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CHAPTER ONE


By a simple twist of fate, the single most beautiful automobile in all of New York City was driven by a man who, without doubt, ranked as the honorary captain of the Big Apple’s All-Ugly team.


But, please, let me start out by telling you about the car. It was parked at the foot of the awning outside my ex-wife Merilee’s luxury prewar apartment house on Central Park West when Lulu and I rode the elevator down to the lobby that day for our regular noon walk in Central Park. This was a regal, gleaming 1955 maroon-and-silver Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud that I’m talking about. Since it was presently 1993 that meant the damned machine was thirty-eight years old, yet it was so spotless it looked as if it had just rolled off the showroom floor. In case you’re wondering, 1955 was the very first year that Rolls-Royce decided to phase out the Silver Wraith in favor of the Silver Cloud. Only about 2,200 of them were built, and of those only a fraction were made with left-hand drive for American export. I couldn’t imagine that any of them were as gorgeous as this one, which was owned by Muriel Cantrell, an exquisitely delicate, silver-haired lady in her early seventies who happened to be one of Merilee’s three sixteenth-floor neighbors.


Muriel had lived there in her jewel box of a one-bedroom apartment since the 1940s. According to Frank the doorman, that made her the building’s longest-tenured resident. Muriel was vivacious and extremely set in her ways, Frank had informed me. Mondays she drove to her stylist’s salon on West Fifty-Sixth Street to get her hair done. Tuesdays she went shopping either for shoes or for one of the elegant Chanel suits she favored. Wednesdays she took in a Broadway matinee or a movie with her equally classy septuagenarian friend Myrna, who would come into the city for the day from her home in Great Neck, Long Island. Thursdays Muriel visited her lawyer to handle any financial matters that needed attending to. Fridays she drove to Great Neck to play bridge with Myrna and two of Myrna’s neighbors.


Mind you, Muriel never drove the Silver Cloud herself. That job belonged to her chauffeur, Bullets Durmond, who was waiting for her on a sofa in his customary black suit, white shirt, and black tie as Lulu and I made our way across the lobby. Paul was his given name, but he was called Bullets by one and all because he’d been shot in the head way back when he was working as a bouncer in Atlantic City—and had a bullet hole in the left side of his forehead and a matching hole on the right side. Same bullet. Somehow, he’d managed to survive aside from a slight stammer, which absolutely no one ever teased him about because even though he was over sixty now, and no doubt slower than he’d once been, Bullets was still six feet four, weighed at least three hundred pounds, and was the owner of the hugest fists I’d ever seen. Also the most battle-scarred face, one that had been on the receiving end of knives, broken bottles, the aforementioned bullet, and enough punches that his nose, which was the approximate size and shape of an Idaho spud, had been squashed so many times that it no longer qualified as a breathing duct. The man was strictly a mouth breather, and so heavy chested and wheezy that I could hear him from twenty feet away. He had cold, heavy-lidded eyes and did not seem to know how to smile. According to Frank, word was that Bullets had been mobbed up for most of his adult life, some of which he’d spent behind bars.


The big man didn’t acknowledge my presence as I strolled past him, Lulu ambling along beside me. He never did. As I paused to exchange small talk with Frank at the reception desk, the elevator door opened and dainty little Muriel emerged wearing a pink Chanel suit and clutching a black alligator pocketbook.


“Why, good day, Hoagy,” she exclaimed, her big blue eyes gleaming at me. “How are you on this lovely afternoon?”


“Couldn’t be better. And you, Muriel?”


“I’m in the most wonderful mood,” she said, in a voice that had been carefully cultivated to remove whatever trace of working-class accent it once harbored. Lulu let out a low whoop to greet her. Delighted, Muriel bent down and patted her on the head. Her nostrils flared ever so slightly. “I gather you still have her on that same diet.” By which she meant 9Lives mackerel for cats and very weird basset hounds.


“I’m afraid so. Just be grateful she doesn’t like to sleep on your head.”


Muriel let out a whimsical tinkle of a laugh. By now Bullets was up on his feet, waiting for her, his tree-trunk arms held out from his sides like a bodybuilder’s.


Frank, who wore a formal, six-button, navy-blue doorman’s coat and matching trousers, a bellman’s cap, and spotless white gloves, hustled to the front doors and opened one for her with a tip of his cap, beaming. Frank O’Brien was in his forties, an apple-cheeked, redheaded Irish American from Queens who took a ton of satisfaction in being who he was—a third-generation luxury apartment house doorman and member of the Service Employees International Union, which was highly prized for its excellent pay and benefits.


Muriel thanked him as she took her dainty strides out the door followed by Bullets, who was so wide that he had to go through the door sideways. Bullets hustled—or at least tried—to the Silver Cloud’s curbside back door, opened it for Muriel, and helped her gently into the charcoal leather back seat. I caught a glimpse of the burled walnut dashboard as he got in front and squeezed in behind the wheel. When he started the engine, it didn’t roar. It purred. And off they drove.


I watched them go as Lulu and I strolled across Central Park West into the park. Muriel was an intriguing figure to me. Extremely private, even secretive. Clearly, she had money, but I had no idea where it came from. All I knew was that she’d lived by herself on the sixteenth floor since the 1940s, owned that fabulous Silver Cloud, and had Godzilla for a chauffeur.


I’d asked Frank what her story was. He’d replied, “George, the night doorman, once asked Bullets that very question. Bullets politely asked him to step outside and, after a brief exchange of words, drove his right fist into George’s side, fractured three ribs, and bruised his kidney. George was peeing blood for a week. He’s never been the same, I swear.”


Which I took to mean that George, whose shift ran from 5:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m., had once been an amiable fellow. He decidedly no longer was. I couldn’t get anything more than a sour grunt out of him. I rarely had contact with the building’s overnight doorman, Harvey, an old-timer who was nearing retirement. The overnight shift was traditionally the old-timer’s shift, since the building’s front doors were locked from 2:00 a.m. until 6:00 a.m., which allowed Harvey to doze in peace on a sofa in the lobby unless a late-night reveler came home and tapped on the door to be let in. Harvey didn’t really have to be on his feet and alert until 6:00 so as to be of service to early morning joggers, Wall Street titans, and school kids. That was also when a news distributor dropped off stacks of the daily papers, which a high school kid employed by Raoul, the building’s super, deposited outside of each and every apartment door by 6:30. Just one of the perks of living in a luxury building. Frank took over at 8:00 a.m. and stayed until George came on duty. On their days off, or if one of them called in sick or went on vacation, the union provided a rotation of backups, usually eager young guys who hadn’t yet landed a permanent berth and were anxious to make a good impression.


It was a crisp, cool late October day, one of the best times of year in one of the best cities on earth. The leaves were turning color in the park, about two weeks behind Lyme, Connecticut, where I’d just spent a few days on Merilee’s eighteen-acre farm working on my new novel. Or trying to. I ran into a few complications while I was there, including a couple of murders. Maybe you read about it.


Trouble is not my business, yet it always seems to find me.


Which is not exactly what I’d expected ten years back when the New York Times Book Review proclaimed me the first major new literary voice of the 1980s in its glowing review of my first novel, Our Family Enterprise. I was showered with acclaim and riches. I also met and married Merilee Nash, the gorgeous blonde Oscar and Tony Award–winning actress. We were the city’s hottest couple. Lulu even had her own water bowl at Elaine’s. But my sunshine days were short-lived. I got writer’s block, developed a taste for nose candy, then crashed and burned. When Merilee and I had moved into the luxury building on Central Park West, I’d kept my old, crappy fifth-floor walk-up on West Ninety-Third as an office. It was a good thing I had, because it meant I had somewhere to live when she divorced me. She kept our apartment and the 1958 red Jaguar XK150 that we’d bought. I kept Lulu. At my agent’s urging, I’d spent the last decade paying my rent by ghosting celebrity memoirs. I’m not terrible at it. Have three number-one bestsellers to my non-credit. And then last winter—at long last—I got my voice back. Started writing a second novel about my New York City, when I was young and wild, the New York City of CBGB, Max’s Kansas City, and the Mudd Club. The “FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD” New York City that teemed with prostitutes, rats, pimps, and gangs. My Sweet Season of Madness I was calling it. I’d written the first three chapters over the summer in the guest cottage at Merilee’s farm in Lyme, which she’d kindly offered. My agent, the Silver Fox, thought they were not only terrific but had landed me a contract with a hefty advance.


And when Merilee left for Budapest after Labor Day to begin shooting a lavish remake of The Sun Also Rises opposite Mr. Mel Gibson, she’d invited me to move back into “our” apartment while she was away. I’d taken her up on it, and for six solid weeks I was up at dawn, head bursting with ideas, fingers tingling to get at my 1958 solid-steel Olympia portable. I’d put on the espresso, crank up the Ramones on vinyl, which was the way it was meant to be played, and get to work in the magnificent office that I’d joyfully discovered Merilee had furnished for me, complete with a signed Gustav Stickley library table, a leather Morris chair for Lulu, and a genuine Hopper oil painting of a craggy Maine landscape for me to stare at when I wasn’t gazing out the windows at my panoramic view of Central Park. I was me again, right down to my two-day growth of beard, old torn jeans, 1933 Werber flight jacket, and Chippewa boots. I was so into the new book that I did nothing but work. Talked to no one except for Frank and the waiters at Tony’s restaurant, my nightly haunt on West Seventy-Ninth Street. After six weeks I’d produced another hundred pages. When I sent them to the Silver Fox, she was even more enthusiastic. “Thrilling” was the word she’d used to describe them.


The autumn air was invigorating as Lulu and I made our way briskly around the rowboat lake. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had such a ton of focused energy. Even Lulu had an extra spring in her step. After nearly an hour, I realized my stomach was growling. I’d forgotten to eat anything that day, which was something Lulu never did. When I headed back to make myself lunch, I found Frank behind the reception desk talking to Raoul, the building’s small, slim, fortyish super, who lived alone in a small ground floor apartment at the rear of the building. Raoul always dressed in a neatly pressed khaki work shirt and trousers. As an added flourish, his name was stitched in red over the left breast pocket.


New York City apartment house superintendents are a special breed. And Raoul, whose family had immigrated to New York from Guatemala when he was a child, was an exemplar of the species, which is to say that he was one slippery little operator. Need a faulty light fixture repaired? Call Raoul. But be sure you’ve made a healthy advance deposit in the favor bank if you want prompt service, such as a suede jacket, cashmere sweater, bottle of rum, plain old cash . . . Raoul wasn’t choosy. He also wasn’t above a bit of subtle blackmail. The man knew things. Was privy to every naughty secret in the building because he’d personally vouched for and placed practically every cleaning lady, housekeeper, and nanny who worked there, most of them young, undocumented Guatemalan migrants who lived with Raoul’s sister in a semidetached house in Astoria. The prettiest of them were expected to provide Raoul with sexual favors. The others kept him supplied him with dirt.


Frank, who was my main source of gossip, had been gleefully sharing with me the latest major dirt about the two other tenants besides Muriel with whom Merilee shared the sixteenth floor. The adjacent park-view apartment belonged to a notoriously ruthless corporate raider out of Harvard Business School named Gary Kates and his rail-thin blonde wife, Olivia Pennington Kates, the celebrated Park Avenue debutante It Girl of the late ’70s who now dabbled at fashion design, interior decorating, and her trendy monthly magazine, Olivia, which was devoted to the art of how to be as gorgeous and fabulous as its namesake.


Lulu, who has impeccable taste in people, detested Gary and Olivia Pennington Kates. And, yes, it was always Olivia Pennington Kates. If Lulu encountered either of them in the elevator, she would growl at them.


Frank had his own reason for detesting Gary, whose most recent corporate raid had bankrupted the venerable national grocery chain that had supplied Frank’s unmarried sister with a well-paying union job, complete with health benefits, for the past thirty-two years. As a result, she’d been forced to move in with Frank and his family.


“I’m not the sort who complains about family obligations,” Frank had confided in me, “but she’s fifty-one, she’s lost her health insurance, and now she needs an operation. Some kind of tumor in her female parts. Guess who has to pay for it. Me. I’ve got a son who’s a freshman at St. John’s, a mother-in-law who’s in a nursing home in the Bronx. My roof leaks and I can’t afford to replace it. I’ve never had money trouble in my life, but because of that bastard Gary I’m hanging on by my fingernails. How does a guy like that live with himself? Doesn’t he realize what he’s doing to other peoples’ lives?”


“He realizes it. He just doesn’t care.”


I was telling you about Frank’s latest major dirt: The large, airy apartment behind Merilee’s, which enjoyed an Upper West Side view all the way to the Hudson River, belonged to Alan Levin, a schlubby little guy with curly salt-and-pepper hair who was a Juilliard-trained pianist and composer. Alan’s greatest ambition in life was to be the next Stephen Sondheim, and he’d been composing his debut Broadway musical for so long that I distinctly remember he’d been working on it way back before Merilee kicked me out. But give the guy credit. He was still at it. And he was well connected. His live-in girlfriend, Gretchen, was a production coordinator in the office of her father, one of Broadway’s top three producers. Besides, Alan was no slouch. Slouches don’t live on Central Park West. He’d made a fortune composing jingles for TV commercials. Chances are that if you’d ever eaten a carton of yogurt, swallowed a bottle of soda pop, flown in an airplane, driven a car, or needed a laxative, one of his catchy jingles had gotten stuck in your head.


According to one of Raoul’s sources—Gary and Olivia’s housekeeper—Alan’s girlfriend, Gretchen Meyer, was about to break up with him and move out because she’d just discovered that Alan had been having sweaty nooners several times a week with Olivia in one of the Kates’ guest bedrooms. It wasn’t so much that Olivia had an uncontrollable case of the hots for Alan. Harrison Ford he was not. It was more like she was getting even with Gary. The word on the society grapevine was that he was having a steamy affair with the fashion world’s hottest nineteen-year-old Brazilian fashion model. They’d met when she appeared on the cover of Olivia’s own magazine. Supposedly, Gary had no idea what was going on between Olivia and Alan. Yet, I should say. I had zero doubt he would find out soon enough.


“Just the man I wanted to see,” I said to Raoul as he stood there at the reception desk with Frank.


“Good day to you, Mr. Hoag,” he said in that ingratiating, slightly unctuous way of his. “How may I be of help to you and Miss Nash?”


“The kitchen sink drainpipe has started to drip down into the cupboard below.”


“Of course. I’ll send for a plumber right away. Anything for Miss Nash. How is she?”


“I spoke to her last night. She said the filming is going great.”


“I’m a fan of that Mel Gibson. He’s my sort of fellow.”


“And what sort of fellow is that, Raoul?”


“If he sees something he wants he takes it—just like that,” Raoul said with a snap of his fingers. “I admire such men, don’t you?”


It was a rhetorical question, apparently, because he didn’t wait for an answer. Just opened the door behind the reception desk and left me alone there with Frank.


Although not for long.


“Oh, hell, him again,” Frank muttered as someone came in the front door.


I turned to discover that him was a pint-sized teenaged kid, maybe fifteen. I doubt he would have been more than five feet tall if he stood up straight, which he didn’t. His shoulders were hunched, his eyes fastened to the floor.


“Who’s that?” I asked Frank as the kid crossed the lobby toward us.


“Trevor, the grandson of Muriel’s older sister, who passed away. He’s a total mooch. Has a major attitude problem, too.”


“Need to see my aunt,” he mumbled in Frank’s direction. His eyes were still on the floor.


“She’s not here, son,” Frank said politely. “Out shopping.”


“Well, then I need for you let me into her place.”


“Sorry, I can’t do that.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means no, son.”


“Why not?” Maybe fourteen. He was positively whiny.


“Your aunt Muriel has instructed me that I’m no longer to let you in when she’s not home,” Frank stated firmly.


“Bullshit. You’re lying your ass off.”


Frank didn’t dignify that with a reply. Just stared at him coldly.


I did some staring of my own, because clearly Trevor had more than just an attitude problem. He was deathly pale, with dark circles under his eyes and lesions on his face that he kept picking at in a highly unappealing way. He was also super-hyper and jangly. It all spelled tweaker. He was strung out on crystal meth and desperate to hit up his great-aunt for money. But it sounded as if Muriel was onto him. He must have stolen something of value from her apartment the last time Frank let him in.


“You gonna let me in or not?” he demanded.


“Not, as I believe I’ve made perfectly clear, and if I were you, I’d leave right now before I pick you up by the seat of your pants and throw you out on the sidewalk.”


Thwarted, Trevor called Frank a “fucking fuckhead” before he scuttled out, mumbling under his breath.


“Drugs,” Frank lamented, shaking his head in his bellman’s cap. “They’re a terrible thing.”


“Tell me something I don’t already know.”


[image: image]


At Tony’s that night, I had pasta with homemade sausages, a side order of spinach sautéed with garlic, and a bottle of Chianti. Lulu opted for her usual calamari. Her mommy’s Scorsese movie was playing on the TV over the bar. I parked her on a barstool so she could watch it while I scribbled away in my notepad—the dialogue for one of the scenes I intended to write tomorrow. Scribbled like a madman. I couldn’t stop the words from pouring out even if I’d wanted to. And I didn’t. After I’d paid the check, we strolled home. I puffed on my nightly Chesterfield that I lit with Grandfather’s refurbished Ronson Varaflame lighter.


George, the night doorman, eyed me sourly as we walked in.


“Good evening, George. How are you on this lovely autumn evening?”


“Stuck here in a monkey suit talking to you. How do you think I’m doing?”


“Well, I’m glad to see that you’re keeping your spirits up.”


He didn’t bother to respond. George Strull was a gloomy soul in his fifties with a sallow complexion, vacant eyes, and limp, brown hair that was turning gray. Unlike Frank, who swelled with pride in his uniform, George seemed to shrink inside of his. The jacket hung from his shoulders as if he were still wearing the hanger. His trousers scuffed the ground.


“George is going through a tough time,” Frank had told me. “His wife divorced him a few months ago because he’s a compulsive gambler. It’s like a sickness with him. He keeps betting away his entire paycheck on football, basketball, you name it, and then borrowing money from loan sharks. He also drinks. The two often go together. Or so I’m told. When he refused to get professional help, she gave him his walking papers, kept their nice rent-stabilized two-bedroom apartment up in Inwood, and took up with a new fellow. George is crashing in an illegal basement sublet on West Eighty-Second that Raoul found for him. The same landlord owns four or five brownstones on the block, and Raoul is friends with his super. They scrounged up a bed and a TV for him. That’s all he’s got. I try to feel sorry for the guy but . . .”


“He’s got to take responsibility and get help.”


“My feelings exactly, Hoagy.”


As Lulu and I waited for the elevator, Gary and Olivia Pennington Kates came breezing in and stood there waiting with us. Gary, who was not lacking in self-esteem, wore a pin-striped suit with suspenders and puffed away on a huge cigar. He didn’t bother to acknowledge my presence even though I was living right next door to him. Olivia, who had long, straight blonde hair that she parted down the middle just like Peggy Lipton had in The Mod Squad, wore a pair of skin-tight Calvin Klein jeans tucked into snakeskin cowboy boots, a suede shirt, and lots of jangly turquoise bracelets. She did acknowledge my presence. Gave me one of those faint “poor, poor, pitiful you” smiles that were a Gwyneth Paltrow specialty—despite the fact that I was not only the first major new literary voice of the 1980s but was hooked up with a gorgeous movie star who was way more famous than Olivia was. Not to mention the possessor of actual talent.


When the elevator arrived, Gary barged his way in first. Lulu and I stepped aside so that Olivia could precede us. Neither of them hit the button for the sixteenth floor. That was apparently a job for a lesser sort of person such as, say, me. So I hit sixteen and we rode our way up, Gary continuing to puff on his cigar and fill the car with nonfragrant smoke.


Lulu growled at him.


He frowned at her. “What’s your dog’s problem?”


“You are.”


“I think he means your cigar, Gary,” Olivia said.


“No, it cuts a much wider swath than that,” I said.


Neither of them responded. Can’t imagine why. And they didn’t say “goodnight” to me when we parted company at the sixteenth floor. I was so upset I had to make a tear-drenched entry in my diary.


When I unlocked the apartment door and went inside, I found a note on the kitchen table from Raoul informing me that the pipe under the sink had been repaired. I’d have to remember to make a deposit in the favor bank in the morning.


I put down some 9Lives for Lulu in case she got ravenous in the night, then showered and climbed into bed. Lulu sprawled out next to me, somehow managing to take up two-thirds of the king-sized bed. I reached for my notepad and reread the dialogue I’d scribbled at Tony’s. Tinkered with it a bit, nodding to myself approvingly. Lay there for a moment listening to the sounds of the city and feeling a tremendous sense of contentment.


For a writer there’s no greater feeling in the world than to have something to say again.


I was working my way through a collection of short stories by Wallace Stegner, which is something I do every few years just to remind myself what good writing is. But it wasn’t long before my eyelids felt heavy and Lulu was snoring softly next to me. I turned out the light and was soon fast asleep—until, that is, shortly after one o’clock, when Lulu awakened me with a loud whoop, jumped off of the bed, and went skedaddling toward the entry hall, where I swore I could hear keys unlocking the door to the apartment. Now she was whimpering and moaning.


I threw on my silk target-dot dressing gown and staggered my way to the entry hall just in time to discover that Merilee Gilbert Nash, the towering six-feet-tall star of stage and screen, was muscling two large Il Bisonte suitcases and a shoulder bag through the doorway.


I rubbed my eyes. “Am I dreaming?”









CHAPTER TWO


Merilee shut the door behind her and stood there in her long shearling coat, smiling at me wearily. Her waist-length golden hair was gathered up in a bun and tucked in a knit hat. “Do you want me to pinch you?”


“Actually, I had something else in mind.”


After I’d helped her off with her coat, I gave her a big hug and a kiss, getting lost in her green eyes.


“Ptui, I should burn these clothes,” she complained, by which she meant the charcoal cashmere turtleneck sweater and corduroy slacks she’d been wearing under her coat. “I smell all airplane-y.”


“You smell plenty good to me,” I said as someone short-legged began howling for attention.


Merilee sat down on the floor so that Lulu could climb all over her, licking her face and making that argle-bargle noise of hers. “Oh, I missed you, too, sweetness,” Merilee cooed, hugging and squeezing her. “Not a day went by when I didn’t miss your sweet-smelling breath.” After she’d made a suitable fuss over Lulu, Merilee raised her eyes to meet mine and said, “I suppose you’re wondering what I’m doing home from Budapest. In fact, you even look a teensy bit alarmed.”


“Only because I am. I’m terrified that you’ve been fired for taking your wacky pal Kate Hepburn’s advice and telling the director in a loud, clear voice that you’re not happy with the rushes you’ve seen so far, that Lady Brett Ashley doesn’t feel real to you, and that you intend to make her real, whether he’s on board or not.”


Merilee took off her knit hat, tossed it on the floor with her shearling coat, and liberated her shimmering golden hair, shaking it loose and free in a manner that has been known to make male moviegoers gasp audibly. “You’ll never guess what just happened.”


“This being the movie business, you’re right, I won’t. Because if I can imagine it happening, if it’s reasonable, sane and makes perfect sense, then that’s not what happened.”


“It seems that the suits at Paramount have been watching those rushes for themselves, agree wholeheartedly with me, and . . . cue the drum roll . . . they fired the director.”


“No way.”


“Yes way. Most decidedly way. Consequently, filming has come to a halt until they can get a new A-list director such as Mike Nichols or Sydney Pollack to take over.”


“Is that likely?”


“That would be a no. A-list directors prefer to develop their own projects, not clean up someone else’s mess. So I may be home for good. And I’m starving. Airplane food is not food.”


“No problem. We run a twenty-four-hour kitchen here. While you jump in the shower, I’ll fry you up a couple of eggs from the farm, sunny-side up, with buttered toast.”


“Bless you, darling,” she said, yawning hugely.


I carried her suitcases into the bedroom for her before I turned on the kitchen lights, got out the cast-iron skillet, and dug two eggs and the butter from the refrigerator. While I heated the skillet, I went to work on the loaf of crusty Italian bread that was in the breadbox.


I put the bread in the toaster and flicked it on but waited to put the eggs on until Merilee had returned, all pink and scrubbed, in a cozy cashmere sweatshirt and sweatpants, her wet hair wrapped in a towel.


The eggs made such a mouthwatering sizzle when they hit the hot butter that I cracked two more for myself and stuck another piece of bread in the toaster. Then I set the table and poured us each a glass of milk. Thirty seconds later we were seated at the kitchen table devouring our middle-of-the-night snack. Lulu circled around three times under the table before she curled up on her mommy’s feet, grateful to have her home.


“I’ve been thinking,” I said. “If you’re back for good then you won’t need me to house-sit here anymore. I can pack up and move back to my own place first thing in the morning.”


“Are you speaking about that unsightly fifth-floor hovel on West Ninety-Third?” she demanded. “No, sir. I devoted a great deal of time and attention to furnishing that office for you. This is your home. You belong here.”


“But I’m laser-focused on my book right now. You may find me to be a bit distant, bordering on grumpy.”


“So you’ll be distant, bordering on grumpy.”


“Plus I’m up at dawn, typing away.”


“So I’ll be up at dawn, too, getting in my daily jog around the reservoir. I go somewhere almost every morning. I take a dance class, an aerobics class, yoga class . . . And if I do happen to be home, you won’t even know I’m here. I’ll mute every phone except for the one in the master bedroom. Besides, when I converted that bedroom into an office for you, I purposely chose the one at the end of the hall that’s the farthest from the master suite.” For some reason the master suite was off the entry hall next to the kitchen. The other bedrooms, four of them in all, had a separate wing off the living room. “And I had the carpenter who built your bookcases install a pocket door in the living room that can close off that entire wing. So if you close your office door that’ll be two doors between us. Three if I’m in the master bedroom and close that door as well. Plus I gave you the only bedroom that has its own bath. And if you want a mini fridge or a coffee maker, all you have to do is ask.”


“Sounds as if you put a lot of thought into this.”


“I most certainly did. I want you back and I won’t take no for an answer.”


“Merilee, are you sure about this?”


“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life—with the possible exception that I was right to turn down the female lead role in Ishtar.”


“You won’t mind my punk rock?”


“I won’t hear your punk rock.”


“Lulu and I eat dinner every night at Tony’s,” I warned her. “It’s part of my ritual.”


She arched an eyebrow at me. “Are you saying that’s a deal breaker?”


I considered this for a moment. “I suppose we could, say, try cooking dinner for ourselves a couple of nights a week. Mind you, I may start scribbling notes while we’re eating.”


“Not a problem. You did that all of last summer when we were having dinner out on the deck at the farm.”


“I did?” I tugged at my ear. “That’s right, I did.”


“Besides, my mind is often elsewhere, too. We’ve both devoted our lives to navigating our way through imaginary worlds. You create them. I illuminate them. That’s one of the things that brought us together and keeps us together. We understand each other. Other people, normal people, don’t.” Her green eyes sparkled at me. She put her hand over mine and squeezed it. “We’re going to make this work, darling. Or die trying.”


“Merilee, given my history of dealing with celebrities over these past ten years, I really wish you wouldn’t say things like that.”


She drank the last of her milk, cleared the table, and got busy on the dishes. “So who’s hosting on Sunday?”


“Hosting what?”


“Our floor’s Halloween party.”


“Oh, that. Haven’t the slightest idea.”


I should explain that Halloween in a luxury New York City apartment building bears little resemblance to Halloween in the burbs, where costumed kids go marauding from one cul-de-sac to the next, setting off firecrackers, filling mailboxes with shaving cream, pelting passing motorists with eggs, toilet-papering trees . . . Good times. Nothing but good times. Plus there’s candy. But in a building such as Merilee’s, the poor little rich kids have to go trick-or-treating by elevator. Talk about a drag. To make the occasion a bit less dreary—or more dreary if you happen to be named Stewart Stafford Hoag—one apartment per floor hosts an open house cocktail party from six until eight so that all of the kids can collect their goodies in one place and then be shooed on their way. The host apartment provides cocktails and nibblies. The neighbors bring the candy and are expected to come in costume.


“I’ll find out in the morning,” Merilee said.


“And what are your more immediate plans?”


“Well, I thought I’d finish these dishes.”


“And then what?”


“Apply sixteen different plant-based organic moisturizing emollients, lotions, and oils to my to skin and hair.”


“And then what?”


“Brush my teeth.”


“And then what?”


“Floss.”


“And then what?”


She gave me her up-from-under look, the one that does warm, strange things to the lower half of my body. “Do you have something in mind, handsome?”


“Actually, I have several somethings in mind. I’m an author, you know. Extremely creative.”


“I have this vague recollection of hearing something about that. Apparently, your imagination is quite, well, legendary.”


“Merilee, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you . . .”


“Yes, darling, what is it?”


“Hello.”


Her face broke into a smile. “Hello, yourself.”


[image: image]


I was up at dawn same as ever, my head bursting with ideas, fingers tingling, raring to hit the typewriter. The only thing out of the ordinary was that I had gotten less than two hours of sleep after Merilee’s surprise return in the middle of the night. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. Merilee remained fast asleep on her stomach, a faint Mona Lisa smile on her lips.


And she didn’t disrupt my morning routine one bit. I threw on a T-shirt and torn jeans, grabbed my flight jacket and Chippewas and tiptoed out of the bedroom, closing the door softly behind me. Lulu and I went into the kitchen where I put the espresso on and opened a fresh can of 9Lives mackerel. When the espresso was ready, I drank the first cup down practically in one gulp and refilled it. Closed both the living room pocket door and my office door as Lulu followed me in there and climbed into her Morris chair. I stood and sipped my second cup, gazing out the windows at the park. It was a windy, overcast late-October morning and the leaves were completely gone from the trees. Unlike in the country, where autumn lasted for several beautiful, color-drenched weeks, autumn was a two-day nonevent in the city. One day the trees were bursting with leaves. The next day a powerful wind picked up and, shazam, winter had arrived.


I cranked up “Rockaway Beach” good and loud, sat down at my Olympia and was instantly transported back to my New York of the ’70s and to that brief, precious sliver in time between who I dreamt of being and who I actually became. Back when I was flying high 24/7 and would go anywhere with anyone, day or night. Back when I was utterly fearless and unbound by the slightest moral restraint. We should all have a sweet season of madness when we’re young. Now that I’m edging my way into middle age, I can always tell when I meet someone who was too afraid and missed out. They seem joyless and sour now. I feel sorry for them, because that was the greatest time of my life.


Until right now, that is.


I wrote. I was in such a state of ecstatic bliss that the words flew from my fingers. I’d pounded out another twenty pages of first draft by the time Lulu stirred from her morning nap and brought me back to 1993 to inform me that it was time for our noon walk. I lifted the stylus from my vinyl recording of the Velvet Underground and Nico, shut down my stereo system, and we went down the hall to the living room door, sliding it open quietly. There was no sign of Merilee. In fact, the master bedroom door remained closed. She was so jet-lagged she was still asleep.


Out the door we went, my pocket-sized notepad and pen stuffed in the back pocket of my jeans just in case the words decided they wanted to keep on flowing.


Frank beamed at me as we emerged from the elevator in the lobby. “I understand from Harvey that Miss Nash returned in the night.”


“That she did. Her movie has been put on hold.”


“Well, it’s a thrill to have her back.”


“It most certainly is. Christmas arrived early this year in Sixteen-B. Just ask Lulu.”


Lulu responded with a low whoop, her tail thumping.


There was no sign of Bullets parked hugely on the lobby sofa, wheezing, or of the Silver Cloud parked at the curb, looking fabulous. But I was lucky enough to yet again run into Muriel Cantrell’s family burden, Trevor the teenaged meth head, as he came skulking in, sniffling.


“Want to see my aunt,” he mumbled at Frank.


“Certainly. I’ll see if she’s receiving guests,” Frank said with great formality. He reached for the house phone on the reception desk and dialed Muriel’s apartment. “Afternoon, ma’am. Trevor’s here to see you and . . . Uh-huh . . . Right, and what if he . . . ? Okay, I will.” He hung up, raised his chin at Trevor, and said, “She doesn’t want to see you.”


“Bullshit.”


Frank’s pink cheeks got a bit pinker. “Watch your mouth, kid.”


“Let me talk to her on the house phone, will ya?” he demanded, his voice cracking. He was even more tweaked and desperate than yesterday. Starting to look like a hollow-eyed zombie.


“She doesn’t want to talk to you. She wants nothing more to do with you. So beat it.”
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