate your first night here.”

			I staved off a panicked urge to run out the front door. “Sure.” I swallowed my feeling of impending doom. “That’d be nice. Let me just pop into the loo.”

			“I love that you call it that!”

			I nodded weakly.

			The bathroom was a few steps up, near the base of the bed. I walked in and closed the door, trying to take some deep breaths to calm down. I peed and splashed some cold water on my face. Looking at my reflection in the mirror surrounded by brown tile and speckled faux marble, I wondered if I’d made a really big mistake. Maybe I should have called my girlfriend Jenny to ask if I could crash on the couch.

			Get a grip, I told myself, don’t think of it as “living together.” It’s just temporary, like I’m a houseguest, right? Then why did I feel this heavy sense of dread? Oh, well, I sighed, it was too late now. I took a deep breath, plastered on my best fake smile, and walked to the door to meet Michael.

			We went to a Peruvian Chinese place on Broadway called Flor de Mayo that was near Michael’s apartment. We ate this killer rotisserie chicken that came with black beans and fried plantains, washing it down with Tsingtaos. The beer took some of the edge off my jitters.

			“I do love you, you know.” Michael grabbed my hands across the table.

			“I know. I love you, too.” I hoped it didn’t sound like a reflexive response. I was still making up my mind about it myself but wanted to appear convincing.

			“It’s more than that, really . . . it’s like I love the woman you’re going to become.” He smiled and looked at me dreamily.

			“Um, thanks.” This struck me as a curious thing to say. Did it mean that I wasn’t a complete person, in some way? Was I watered-down, abbreviated? A Reader’s Digest ­condensed version of a woman? I knew that I wasn’t perfect, maybe even kind of a fuckup, but I thought I’d left my training wheels behind long ago.

			Michael paid the check. He’d told me he wasn’t going to make me pay rent, just my share of the phone and utilities. Even though it was generous and decent of him, I couldn’t help but feel like the oft-kept woman of my family—my mom.

			During my childhood and teen years, she had been quite adept at finding some rich guy, usually an old boyfriend she’d kept waiting in the wings, to bankroll us. A new car, a fur coat, a weekend in Paris or Fort Lauderdale—just a few of the many perks she was able to scare up with her charm and frosty-blond good looks. When she wasn’t suckering some guy out of cash, she was busy siphoning funds out of my trust account or my sister’s. The only “job” she’d had in my lifetime was writing a novel, entitled Somebody Turn Off the Wind Machine, which she’d been at work on sporadically for seven or eight years now. It was a fictionalized account of a car trip we took across America to visit her father at her childhood home in Kansas City before he died. When she wasn’t drinking massive amounts of white wine, chain-smoking, or trying to set fire to the house, she was typing her manuscript and planning how she would cope with the instant, overnight megasuccess her book—and the subsequent motion picture it would undoubtedly be made into—would bring her. She was convinced she was the next Erica Jong. I remained skeptical.

			“Ready?” Michael looked at me adoringly across the table after the waiter had brought the change from the bill.

			“Sure.” I stood up and put on my coat. We went out onto Broadway, and Michael put his arm around me. I wondered if he would want to make love when we got back to the apartment. I tensed up, as our sex life had recently reached a roadblock, a development that I felt both responsible for and guilty about. I had had little experience with men, and Michael was older and certainly more knowledgeable than my two previous boyfriends—he had given me my first orgasm. But I still found it difficult to relax and sometimes struggled to climax. I could give one to myself, but it started to bother Michael that he couldn’t always. I assured him that it was fine, that I enjoyed being held and touched, and that I didn’t always have to “get off,” but he would get annoyed and say things like “What’s the point of having sex if I can’t make you come?” I didn’t know how to respond to this, except to apologize for my shortcomings, and reiterate that an orgasm wasn’t always necessary to me. This way, it was all my fault, right? But his frustration had grown as our relationship moved out of the initial first-kiss crush stage, into the more everyday-life-of-a-couple kind. I’d even faked it a few times, thinking it would make him happy.

			This time, instead of faking it, I decided to face the problem head-on . . . and lie to avoid having sex with him. “I’m super tired; I have a French test in the morning. Is it okay if I just do a little studying and go to bed?” It was my version of “Not tonight, Joséphine.”

			And it worked.

			“Sure. I spent all day putting up drywall, so I’m beat.” Michael was currently working on a crew, doing a renovation at a young, up-and-coming actress’s place. She had made a few movies and was about to open in a play off-Broadway, a fact that pained him.

			Back at the apartment, we retreated to our corners. Michael retired to the bed to watch the news, and I sat in the tiny kitchen at the Formica table, pretending to memorize irregular verbs.

			•   •   •

			I sat in the dark and sniffled, wiping my eyes as I watched Giulietta Masina in La Strada, playing Gelsomina—a ­simpleminded wastrel with a huge, round face, strawlike short hair, and black, pooling eyes. She loves this brute of a man, Zampanò, but he cannot bring himself to be even a little kind to her. The girl on the screen could have been me, I so identified with her search for love and her yearning for a place to belong. She always hoped and never gave up. Of course, she dies at the end of the movie of basically a broken heart, but it still felt romantic.

			The lights came on, and we started filing out of the auditorium. I’d been at NYU a month but hadn’t made any friends in any of my classes yet. I watched kids shuffle down the steps, lighting their cigarettes and talking excitedly about the film, not sure how to join them. I envied their confidence and surety about what they were doing here, especially considering I couldn’t even bring myself to raise my hand to ask a question or venture an opinion. I felt an emotional relationship with films; my classmates seemed to know all the facts. I usually slunk out after the lights came up, more in touch with fiction than reality.




OEBPS/xhtml/contents.xhtml


contents


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Postscript


Acknowledgments


Reading Group Guide


About the Author







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
HEART OF GLASS

WENDY LAWLESS

G

GALLERY BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi








OEBPS/images/9781476749846.jpg
{
“Harrowing . ..

with biting humor.”

—People on
Chanel Bonfire

Times Bestselling Al tor








