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THE MURDERING KIND

I am not the murdering kind, but I am planning to kill Mr. Monti because he is doing harm to my family. I don’t look like the murdering kind, being a short, blond, rounded, very married lady, with bifocals and a softness under the chin. On the other hand, I don’t look like the kind who, just a few weeks before her forty-sixth birthday, slept with three different men within twenty-four hours. And since I indeed did do that, I might indeed be able to murder Mr. Monti.

Nine months ago Mr. Monti’s daughter Josephine told him that she was engaged to marry my Wally. Five weeks ago poor Josephine was having a nervous breakdown and Wally was being accused of stealing a large sum of money from Mr. Monti’s safe.

“I know you didn’t do it,” I said to Wally in my most reassuring maternal-supportive voice. “But could you just explain how a hundred and fifty thousand dollars happened to be in the trunk of your Chevrolet?”

“It’s a really long story, Mom,” he said, so we sat in the living room and he told me the story. And then he kissed me goodbye and disappeared.

I have complete confidence in Wally. Jeff, my other son, the older one, is a whole different matter. I mean, who could have complete confidence in a real estate developer? But Wally, who is going for his Master’s in Social Work at Catholic University, is a good boy, a truly lovely person. And it doesn’t hurt a bit that in the right light, with his perfect profile and roguish blue eyes, he is definitely a Mel Gibson look-alike. In fact, if someone told Mel Gibson that he looked like Wally Kovner, Mel could take it as a major compliment.

Though I ought to have known better, I tried, on the second day of Wally’s disappearance, to talk over possible plans of action with my husband, Jake. Not the murder part, which I hadn’t come to yet, but several other thoughts I had on the subject. Jake did not wish to hear about them.

“We’ve got a lawyer handling this now, Brenda. So I’m going to ask you, nicely and politely and with a great deal of respect for your autonomy, to back off.” He took a big sip of coffee and resumed reading The Washington Post.

We’ve been married forever, but I continue to be fascinated by the way Jake can push a button in his brain and switch off the outside world as if it’s a TV program he no longer wishes to watch. Lately, however, I have noticed that I am the TV program that Jake keeps switching off. Who could resist a line like “I’ve got something desperately important to discuss with you”? Who could ignore a statement like “What I have to say could totally alter our lives, the lives of our children, and perhaps the lives of our future grandchildren as well”? Jake could, can, does, and—that second day after Wally’s disappearance—did.

I tried again. “I know you’re feeling annoyed with me,” I told him, trying to sound hurt but not reproachful. He swigged down the rest of his coffee, got up, gave me an insincere pat on the behind, and was out the door and into the car before I could finish the rest of my sentence. I was going to say “. . . and I can even understand why you might feel that way,” which would have added just the right tone of empathy and humility. I often tell my readers that if you put yourself in the other person’s shoes and display a little good-natured self-effacement, you will greatly enhance your communication skills.

It’s a shame that my column (which appears in 372 newspapers around the country) doesn’t run in The Washington Post, where Jake might stumble upon it from time to time. I believe he is confusing the name of my column—“IN CONTROL OF OUR LIVES”—with my character, which he seems to view as far more controlling than I am emotionally or philosophically capable of being. Indeed, I often make the point, in the 750 words allotted to me three times a week, that (as Spinoza or somebody very much like him once said) “Freedom is the recognition of necessity.” Which means that, when confronted with a stone wall that is blocking your path, you need to recognize its stone-walledness and not go banging your head against it. But which also means that you could dig a tunnel under it, walk around it, climb over it, dismantle it, or find another road to where you want to go.

This is an attitude that has equipped me to help hundreds of thousands of readers (and two dozen or so of my closest friends) with troubled marriages, difficult children, midlife crises, aging parents, and blasted dreams. This is an attitude that has also equipped me to provide them with a wide array of useful household hints (including foolproof gourmet recipes), the names and phone numbers of first-class psychotherapists, thoughtfully annotated book and film recommendations, and (though there is not a lot of call for this) the lyrics to vast numbers of popular songs from the nineteen twenties, thirties, forties, and fifties.

In other words, what we’ve got here is a “can-do” attitude, which is something quite quite different from “controlling.” So I don’t intend to sit around and wait for a lawyer (who may be more into necessity than freedom) to protect my family from harm when there is, in fact, something I can do. Like murder Mr. Monti.

You must understand that never once, in my column, have I recommended murder. I am, however, in favor of capital punishment. My problem here is that I have recently lost some of my once starry-eyed confidence in judges and the jury system, and therefore would want to be the one who personally decided which criminals merited the death penalty. I acknowledge that this philosopher-king approach (derived from Plato’s Republic, a surprisingly good read) is at odds with my basic liberal-humanistic-ACLU bent, but—as I often tell my readers—the capacity to live with ambivalence is a necessary (though not sufficient) condition of healthy adulthood.

Jake doesn’t think that I live with ambivalence. He thinks that I am absolutely positive about absolutely everything. He has always thought this about me, but when, at age eighteen, I was absolutely positive that he was the man with whom I wished to lose my virginity, he thought I was adorable. And when, at age twenty, I was absolutely positive that he was the man with whom I wished to spend the rest of my life, he thought I was irresistible. Over the years, however, his enthusiasm for my certainties has waned, and he now insists on seeing me as a black/white, day/night, wrong/right, unnuanced kind of person. I could resent his failure to appreciate my subtleties, but instead I accept responsibility for his misperception and intend to keep working (marriage, I tell my readers, is a full-time occupation) at correcting it.

Actually, if you want to see a truly unambivalent, un subtle, absolutist controller, take a look at Mr. Monti. A nonnegotiable Roman Catholic, he has bullied his wife into pious submission and made sure that his two older daughters married in the faith. When Josephine began dating Wally, a distinctly Jewish person, last autumn, Mr. Monti brought out priests, nuns, and other big guns, but failed to prevent Josephine from continuing to see Wally and very quickly falling in love with him. When, during the Christmas-Chanukah season, Josephine agreed to marry Wally, Mr. Monti, moving to his next line of defense, launched into a passionate pitch for conversion. He told Wally and Josephine that this was the kind of accommodation—okay, call it sacrifice, even—that people in love were more than willing to make. Such sacrifices, he said, were good not merely for the marriage but for the soul. Wally completely agreed with him and went on to praise his sensitivity to the needs and obligations inherent in all committed human relations. (Wally has learned a lot from me over the years.) He also said he was certain that Mr. Monti would understand if his soul took a while to get used to the whole idea. Accustomed to having his way, Mr. Monti confidently waited through the first three months of the new year. So in April, when he was informed that Wally wouldn’t be converting, he felt not only defied and disdained but personally and publicly humiliated.

Mr. Monti has no sense of humor and no sense of proportion, both of which are also necessary (though not sufficient) conditions of healthy adulthood. He is a large, vain man who, though vision-impaired without his tinted glasses, instantly whips them off when there’s an attractive woman around, the better to dazzle her with his expressive eyes. He also seems quite enamored of his overly styled black hair, through which he fondly runs his fingers while bragging about his vast wealth, extraordinary business acumen, and the fact that he has never ever ever lost a fight. It’s true that his suits fit him to perfection, but he wears a bit too much gold to make a favorable impression on us less affluent but more tasteful types. (I confess to being hostile to gold chains worn by men of a certain age. Make that any age.) As for his pinky ring . . . Well, suffice it to say that Mr. Monti—with his bullying and boastful ways, his manicured nails, his custom-made shirts with the monogram on the left cuff, and all that gold—would not be my first choice for one of my future grandchild’s four grandparents. But if that’s what he was going to be, I have to say I was pleased that this hypothetical grandchild was going to be raised by a Jewish father. Pleased not only because I wished to perpetuate our heritage (which I did), but also because (and I grant that this is a deeply unattractive part of my character) it gave me a lot of pleasure to screw Mr. Monti.

Which, to get back to an earlier point, I had already done.

What I mean is that, while I wouldn’t ever choose a person like Joseph Augustus Monti to be one of my future grandchild’s four grandparents, I had in fact chosen him to be one of the three men I went to bed with just a few weeks before my forty-sixth birthday.

I could plead insanity, but I won’t. As I often tell my readers, all of us—if we wish to call ourselves adults—must take responsibility for our actions. Despite unhappy childhoods. Despite social and economic inequities. Despite life’s cruel, random blows. We are responsible and, within the limits imposed by necessity, we are in control. No one is forcing us to have sexual congress with burly, bullying Italians who wear gold chains and pinky rings (though he did, in response to a moan not entirely of pain, have the courtesy to remove the ring). We make—I made—that choice.

•  •  •

I had taken the coming of age forty-six very hard. This may well surprise my readers, to whom I have confided that, despite an innate optimism (which has carried me through many a dark moment), I have long possessed a tragic sense of life and been well aware that someday I too would grow old and die. I had presented myself, and had thought of myself, as someone who had come to terms with mortality.

Several months before my birthday, however, I became increasingly obsessed with a grim statistic: My grandmother had died at sixty-nine. My mother had died at sixty-nine. And so had her only sister. As a rational person committed to staring unflinchingly at the truth, I had to conclude that, given this relentless family history, officially my life was about to be two-thirds over.

As a rational person I then had to ask myself, Why am I taking this so hard? First of all, I still had twenty-three years left. Second of all, I had already enjoyed a richly fulfilling life: Love and work. Marriage and the family. Personal satisfaction and public recognition. Good friends and good health. Indeed, I had often proclaimed that, were I on a plane that was going down in flames, I could not complain that I was being significantly cheated of life’s delights. Except . . . Except . . . Except for one thing. Sex.

I am embarrassed to say this, but as one who has lived by the guiding principle Know Thyself, I could not let shame, guilt, or anxiety deflect me from facing facts. And the fact was that I felt sexually deprived. Let me hasten to add that I did not feel deprived of sexual pleasure. I have always had plenty of that, thanks to a certain natural talent on Jake’s part and to my willingness to accept (as I urge my readers to accept) full responsibility for my own orgasms. No, I felt deprived not of sexual pleasure but of sexual variety. I had married young and committed myself to marital fidelity and now I was going to go to my grave having had carnal knowledge of just one man—my husband.

At first this realization struck me as unutterably sad. But after many sleepless nights and much self-analysis, it began to strike me as intolerable. I asked myself, as I often do in such situations, What would you tell your readers? My answer was that I’d tell my readers a lie. I’d say that instead of finding sexual variety by going to bed with many different men, they could find it by going to many different beds with the same man. I’ve actually written several columns advocating this viewpoint, waxing quite eloquent about the thrill of taking a long lunch hour at an in-town motel with your husband, about the thrill of spending a Saturday night in a Jacuzzi (and don’t forget the wine and candles!) with your husband, about the thrill of slipping off with him to a deserted corner of the beach on a sultry summer evening and . . . These are not bad ideas, but they do not answer a couple of urgent questions: What would it be like with another man? And, perhaps more important, what would I be like with another man?

•  •  •

As all my readers know, I am philosophically opposed to adultery. It involves lying, sneaking, and cheating. If you are an essentially decent person, you will not adjust well to lying, sneaking, and cheating. Therefore you will either confess, unconsciously arrange to get caught, feel morally rotten, or provoke your mate so that he or she will wind up behaving badly enough to justify your being morally rotten. All of the above (and I haven’t even mentioned sexually transmitted diseases) are serious threats to personal happiness and matrimonial stability. So even though I’m well aware that my same-man-in-different-beds prescription leaves an enormous amount to be desired, I still believe I’m correct in telling my readers that they must say no to adultery.

I myself decided to say a mature, responsible, rational, can-do yes.

•  •  •

Three days after Wally took off, he telephoned me from Rehoboth, Delaware, where a friend had lent him a house right on the beach. I was in the kitchen, washing and drying lettuce leaves, which I then stored in plastic Baggies and refrigerated until ready to use (I have found this the ideal way to prevent soggy salads), when the phone rang.

“Mom, I’ve been worried that you’re upset and I don’t want you to be,” he said, which is the kind of thing that makes me so crazy about him. “I’m safe, I’m fine, and I know exactly what I have to do.”

“And what is that, Wally?” I asked, bagging the last of the romaine as I moved freely around my kitchen thanks to the modern marvel of the portable phone.

“I have to get Josephine away from her father and that phony psychiatrist he’s hired to work her over,” Wally said.

“She’s in bad shape,” I reminded him, taking out the chicken breasts and starting to marinate them. “I don’t think she can manage without some sort of therapeutic help.”

“But the right sort, Mom. Not that Dr. Phony. So I’m just going to slip quietly into town and rescue her.”

“Is that what she wants?” I asked.

“Not at the moment, I guess. But when she comes to her senses, she will.”

“Except at the moment,” I pointed out, “what you’re planning to do might come under the heading of kidnapping. May I make a few alternative suggestions?”

“You did that the other night, Mom. I rejected them. So . . . are you going to help me with this, or what?”

I thought about Jake and sighed. “Your father would—”

“He would if he knew.” Wally’s voice turned soft and cajoling. “Why does he have to know?”

•  •  •

It is my observation that there are mother’s sons and father’s sons. Wally has always been a mother’s son. He clearly thinks that I married a man who is too insensitive to fully appreciate me, and that I deserve someone better, perhaps someone more like himself. But beyond the usual Oedipal business, Wally enjoys my company, trusts my judgment, and confides in me. Over the years we have kept many small, but potentially irritating, items of information from his father. Now that we were moving into big-time secrets, however, I was feeling rather uneasy.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked him as I set the table for dinner. (I tell my readers that it’s quite all right to eat dinner in the kitchen, as long as they use cloth napkins and never serve directly from the pots to the plates.) By the end of our conversation, after supplying a few creative modifications, I had agreed to participate in Wally’s rescue (or kidnapping) of Josephine.

I provided an edited version of my conversation with Wally when Jake came home exhausted from Children’s Hospital. It was better that way.

Jake is a pediatric surgeon rather than a general surgeon because he deeply believes in specialization. I do not. It is Jake’s view that pediatric surgeons operate on children, psychiatrists practice psychiatry, architects design houses, and lawyers handle legal matters. It is my view that we should develop informed opinions on a wide range of subjects and not mindlessly defer to the so-called experts. Now I wouldn’t, of course, attempt to do a kidney transplant on a two-year-old (unless it had to be done immediately and there was no one else around), but I have never hesitated to contribute my psychological insights, my architectural esthetics, or my legal opinions. Or my extralegal opinions, for that matter. I am basically committed to law and order, but when my child’s life is being endangered by a pinky-ringed Italian psychopath in a $1,200 suit, it is my opinion that we ought to bend a few laws.

•  •  •

Mr. Monti was wearing one of those fancy suits five weeks ago, on Tuesday, August 18, when he came driving up to our house at about ninety miles an hour in his red Porsche with JAM (for Joseph Augustus Monti) on his vanity plates. The three of us—Jake and Wally and I—were just finishing our main course (sautéed shrimp with pesto sauce, served on orzo), taking full advantage of the unmuggy air, a very rare treat in August, by having dinner out on the front porch.

There are lots of front porches in Cleveland Park, our gracious but somehow unpretentious neighborhood, where big old Victorian houses like ours compensate for bad pipes and inadequate wiring by virtue of lofty ceilings and multiple fireplaces. With raccoons in our yard and squirrels in our attic and boisterous bird song at dawn in our skyscraping trees, I can feel as if I’m far from the madding crowd. But the White House—we’ve not been invited as yet—is just a brief car ride away. And right down our steep Newark Street hill, a five-minute walk from where we live, is everything a civilized person needs: A branch of our public library. A bookstore. A video store. A movie theater. Markets, carry-outs, restaurants galore. And the Metro, our still-spiffy subway system, which even the richest folks in Cleveland Park ride.

In other words, I’ve got supplies an easy stroll from home and sweet serenity outside my door, a sweet serenity about to be blasted by Joseph Monti in full attack mode.

“I knew he was a bum, but I didn’t know the bum was also a crook,” he bellowed, storming up onto our porch and dragging a tearful, reluctant Josephine behind him.

Wally got up and reached for Jo but Mr. Monti, planting a hand on his chest, shoved him back into his wrought-iron seat, knocking over the saltshaker in the process. Mr. Monti stared for a moment at the salt he had spilled, then scooped it up with his fingertips and tossed it over his left, and then his right, shoulder. “I can never remember which shoulder” he said, in a normal tone of voice, “but why risk bad luck—what’s so hard to do both?” He turned back to Wally. “Bum!” he snarled. “Bum! Crook!”

Jake stood up and said, in his best surgical-strike voice, “I don’t know what your problem is, Mr. Monti, but I suggest that you get off this porch immediately or I will have to call the police.”

“Feel free,” said Mr. Monti. “But when they arrest your son, just remember who invited them to this party.”

Josephine was sobbing hysterically. Her father pointed to our beautiful antique white wicker rocking chair (it’s amazing what a can of spray paint and a new fabric on the pillows can do). “Sit. Blow your nose. Wipe your eyes. And listen. Maybe you’ll finally learn something.”

As Josephine headed for the rocking chair, Wally yelled, “Jo, honey!” and got up again. Again Mr. Monti shoved him back in his seat, this time with such force that on the way down Wally’s head hit one of our hanging geranium plants and set it swinging wildly.

Jake reached for our portable phone, punched 911, and awaited a human response, which you shouldn’t hold your breath for. “Excuse me,” said Mr. Monti, his face instructing me in the definitive meaning of the word “sneer.” “Do you want to report to the police that your son has just stolen a hundred and fifty thousand dollars from my bedroom safe?”

“No way!” yelled Wally. Josephine sobbed louder. I decided it was time for a constructive intervention.

Fortunately, I was looking real good and, as I often remind my readers, shallow though it may seem, let’s not underestimate the confidence we gain from feeling pleased with our physical appearance. I had the best tan you can acquire with Presun Number 29 sun screen, the pale streaks in my cropped curly hair could almost have been natural, and the eye lift had done wonders for my upper-eyelid droop. While no one would ever confuse me with Goldie Hawn, I will in all modesty note that we might very well be mistaken for first cousins.

Anyway, I asked Jake to please get off the phone for a few minutes while we tried to work this out like civilized human beings. I asked Wally to please stay in his chair for a few minutes while we tried to work this out like civilized human beings. I gave Josephine a soothing pat and a few paper napkins (no, I’m not being inconsistent; I believe paper is permitted at dinner when dining outdoors) to mop up her tear-stained face. Then I told Mr. Monti to stop being disrespectful to my husband, to keep his fucking hands off my son, and to please elaborate upon his grotesque accusations.

Mr. Monti pulled a chair up to our wrought-iron table and shook his head. “Some nice family you’ve got here. The doctor has two malpractice suits hanging over him and his hospital—”

“Both of which are entirely without merit and will be resolved in our favor,” said Jake in his best surgicalicicle voice.

“And the lady of the house has—”

“Has what, Mr. Monti?” I asked him, knowing full well that he was never going to spill the beans about our . . . brief encounter.

“Has some filthy mouth on her. What did you call my hands? You called my hands what? That’s how you talk in front of a girl who had never missed a mass until she met your son, a girl who had never been touched any place personal until she met your son, a girl who . . .” As Mr. Monti’s rage mounted, his fingers—seeming to possess a life of their own—reached into the orzo and pulled out a pesto-drenched shrimp. He popped it into his mouth, nodded appreciatively, and then helped himself to another. The shrimps seemed to exert a calming influence.

“And congratulations on your sons,” he said, his voice returning to conversational level. “Both bums. Your real estate genius, I’m taking bets, before the end of the year will be begging on street corners. And your master of social work—this bum right here—stole first my daughter’s virtue, and now my money.”

There was a yowl of protest from Josephine, and Wally started getting up from his chair yet again. I shook my head warningly and he subsided. “Mr. Monti,” I said, “let’s put the subject of Josephine’s virtue to one side for now and concentrate on the money. What are you trying to say?”

“Not trying. Saying. This afternoon your son entered my bedroom and removed all the cash from my safe.”

“You saw him do this?” I asked.

“The money was there this morning. Josephine was there all day. She will confirm that the only three people who were in the house today were me, her, and—” pointing a fat thumb in the direction of Wally—“him.”

“Mr. Monti,” Wally said, trying to emulate my calm, reasoned approach, “I did not take your money. I do not have your money. I drove directly from your house to my house. Search me. Search this house. Search the car.”

“What did you do—figure it would be days, weeks, before I checked my safe again? Bad figuring, bum.” He put out his hand. “Car keys.”

I found it hard to believe that Mr. Monti was actually going to search Wally’s car. We all did. Jake said, “This is ridiculous. What are we having for dessert?” I was telling him that dessert was a lemon sorbet topped with strawberries soaked in crème de cassis, when there was a roar of triumph over by the Chevrolet.

“I want everyone to see this,” said Mr. Monti. “I want everyone to see with their own eyes.”

We all rushed to the curb and peered into the trunk of Wally’s Chevy. A lot of money was stacked up in rubber-banded piles. Wally said, “What’s going on here?” Jake said, “I’m calling our lawyer.” Josephine fell into her father’s arms, back to heavy-duty sobbing. I returned to the porch, cleared the plates from the table, and served the dessert. I even had enough class to bring out desserts for Josephine and Mr. Monti.

•  •  •

Fortunately our lawyer, Marvin Kipper, also lives in Cleveland Park, just a few blocks away. In response to Jake’s call, he said he was going out for his evening run and would run over to our house. He was there within four minutes, sweaty and panting but ready for action.

Wally swore he never took the money. Josephine, completely undone, said she didn’t know whether he did or not. Jake asked how Wally could possibly open the safe. Mr. Monti turned to the kids and asked them to tell the assembled throng why Wally knew the combination to the safe. Without waiting for their answer, he reminded them with a big gotcha grin that Wally, while still persona semi-grata, had attended a Monti family dinner at which Mr. Monti let slip that the combination of his safe was the same as Josephine’s birth date. Wally confirmed this with a “right,” Josephine with a grim nod of her head.

In his faded red shorts, tattered T-shirt, and bargain running shoes, Marvin was no match for the sartorially splendid Mr. Monti. In a film of his life, Marv’s lovable shlumpiness could best be captured by Woody Allen in his pre-Ingmar Bergman phase. But Marvin is one of those low-key, high-fee attorneys who inspire confidence, and his thin reedy voice carried authority when he told Mr. Monti that if he wanted to go to the police with his accusations, go right ahead. All of us stared at Mr. Monti, who pushed aside the strawberries and vigorously attacked the sorbet, noting between spoonfuls that in fact he preferred not to go to the police. He said he just wanted his money back, his daughter back, and Wally permanently out of their life.

Josephine had stopped sobbing and was looking practically catatonic. Her eyes were blank, her face was dead-white, and she was twisting and turning a long strand of dark-red hair around her finger.

“Say something, Jo,” Wally begged her. “Say you believe in me.”

Josephine didn’t answer.

“Tell him he’s a bum and you never want to see him again,” Mr. Monti instructed her.

Josephine didn’t answer.

“It’s going to be okay,” I said to Josephine.

She shook her head from side to side in a violent, silent no, no, no. Then she left the porch and got into the front seat of her father’s car.

A moment later Mr. Monti, having polished off his dessert, and his daughter’s too, made his departure. “Talk to your client,” he told Marvin, “and I’ll talk to you around noon tomorrow.” As he opened the door to his Porsche he tossed off one last instruction: “Take good care of the money, folks. I’ll be counting every bill when it’s returned to me.”

“That son of a bitch. That son of a bitch,” Wally muttered as the Porsche took off.

“You didn’t do it, right, kid?” asked Marvin.

“Didn’t do it,” said Wally.

“So who did?”

“There’s only one person could have done it, but—” Wally rubbed the back of his head where it had crashed into the geranium plant. “Hey, I’ve got a really rotten headache right now. Could we wait and discuss this tomorrow, at your office?”

“Absolutely,” said Marv. “And think about the offer Monti made you. Innocent or not, maybe you don’t want to get mixed up with a cuckoo family like that.”

Wally launched into a “Jospehine is the woman I intend to marry” speech, but I tactfully cut him short and sent him to bed, recommending for his aching head two pillows, two Bufferin, and an ice bag wrapped in a towel. Jake pointed out that we couldn’t leave a hundred and fifty thou in the trunk of a car, even on a quiet street like ours, so I brought out a giant green garbage bag and the three of us hastily stuffed the money into it. “I’ll pick it up tomorrow on my way down to work,” Marvin offered, after Jake had dragged the bag inside. “Now how about—” he hitched up his drooping running shorts “—a cup of your coffee.”

The three of us sat in silence, for a while, listening to the crickets’ raspy chorus. A light “breeze stirred our bright-blossomed crape myrtle and a couple of squirrels played last-game-of-tag-before-bedtime in one of our pines. The scene was serene, but I was certainly not. Sitting here at home on our leafy street on our wraparound porch, I had been feeling so sheltered and so safe. But Mr. Monti had clomped up the steps, disturbing the peace and reminding me what a mean and menacing place the world could be.

I explained to Marvin how deeply distraught (make that crazed) Mr. Monti had been about the conversion decision. I explained how I had tried on several occasions, unsuccessfully, to charm and argue and beg and press Mr. Monti into letting these sweet kids alone. I added that I thought that Mr. Monti would do anything—even something as wildly extreme as taking cash from his safe and putting it in the trunk of Wally’s car—if this would discredit him in Josephine’s eyes.

“He would do such a thing just because of this disagreement about converting?” Marvin asked me.

“No,” I answered. “He would do it to win. This is a man who always has to win.”

•  •  •

Jake never suffers from insomnia, and that night was no exception. He said he was sure that after Marvin and Wally met, Marvin would have some expensive and useful recommendations. I told him I thought we were dealing with psychological, not legal, issues here. He said we should first see what Marvin had to say and that I should try to get a good night’s sleep. I said that I assumed that he and I would be going to Marvin’s office with Wally. He didn’t answer because he was fast asleep.

Around 1 A.M. I went down to the kitchen and began eating my way through a large bag of Hershey’s Kisses. A few minutes later I heard Wally’s feet on the stairs. We took the bag into the living room and when we reached the end of our conversation, the only kiss that was left was the one he gave to me before he disappeared.

I waited until six before I awakened Jake with the news that our son had taken off. Sparing him the details, I simply told him that Wally was feeling upset and needed some time by himself to think things through.

“Great,” Jake said. “Now he’s a fugitive from justice.”

“No, he’s not,” I explained. “He hasn’t been charged with a crime. He is perfectly within his constitutional rights if he wants to go away for a few days to clear his head.”

“Is that what you told him, Brenda?”

“More or less. But only after he asked.”

When Jake gets angry his voice becomes softer, not louder. By the time he was finished with what he had to say, he was almost whispering. Then he called Marvin, who said that he had a couple of legal tactics that would put Mr. Monti on hold for a few days. He added that although he wished that Wally had talked with him first, he hadn’t been charged with a crime and was therefore perfectly within his constitutional rights if he wanted to . . .

I was listening in on the extension, but when the conversation was over I didn’t gloat. Instead, with tears in my eyes I told Jake that the tone he had taken with me displayed an absence of love and affection, not to mention considerable disrespect for my autonomy. (I strongly urge my readers, in marital disputes, to use the more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger approach if they’re looking for an apology from their husbands.) Jake apologized.

•  •  •

Have I mentioned that Jake has a slim, muscular body and that from the neck down he looks almost as youthful as the twenty-nine-year-old who was another of the three men I went to bed with in those twenty-four hours shortly before my last birthday? Sometimes when I’m feeling unappreciated by Jake, I forget to acknowledge how attractive he is. And he is, even from the neck up, where his fifty years have pouched his eyes and stolen most of his hair, but have left him with the somewhat battered appeal of a—well, try to imagine a Jewish Sean Connery.

Furthermore, Jake has never been one of those surgeons who confuse themselves with God. He is reasonably modest, a very hard worker, a devoted father, and, until recently, a tolerant husband who had been perfectly happy to allow me to be in charge of human relationships and culture. But now, in indirect and not so indirect ways, he seems to be suggesting that my column is bringing out the worst in me. I wonder if he’s jealous. I wonder if he thinks I’m confusing myself with God.

Actually, neither Jake nor I could possibly be God. The title has been claimed by Philip, an internationally known television personality whose name would be instantly recognizable to you if I weren’t calling him Philip, which I am doing because he’s the third of the men I went to bed with in those twenty-four hours before my forty-sixth birthday.

•  •  •

It has been quite a year. My birthday took place five months ago. Wally took off five weeks ago. And yesterday I decided to kill Mr. Monti.
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YES TO ADULTERY

Once I had chosen to say yes to adultery, I was faced with some tricky questions: (a) How could I be an adulteress (or are we saying adulterer these days?) and still feel like a basically good human being? (b) Was there a way to minimize the lying and sneaking and cheating while also making certain I didn’t get caught? (c) How many different men would it take to meet my need for sexual variety? And (d) What could I do to avoid the quite unwanted complication of falling in love with any or all of these men?

Now there are people all around us who maintain their sense of goodness by denying the negative aspects of themselves, by indulging in the blind belief that they harbor no wicked thoughts or malevolent feelings. I am proud to say I am not one of those people. Instead, I am well aware that each of us, including myself, contains both lightness and darkness, both good and evil. And I therefore believe that a “good” person is not one whose heart is pure, but one who stares into, and continually wrestles with, her heart of darkness (a stirring phrase taken from the fine novel of the same name by Joseph Conrad). Goodness, I tell my readers, is a struggle, not a settled state of grace. And even the best of us sometimes struggle and lose.

I suppose you could say I had lost the adultery struggle. On the extenuating other hand, however, I intended to commit adultery not in a spirit of self-indulgent lust but more in a spirit of intellectual inquiry. Indeed, it would not be farfetched to call it . . . research. If you add to this analysis the tit-for-tat factor (Jake had not been a man of total fidelity) and the helpful-to-my-readers factor (engaging in adultery would certainly broaden my range of expertise) and the preponderance-of-good-over-evil factor (in my wrestling matches with my heart of darkness I win about 92 percent—well, okay, 85 percent—of the time), my answer to question (a) is that I indeed could be an adulteress/adulterer and still feel like a basically good human being.

I also concluded that limiting my adulterous activities to a narrow—a very narrow—time frame would contribute both to my sense of goodness (I would not, after all, be making extracurricular sex a way of life) and to my ability to minimize the lying and sneaking and cheating (as well as the likelihood of getting caught). Furthermore, I decided that the best way to work adultery into my already tight and overprogrammed schedule was to get it over with as quickly as possible.

Frankly, I don’t understand why adultery is as popular as it is, considering how time-consuming it is. I mean, it isn’t just the time involved in actually having sexual relations. It’s all the support systems, like locating matching bras and panties, plus panty hose without a run in the thigh. Like getting your hair done, a pedicure, a manicure. Like applying lotion not only to your hands but to your heels and elbows as well, which, of course, we should all be doing anyway—but do we? And then there’s this constant searching for a working pay phone in order to call your lover without being overheard or (for the more paranoid) being tape-recorded by a less-than-trusting husband. There are so many time pressures on women today as they try to have it all (though, as I tell my readers, they can have it all but they can’t have it all at once) that I am slowly coming to the conclusion that one of the best arguments for marital fidelity is the incredible convenience of it.

Anyway, to get back to question (b), I decided that setting aside no more than a week, say, for adultery (who dreamed I could do it in less than twenty-four hours?) was the best way to limit my lying, sneaking, etc.

As for question (c)—and as I also tell my readers—there is nothing like sitting down and making a list, either lettered or numbered, to give you a sense of clarity and control. I therefore sat down last November and listed the types of men I wanted to carnally know, focusing initially on the generic, not the specific, and choosing the types that I chose for assorted complicated reasons that only my former analyst need comprehend: (1) a younger man; (2) a married man; (3) a black man; (4) a political activist; (5) a genius; (6) a celebrity; (7) a man of a different religious persuasion; and (8), I blush to add, an identical twin. Actually, I thought it might be nice to carnally know both identical twins, simultaneously, but although, like Publius Terentius Afer, nothing human is alien to me, I immediately banished that thought as . . . overreaching. Besides, the number of men on my list, counting only one twin, struck me as a little bit excessive, and I decided I had to . . . not prune, really, but consolidate. Which eventually I was able to do, having established that I could satisfy eight different needs with only three different men, all of whom—it conveniently turned out—were already uncarnally known to me.

There was Louis, a dedicated black activist who, at age twenty-nine, also met the younger-man requirement.

There was Philip, the world-famous TV pundit who had been flirting with me for years at my friend Nora’s New Year’s Day parties and who, if you didn’t listen too closely, could pass for a genius.

And there was Joseph Augustus Monti.

•  •  •

My concern about falling in love with the men with whom I committed adultery—question (d)—might strike you as rather outdated at a time in our social history when sex (despite its risks) has become regarded as a form of entertainment. Like bowling or bridge or going to the movies. Like ordering in a pizza with mushrooms and anchovies. No big deal. Nevertheless, I found it hard to imagine how people who take off their clothes and lie down together can “have sex” without “making love,” without feeling a tenderness, a connectedness, an involvement with each other that could lead to major emotional complications. But as I contemplated the three men I had selected to become my short-term lovers, I realized that the danger of love was remote. Like Elvis Presley, whom in my youth I had passionately disapproved of and just as passionately lusted after, these men spoke to my loins, not to my soul. I could not fall in love with Louis. I could not fall in love with Philip. And I could certainly not fall in love with Mr. Monti.

•  •  •

Mr. Monti was not at all lovable when, the day after his appearance on our front porch, Marvin and I showed up at his office with the hundred and fifty thousand dollars and no Wally. “You wanted your money back and my client out of your life,” said Marvin reasonably. “Your money is here. My client is gone. Your terms have been met.”

Marvin stretched out his hands palms up, in a fair’s fair gesture that complemented the sweet reasonableness of his voice. Behind his horn-rims, his eyes gazed steadily at Mr. Monti, his whole manner suggesting that while the practice of law might, for some folks, be viciously adversarial, men of good will could surely work things out. Knowing Marvin’s reputation as one of the bigger barracudas in the Washington legal profession, I watched his genial performance with admiration. Only a slight tension in his tight runner’s body execrably clad in a discount Syms suit hinted at his ability—should sweet reason fail to prevail—to viciously tear out his adversary’s throat.

Most adversaries. Maybe not this one.

Mr. Monti leaned back in his desk chair and sighed. “You think so, huh?” he said softly. “You think that you can walk in here in those cheap hundred-and-forty-dollar shoes”—Marvin flushed with pleasure, having never spent more for shoes than $32.99 at Payless—“and sell me a bill of goods that my terms have been met?”

“That’s my understanding of—”

“Well, understand this, Kipper. I don’t just want your client out of my life. I want your client out of my life permanently.”

I decided that the moment called for a constructive intervention—something philosophical with a down-to-earth touch. I had on just the right outfit to strike that note—a black-and-white silk with a slit skirt to show off (let me not indulge in false modesty here) my fabulous legs. I was there without the approval, or even the knowledge, of my husband, and I can’t say that Marvin Kipper was thrilled with my presence. But, as I pointed out to him while we were riding up in the elevator together, “Marvin you can never tell when my grasp of the human condition will come in handy.”

I thought that time had come.

“Mr. Monti,” I said, “what, after all, do we mean by permanent? Even our greatest symbols of permanence are subject to change. In time the Andes may tumble, the Pyramids may crumble, and we all have to live with that reality. Even you, Mr. Monti.”

“What’s your point, Mrs. Kovner?”

“That Wally is gone. That as far as any of us, in any ultimate sense, knows, he is gone permanently. And that, until he stops being gone, your terms have—in fact—been met.”

Mr. Monti rose from his chair, walked around his desk, and stood over me.

“I want it in writing,” he said to me, bringing his face quite rudely close to mine. “No, I want it in blood.” He smiled a dangerous smile and lowered his voice. “Symbolically speaking, of course.”

•  •  •

Symbolically speaking is not, believe me, the kind of verbal expression that leaps to the lips of Joseph Augustus Monti. He learned it, I regret to admit, from me. He learned it one evening last January, in that delicate period after Wally and Josephine had announced their decision to marry but before they’d announced that Wally would not be converting. Mr. and Mrs. Monti had invited, us four Kovners to dine with them, their three daughters, and two sons-in-law at their extensive and expensive spread in McLean, Virginia. Also in attendance were a professor from Georgetown University (I never quite caught his name but he bore an eerie resemblance to the somnambulist in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari) and Father Pezzati, a cheerful, fat-cheeked, roly-poly priest. Wally had already met all the Montis, and all of us Kovners had already met Josephine, but this was the initial full-fledged family-to-family encounter, and I was eager for us to make a good first impression.

I was therefore relieved that Jeff, a tawny Michael Douglas type (What can I tell you? I’ve got two gorgeous sons), was looking untypically virtuous in pinstripes, having eschewed his signature chartreuse suspenders and diamond-stud earring for the occasion. We had picked him up at his Watergate apartment, and on the way out to McLean he had expressed his interest in “doing a deal” with the widely diversified Mr. Monti.

“The guy’s made a bundle,” Jeff informed us, “buying old rental properties real cheap, and then the neighborhood—whoosh—takes off, and he’s selling these suckers for five, six times his investment.” Jeff shook his head respectfully. “I don’t know where he gets his crystal ball, but I’d sure like to take a look in it sometimes.”

“Yes, but you won’t get into all that tonight,” I gently asked and/or suggested, never quite sure where Jeff’s hustling heart might lead him.

“Certainly not,” Jeff answered in a huffy there-she-goes-underestimating-me-again tone of voice. “I just intend to lay a little groundwork.”

Wally, looking divine in his gray tweed social-worker jacket and Mel’s Lethal Weapon longish wavy hair, greeted everyone with hugs, kisses, and handshakes and his big, broad, utterly irresistible smile. Jeff laid some groundwork with his “honored to meet you, sir,” greeting to Mr. Monti, accompanied by a smile which, though not as sincere as Wally’s, can certainly warm up a room.

Although the boys inherited their great bodies and strong, even features from their father, they definitely got their knock-’em-dead smiles from me. It’s not that Jake doesn’t have a perfectly pleasant one; it’s just that he often seems to be hoarding a portion of it for a more worthwhile occasion. Still, cautious smile, cautious blue suit, and all, he too, I thought, made a fine first impression. And, of course, I did my part as well, having enhanced my self-confidence with a trip to the hairdresser, where Lawrence of Elizabeth Arden clipped and colored my hair into a jaunty tangle of gold-streaked caramel curls.

In the interests of rapprochement, I had chosen to wear something with papal overtones—a bright-red dress with a high collar and long sleeves. It was by far the brightest item in the Montis’ vast living room, which was decorated entirely in beige and white. Very traditional. Very tasteful. Very damask and velvet. Very beige and white.

As I often advise my readers, compliments should be precise, never global. If possible, they should also be genuine. I found, as I looked around the room (so different from our own audaciously eclectic green, brown, gold, and rust interior), that I could sincerely praise the flower arrangements, which ranged from a single white rose set in an exquisite bud vase to masses of white tulips exuberantly bursting from a fat china tub. I also assumed, when I cooed to Mrs. Monti about the beauty of these flower arrangements, that I had embarked on a sweet and safe subject. I was wrong.

Mommy is great with flowers,” said Gloria, the oldest and most pregnant of the three Monti daughters. “But they’re always white. Look, I’m not saying use every color of the rainbow, but why not red roses, why not yellow tulips? Branch out, live a little, I keep telling her.”

“And I keep telling her,” said Mrs. Monti, her voice trembling with emotion, “that she’s got her own house to put red roses in. I don’t want them in mine.”

Annette, the middle and less pregnant of the daughters, shook her head with disgust. “But Mommy, you can’t just keep doing the same white flowers year after year, decade after decade. You’ll . . . you’ll stagnate.”

“Watch your mouth there, missy,” warned Mr. Monti, as he poured wine into glasses set on an ornate silver tray. “I don’t want to hear any ‘stagnates’ around here.”

A silence descended upon the room. When Mr. Monti had finished filling the glasses, he walked around handing out the drinks. “I’m only serving wine,” he said, “but you can have whiskey if you want.”

There were no requests for whiskey.

Josephine, the youngest and (please, God) the only non-pregnant Monti daughter, roused herself from her customary reticence to make her contribution to the great flower debate. “If Mommy likes white, I support her right to white.”

Father Pezzati who, as I eventually figured out, was not hard of hearing but merely inattentive, now eagerly joined the conversation. “Of course you do, my dear. Of course you do. I presume everyone in this room supports right to life.”
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