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December 12, 2005


Last night Leon dangled the carrot of a fancy literary award before my greedy snout and I, like the pig I am, lurched for it.


Arrived on time for the Humphrey, freshly shaved, in suit and tie, and joined the throng of hipster literati milling outside the ballroom. I was shown to a table near the back of the room. Not a good sign. An aging socialite stinking of chardonnay and Chanel No. 5 leaned in, “Are you a writer? I hope someone at this table is a writer!” I beamed as if we were sharing a witty joke. A salad adorned with flower petals was put in front of me. Wine was poured.


I spied Leon seated three tables closer to the front of the room. He waved. I nodded. He turned away. My own editor could not be bothered to come over to my table and say hello. Of course, Leon wanted me there because he can’t waste precious bucks promoting my new novel. No budget means there will be no display ads. No audio book. No parties given in my honor at Balthazar or the Four Seasons. All I will get is an abbreviated book tour (flying coach and residing at budget hotels). No NPR appearances. No magazine covers. If I’m lucky, I’ll get two or three guest lecture gigs at second-rate colleges. It’s all nickels and dimes to him.


At my table for eight, the chocolate mousse lay unforked and the decaf cooled as the jovial movie stars onstage speculated on the names of the winners present in the crowd (forgetting to mention me, of course). An honorary award was given out to a publisher of progressive children’s books. A eulogy was intoned for the CEO of a major media corporation who had died rock climbing a week earlier. And so the circus dragged on and on. Finally, a winner was announced.


Upon hearing a name, not my name, my neighbors dropped their eyes to inspect their silverware. At adjacent tables, heads turned to gauge my humiliation. An obese publicist to my right patted my hand in consolation. “I’m sure your book was much better, Richard.” His pupils dilated with the thrill of witnessing my pain.


The winner, a tweedy, aging Ivy Leaguer, florid-faced and wet-eyed (due to the quarts of vintage wine he has consumed daily since his first literary bestseller) jogged up to the podium. The lickspittles leapt to their feet and applauded. With his usual tennis club jocularity he snatched the prize from Catherine Zeta-Jones, took her in his arms and kissed her on the mouth. I shivered with disgust.


The victor leaned into the microphone, thanked his wife, his agent, his housemaid and, of course, Leon, who digested this morsel with beatific slit-eyed joy. I could only think, don’t thank me, motherfucker. Your writing is vapid and ironic to no purpose. It is a wretched blend of overwrought creative writing school frosting. It is “cute” and it is pointless. All designed to sucker in the peanut gallery. I could never write what you write my friend. I don’t “do” sentimentality and I don’t do glib. I don’t do cliché.


BUT WAIT, what the fuck had I been smoking? I forgot our hero’s spot on the bestseller lists! I overlooked the most important aspect of this enterprise, that we’re all in it to get RICH! Of course! The true measure of the artist. Does your stuff SELL? Why would anyone be doing this, making all this effort, if not to sell millions of “units” so that the author-hero can become a wealthy author-hero! Then the author-hero can attend more dinners and receive more awards and sell more movie options to the corporate leviathans, and spend more time at more Hamptons get-togethers to cluck and kiss the other author-heros’ bronzed cheeks, dazzled by the reflection of the collective genius present. The artist is the antenna of the race and the race is venal and shallow.




When the speeches finally sputtered out, young people in black T-shirts and slacks, Secret Service earbuds wired to their skulls, herded the crowd toward the exit. The literati scrabbled like fiddler crabs, snatching their swag bags packed with glossy consumer magazines, CDs and bad perfume, pinching and clawing, then scuttling off to flag a cab. I was aiming for an exit when one old fool sneezed on me! For a moment, I wanted to beat his face in, but then…


Success has its price. But it also has its rewards. And here she was, my compensation for enduring this trial. Brown-eyed, smooth-skinned, scented like the spring flower she was. She smiled shyly at me and said, “Richard Morris! I can’t believe it! I…I…” She actually stuttered as she pretended to be awed. This goddess wore designer glasses, signifying erudition. Her hair was smooth and perfectly cut, her face unblemished. Her fragrance was like wine before the first sip. Before I said a word she blurted, “I read your book. It was so wonderful! The judges have their heads up their asses!”


Out of the corner of my eye I spied Leon laughing it up with the winner. I turned my back on them and ingested the lovely praise. When my new friend was a student at Amherst or Princeton or wherever, she wrote her thesis on my first novel, blah-blah-blah. But wait, there was more! With cocksure vigor she launched into a debate of magical realism (she had read my pointed essay in The New York Review of Books last year) and announced “You’re full of shit”! She argued her case with a verbatim quote! Nothing in the world is more erotic than a beautiful stranger uttering one’s exact words. I fell into her eyes, the pact was sealed.


I had a car and driver for the evening so I offered her a ride home on my way to my own uptown pied-a-terre where I would be staying the night. As we maneuvered the traffic, she chattered on about aesthetics and style, theme and structure. I focused on the aquarium world drifting beyond the tinted windows where people strolled, lapped ice cream cones, hailed cabs, entered and exited buildings. Each individual represented a single priority, living from moment to moment, fleeing or pursuing, praying or narcotizing.


In a deep reverie by the time we stopped outside my building, I discovered that my acolyte had decided she didn’t want to go home just yet. I understood. She was curious, eager to see my unique two thousand square feet of living space. She had an urge to visit my library, my art collection, my media center, my kitchen. My shower cabinet.




Earlier in the evening, I had dimmed the lights and thrown open the drapes, anticipating a guest. I never do this for Sarah but upon reentering the apartment, I thought of her. It was her fault she was being replaced this evening. She couldn’t join me tonight and I was forced to go stag. Her loss. Thus orchestrated, the apartment lay before my visitor like a movie set: vistas, twinkly lights out there in the black, the rising moon. I flipped on the stereo and poured brandies. Everything proceeded per usual.


She was a writer, of course. And marginally interesting because twenty years ago when she was eight years old, her father accidentally shot her mother in the leg, severing the femoral artery. This brilliant young woman, then a brilliant little girl, witnessed her mother’s death as she bled out on the living room floor. I brought up my own mother’s premature death and we discussed that for a while until I sensed that tears were imminent and I changed the subject. After endless all-night sessions with various ex-girlfriends and lovers, I am no longer available as therapist to fucked-up beauties. I want my perquisites with no strings attached.


The awards dinner was a fading memory as we flirted. It was fait accompli, wasn’t it? We were striking a deal. She would permit me to caress those mysterious thighs, nuzzle those breasts and enter her. In return I would grant her access to the inner sanctum of a great man’s life. She would be allowed to entertain the illusion that she had melded with a great mind. (A mind not unlike hers, of course.) This entitlement would nourish her grandiosity, which she mistook for authentic talent.


My venerable cum was still cooling (or warming?) in her somewhere when I began to get restless. (No, no condom. I’m fixed. Furthermore I always make a pretense of being a person who rarely gets laid, ergo, the logic is, I carry no STDs. Girls like my new friend are usually clean and so am I. I hope.)


At two a.m, I let her know I had an early morning appointment and invited her to depart. She seemed surprised by this. As she redressed, I killed time scanning the latest issue of The New York Review of Books, then escorted her down to my driver, who had been waiting patiently under the awning of the building. Something simultaneously chivalrous and vulgar about that.


I handed her an autographed copy of A Gentle Death, slammed the door of the car, blew a kiss, turned on my heels and marched smartly back into the mild glow of the lobby, where my stoic doorman kept vigil. His face betrayed nothing.


In the elevator I discovered myself in a mirror. I am in my mid-fifties, almost handsome, gray-haired, bespectacled. I have the bearing of what? A successful man of the city. Or just one more putz? I am a Jew, an “Eastern intellectual”—the kind of man the conservatives hate. Unlike my numerous uncles, I am neither overweight nor short. Like them, I wear the mask of one who is both focused and bemused, benign and angry. A wry smile and a furrowed brow lend an enigmatic quality. Here I am, as the world sees me, as I see me. No matter what I do, I can’t get past myself.




There’s nothing like the relief of reentering a vacant apartment after a date. It was as if I’d been holding my breath for hours and could finally exhale. All the disturbances had been cleared away, life was calm once more. The storm had passed, the rain had fallen and the sun was peeking out. I washed down a tab of Ambien with a mouthful of Fiji water and hit the sack.


I must have been asleep for twenty minutes when the phone rang. For a moment I had no idea where I was, or even who I was. Total disorientation. My companion’s scent garnished the sheets. The early morning gloom of my bedroom was deep and soporific. I swam back to wakefulness and reached for the phone thinking that the call must be from the young lady. She’d probably left something behind. Wanted to come by in the morning to pick it up. That old trick.


Ready for a fight, I picked up the phone. But the voice on the other end was unexpectedly male. As the shadows congealed into solid reality, I caught on that my father was speaking. I tripped through a list of potential emergencies including a car accident, a brain aneurysm, even death. That he could call me after dying of a heart attack did not at that moment seem illogical. I groped for a light switch and the room exploded, yoking a band of pain around my skull. Only at that point did I realize I’d spent most of the previous evening drunk.


My father was neither dead nor ill, not in any trouble at all. He was calling because his aged aunt Sadie (my great-aunt) had died. She had resisted to the end. He described a gruesome final few hours, in which she had to struggle for every breath. Things had resolved as they do. Ninety-six years old and Sadie was at peace at last.


I assured him I would drive up in the morning. I had planned to use the day to lay out the bones of an essay for the Times op-ed page, another tactic on the part of Leon to billboard the book sans expense. But I didn’t want to write it in the first place (“Literacy and the Internet”) and now I had an excuse to postpone it. In the world of contemporary publishing, there are two emergencies that are never questioned: a death in the family and a request to fly out to Hollywood to “take a meeting.” The Times would wait.


December 13, 2005


I’m up here at Dad’s place, immersed in the old homestead aromas—the lingering redolence of fried fat and stale coffee grounds, rug dust, a hint of something pickled. First thing today, I snatched him up and drove the two very familiar miles over to Sadie’s. In my late teens, I traveled this route countless times while hanging out with my high school buddies, smoking joints, chugging beers, wallowing in emotion and laughter. A long time ago, when I was a know-nothing kid.




My sister called. She would not be attending the funeral, wouldn’t even sit shiva. “Okay,” I said. “I got it covered.” My sister’s not crazy, she’s just sensitive and has no outlet. With me in town, she’s happy to leave me in charge of Dad. We wouldn’t see each other this time around. I’m not that sure she likes her big brother anyway. Now that we’re all grown up, we don’t have to pretend anymore.


When Dad and I arrived at Sadie’s weathered double-decker, we found a gaggle of unidentifiable friends smoking and gossiping by the front steps. One hailed my dad as we approached. “Morrie! I see you have the writer with you!”


“Yes. He drove up.”


I shook hands with some guy dressed in a camel’s hair coat. I repeated. “I drove up.”


A big-nosed character puffing a cigar chanted: “Morrie Junior! How’s the Big Apple? Still mishuga?”


Another dropped his cigarette onto Sadie’s immaculate concrete steps. “This your son, Morrie?”


“My son. Richard. He’s a writer. One of his stories was made into a movie.”


“Really?”


Etc.




We entered the gloom of the house. Most of the mourners were from distant suburbs, even Rochester and Philly. Few young people (i.e., anyone under fifty). The “kids” didn’t know Sadie because she neither married nor had any children of her own. Nonetheless her death cast a long shadow upon the holiday season, and already my aunts were whining about how it “won’t be the same this year.” I gave a private prayer of thanks to Sadie since attending this funeral would allow me to wriggle out of my annual holiday pilgrimage. It’s unprofessional visiting the extended family. Does Russell Banks visit his family? Richard Ford? Richard Price? I doubt it. The difference is, those big wheels have their own brood. I don’t.




In the cramped living room, soft, sad faces rose up from the hushed velour murk like bloated cadavers from a muddy lake bottom. Someone had lit a fire, making the room too warm. Borrowed folding chairs lined the walls of the back bedroom and the hallway. In the kitchen, dishes covered with aluminum foil formed a traffic jam along the narrow Depression-era counters: Stroganoff, cabbage rolls, casseroles, roast chicken, wild rice, even kasha.


As I greeted the wizened faces of the alte kaker, I saw the future. What was happening here would repeat itself over and over again in the next decade or so, like a remake of a bad movie, with different protagonists cast in the starring role of corpse. They’ll all go, one by one, including Dad. Including me.




I came face-to-face with the rabbi, who stood much too close to me as he spoke. His breath reeked of Manischewitz and I noticed hair sprouting from his ears. How soon will I have to shave my ears? He intoned homilies about Sadie and life and irony and all that and then abruptly turned the conversation to the subject of his nephew Randy, who is an aspiring screenwriter living in Brooklyn. “That’s near you, right? Perhaps you could spare a few minutes to give Randy a call and give him some pointers?” I squeezed the rabbi’s shoulder and insisted he have his nephew call me. Then I absentmindedly forgot to write down my number.


My aunt Norma wandered into the living room clutching a bundle of tinted photographs. A guessing game ensued, everyone trying to figure out the who’s who of eighty years ago, when Sadie was a teen and when the gang of long-lost uncles and aunts sported oily black hair and tightly layered buttoned-down clothing. Here was a picture of Dad as a baby, bare-bottomed on a bearskin rug! Here was my ancient grandmother when she was a shy girl, her whole life ahead of her. Here was Sadie wearing gloves and a pillbox hat. Others too, the elders of that bygone era, stiff and anonymous and grim. No one present could recall their names.


My family immigrated from the village of Polinka, west of Kiev, long before the two wars, so were spared the wrenching legacy of Nazi horror. We were and are simply Jews in America, what the others back in the old country dreamed of becoming when they raced for the barb-wired borders. In fact, I’ve always detected a certain arrogance attached to this fact, as if “our people” were smarter than those others because “our people” got the fuck out of Dodge before the shooting started. But of course, that’s a lie, there was plenty of shooting in good ol’ mother Ukraine.


Picked from the pile, a sepia print. A real old-school bris, the baby laid out across the laps of the proud parents, the mohel standing behind them. Everyone stares vacantly at the camera with the nonreflexive eyes of traumatized Upton Sinclair–era immigrants freshly arrived from the shtetl. Every single person in this photograph, including the baby, is not only long dead and buried, but completely forgotten. On the day of that photograph, perhaps ninety years ago, each individual was immersed in the thick soup of his or her anxieties, blood and breath—and are all now dust. They are gone, the photographer is gone, the rabbi is gone, their children are gone and their children’s children are gone.


They say it takes three generations to forget. Is anyone remembered? Only the artists and killers and kings.




I was in Sadie’s living room, eating pound cake. Someone was shuffling through a sheaf of her personal correspondence. I snatched the letters to my lap. I am the literary representative of the family, I am the keeper of words. Something like a cantor, they all defer to me. (“Richard, what did you think of the President’s speech last night?” “Richard, what do you think of The Da Vinci Code?”) They know I’ve made money with my writing, been written about in Newsweek, won prizes, although not one of them could tell you why, nor has any of them ever made it all the way through one of my novels, but they do know I’m a somebody “out there”—they know I am of the world.


Sadie’s life had been so obvious for so long—her cleaning, her crumb cake, her soap operas—that whatever we thought we knew about her couldn’t possibly be the whole story. And my family didn’t want Sadie’s secrets. They’d rather sentimentalize the old woman who never said much, poached a mean gefilte fish, and worked as a secretary in a now defunct office building on a now defunct street in a now defunct downtown, fifty years ago. My gut told me to hang on to the letters.


Later, alone on my king-size bed at the Marriott, I read them.


They fell into four categories: first the oldest, when Sadie was a schoolgirl and had a pen pal, in Argentina. In a flowery cursive, the pal wrote about horses and sheepdogs and sunsets and school.


The next pile was a collection of letters of commendation. Sadie was a WAC during World War II, stationed at the Army air base in Reykjavík, Iceland. When we were kids she would regale us with stories of the midnight sun. She obviously made a big impression on her superior officers.


The third pile was correspondence between Sadie and a kibbutz near Galilee. Perhaps this had been her great dream, to join the Zionists and pick apricots. These letters petered out in the mid-fifties.


The last twenty-one letters were from a woman in Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, named Angie Demarco. These dated from 1961 to 1967. They followed or anticipated visits between Sadie and Angie. I thought of the Proulx short story “Brokeback Mountain” (now a major motion picture). The letters didn’t give anything away. It’s possible the two women were friends and nothing more. I never met this Angie, and I don’t think anyone in my family ever did.


I was happy I didn’t let them have the letters. Sadie’s life, including its mysteries, was safe with me.


December 14, 2005




Day of the funeral. Dad was strangely dispassionate about the whole thing. I noticed he had missed a patch of cheek while shaving. There was a grease stain on his overcoat. He wasn’t even dressed in black. When was the last time he got a haircut? At his age he must be thinking: I’ll be taking my own dirt nap soon. Which must be tough.


At the dinner, Dad got antsy and wanted to go home. Everyone understood. Dad’s an old guy, he can do what he wants. On the way back to his place, he announced that he was hungry. Interesting. So we stopped at a diner where they serve oversized portions of greasy pasta and meat. His rich son was picking up the tab, which put him in a great mood. Hey, whatever turns you on, Dad. Family tradition, counting our pennies to the death.


Dad’s eighty-something, and he was flirting with the waitress. Obviously women feel safe around the old, dying lion. He’s adorable because he’s toothless. Nothing endears a man more to a woman’s heart than impotence. But could that winsome waitress ever imagine the lion’s dreams? The violence, the trespass he would love to wreak? Really, what more could an old guy want than to get it hard one more time? To be in there, pitching fast balls, curled into that existential jackrabbit thrust? This is all the male animal needs. To get lost in the fucking. To fuck. To fuck hard. Men kill so they can fuck. They run for high office so they can fuck. I fuck therefore I am. Middle-aged men fall for young women because youth revives the walking dead.


Leon found me on my cell. He didn’t mention my not winning. No, he wanted to hear the dope on the girl I had met at the awards ceremony. Turns out she’s the daughter of a Wall Street tycoon. I told Leon that my aunt had passed away three days ago and I didn’t want to discuss the girl. There was a pause on the other end of the line. Leon was trying to gauge what Aunt Sadie meant to me, so he could respond accordingly. Curtly I said, “Have to get off Leon.” And with that I punished him. I hung up and ushered Dad safely into his house.


Taking a break, I went for a walk along an old path behind Dad’s yard through what was once a familiar ten acres of scrub and saplings landlocked between the subdivisions. For some reason the developer missed this chunk.


I was alone in the thicket when I realized I didn’t know the town anymore. Someone could waylay me on this desolate path and cut my throat. But I was not apprehensive. Instead, surrounded by the serene winter environment, I felt a kind of peace, almost elation. The black branches of the winter oaks fissured the high orange sky, wisps of altrostratus clouds reflected the dimming sun. I took in a lungful of frosty air and felt high.




I pulled out my cell phone to call Sarah. I wanted to secure the experience by sharing it with someone, preferably a woman. Then I stopped. To pretend that Sarah was my “soul mate” was an insult to the moment. (A tiny, tiny voice mumbled something about how I was wrong to have sex behind Sarah’s back, but then I remembered that it was Sarah’s fault for not coming to the ceremony with me. She “had to teach.” Maybe. Maybe not. So—it was no one’s fault. )


I cautiously resumed my walk. Dead leaves crunched under my feet. Probably foxes or skunks around somewhere. No snakes this time of year, I was pretty sure of that. Stillness. Beauty. I said to myself, “Here you are.” Here I was, placing myself in the thicket, in the beauty, in the moment. I continued, “This is it, a perfect moment in the center of a perfect life. You have it all: money, fame, security, health, sexual satiation, work to do. A new book coming out. An award nomination. Just take it in. Breathe it in. The sun setting, health, wealth, life. WHAT MORE DO YOU FUCKING WANT?”


I heard my own voice, followed by silence. Then a huffing under the stillness. Breath, not human, behind me, approaching quickly. I turned, not fearful, more curious to see whatever was coming. A deer? A bear? Death?


No, it was a chocolate Labrador retriever outfitted in a tight-fitting Day-Glo vest. He flashed a wet smile of appreciation, sniffed at my shoes, circled me once, then loped away down the path, indifferent. Keeping pace, two oldsters (probably about my age) appeared, gripping collapsible L.L. Bean walking sticks. They smiled as if this was the moment we’d been waiting for all day. Had they heard me talking to myself? I meekly said, “Nice sunset!”


They blew past, grins frozen with exertion. They’d tricked me. I felt I should say hello and I did, but now they did not return the courtesy. Deaf-mutes, perhaps. They were only intent on tracking the dog with their rapid, health-promoting step, pumped full of high-omega fish oil. Fuck ’em.


I scanned the horizon and the sunset, found my path and noted how dark the woods had become. By the time I was in Dad’s backyard once more, the streetlights had clicked on. I found Dad asleep in his armchair, left him there and drove back to the Marriott. Locked in for the night, I sipped minibar whiskey from a bathroom glass and watched the mayhem on the evening news.


December 15, 2005


In an attempt to achieve some kind of intimacy with Dad before leaving town, I drove over to his place and spent the morning with him. Not that there was anything to do or say. We’d said it all. In his living room, we drank instant coffee cut with nondairy creamer. Suddenly Dad stood and pronounced “Time to go.” He had a doctor’s appointment. I thought, what the hell, and tagged along.




Dad insisted on introducing me, even though I’d met his doctor thrice before. Dad loves the rush of saying “Have you met my son, the writer? He’s been nominated for the Pulitzer. Twice.” My bile rises whenever he utters those words. Back in the day, my father fought my ambitions with undiluted venom. “Get a real job! You’re wasting your time!” I will never forget the patronizing sneer. He even walked out of one of my readings claiming he had indigestion.


That was when Dad was young and strong and bristling with plans for me and everyone else. We battled hard then. I cursed him. He slapped me. I threw a teakettle at a wall. The dent is still there. He never missed an opportunity to cut me with his dismissive attitude. I returned the favor by riffing on his own neurotic existence in my second collection of short stories. Which he never read.


Fame heals all wounds. Old Dad has been crushed into nonexistence by the sediments of time. New feeble Dad is invigorated with the power of my notoriety and that’s all there is to that. “You know my son, the bestselling author?”


“Yes. Hello Richard.”


“Did you see the movie they made from one of his short stories? The Philosophy of Paradise? Not my sort of thing, but it won a special prize at the Cannes Film Festival. Did you ever see it?” I extended my hand to the doctor. He was ignoring my father, which was okay with me. Why bother with something as boring as a proud parent, when you can mix it up with an actual somebody?


As I clasped my dad’s doctor’s smooth, dry hand, his brow furrowed. He searched my face with mock compassion and said, “And how are you doing, Richard?”


“Very well, thanks.” I girded myself to repeat for the umpteenth time a synopsis of A Gentle Death. He might have found my new book of interest. But no, that’s not what he was after. He had much bigger fish to fry.


“Richard, when was the last time you had your cholesterol checked?”


“What?” I was sorting my mental Cliff Notes, preparing my opening statement. (“This time I wanted to write something about personal history…”) But he wasn’t talking about that.


“You are your father’s son after all.”


Cholesterol—the key word. Oh, I got it. He wanted to play in his court. As his deceptively mild eyes searched mine, I had an urge to slap the professional smile off his face. Or maybe just give him a quick cuff behind the ear, and say “Cut it out, asshole. You’re not talking to one of your groupies now. I don’t buy your scare tactics.” Just one more high priest, this guy. Reminding every person he meets that only he can save them.




But I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I meekly hopped up onto the examining bench and perched like a schoolboy while he pumped the blood pressure collar and pressed a stethoscope against my chest. I humored him. As if this was something I wanted to do.


Why would I have wanted this? Because I had an urge to bond with my dad before we had lunch and this is how I was going to do it. See? Me and Dad, we’re just two old guys visiting the doctor! Used to pee into the toilet bowl at the same time, now we’re giving urine samples together! And however we bond, we bond. A visit to the doctor is no more different than strolling through a car dealership to check out the cool new Mustangs.


And dear reader (whoever the fuck you are, I’m probably dead if you’re reading this) you know what’s coming, you’re ahead of me on this one, right?


The doctor frowned. Something wasn’t right. He wanted more testing. Right then before I left town. I told him that was impossible. Almost dragging my father after me, we escaped the clutches of the condescending quack. But not before I had sincerely promised Dad that I would visit my own doctor and endure a stress test when I got back to the city. Of course I was concerned too, but no way would I give this self-satisfied physician the gratification of being right about anything.


For the remainder of the afternoon, Dad wouldn’t drop the subject of my heart. He gobbled up his pasta quickly, so as not to delay my return to New York. I wanted to explain to him, there was nothing wrong with my health. It was fatigue. It was the wine and the stress of awards ceremonies. I promised to call after I saw my guy.


December 20, 2005


Well, this is going to be a fun holiday season. I had the stress test, failed miserably, and, surprise, surprise, I’m scheduled for surgery in eight days. (Maybe I died on the table, which is how you came to be reading this?) Something called “minimally invasive direct artery bypass”(MID-CAB). They will cut me open and stick a scalpel into my beating heart. Graft a vein. All that. What makes it minimal is that I will never legally be dead during the surgery. My heart will keep beating. No machine will be required to keep the blood coursing. It’s a no-brainer. They perform hundreds of these every week. Yeah, right.


The surgeon was reassuring. Very little chance of a problem. I did some research, learned that Philip Roth had heart surgery and came out of it okay. He wrote like a speed freak for the next ten years. I have no choice in the matter so it makes no difference what Philip Roth did or didn’t do.




I will have to take time off to recuperate. Supposedly I will be able to return to “normal activities” two weeks after the surgery. The bad news is that my book tour is coming up and anything that involves getting on airplanes, let alone passing through airport checkpoints, is considered stressful.


I informed Leon of this new development. He clucked and made a big show of disappointment. He assured me that as soon as my heart is healed, I’ll have my tour. He insisted that strategically this will work out for the better in the long run. Fuck him. More money saved. But I can’t think about Leon now. My life is on the line. A major medical event. I have insurance, so what more can I do but lie down and let them stick a knife between my ribs?


Now and then I sense a slight ache in my chest, something I’ve never felt before. The more I try to ignore it, the more it makes itself known, a sensation that beats like a distant lighthouse in deep fog. I’ve also developed a form of insomnia that tenaciously fights the Valium the doctor has prescribed. I lie on my back for hours, rolling a single thought back and forth: “Maybe I will die.” Of course, I will die, sooner or later, but will I die this week? This month? Before spring? Before summer?


And when I do die, will I be able to think as I disappear? Will I lie there, clinically dead, still capable of cognition? Paralyzed but powerless to halt the slide into darkness? That moment will be the longest moment of my life. Hopefully I will be unaware of my own death. Go to bed, fall asleep and somewhere in the wee hours of the a.m. simply cease to exist. Cease being. That would be better, right? Or not. Wouldn’t I want to know beforehand? But there is no way to know, unless you’re on death row.


It is certain beyond any certainty that I will one day cease. And all the information in my brain will cease. Memory will cease. Knowledge will cease. Skill will cease. Personality will cease. This is what I think about as I lie in bed. Terrible jaws of fear grip me for hours. Then, the pills gain traction and I slip away and I’m asleep.


December 25, 2005


There’s a chance I will die during surgery. This would be such a gift for Sarah. She likes drama because she thinks it makes her a better writer. She’s still young, she doesn’t understand that what doesn’t kill you doesn’t make you stronger, it wears you out and weakens what little integrity you have. She seeks authenticity and gravitas. Why else would a woman in her late twenties bother with an old fucker like me? Of course if I passed away she’d mourn. But in the end, it would be a big gift, my death. She’d write a piece for The New Yorker and there’s a very good chance it would get published.




I had planned to spend Christmas alone but Sarah showed up and insisted on giving me a present. (I’d been too busy to get her anything. Which only deepens her affection for me. She feels closer to me when I exhibit my faults, especially when I don’t acknowledge them as such.) She brought me a scarf and a book about Rembrandt by Simon Schama. I didn’t spoil the gift by telling Sarah that I’d read it. We ate a light meal, I drank one glass of Napa cabernet sauvignon. We made a fire and hunkered down on the couch.


I was trepidatious about the sex act. Would it kill me? I forgot to ask the doctor, couldn’t call him on Christmas Day. Sarah was of the opinion that we could “snuggle.” She was anxious about my health, but she was also anxious for my attention, as usual. She beamed me with her big brown eyes. Despite my own (more pertinent) anxiety, a wonderful erection came easily. Alive again!


Sarah administered ridiculously slow fellatio which raised my blood pressure so high that when I did cum, I exploded into ecstasy, my limbs rigid, my chest convulsing for lack of air. As I was drowning in a sea of pent-up endorphins and spasming nerve endings, my pulse blipped erratically and I whirled into a chasm of fear. My enormously swollen heart muscle was holding the reins of my very life. I was cumming and dying synchronically! My mouth and tongue went dry, my breath shallowed, charging the finale with even more weirdly terrific energy. Sarah swallowed and I thought, “That may be the last one you get, kid.”


For the remainder of the afternoon, she was incredibly contented. I watched my young girlfriend as she bustled about—young, fertile, confident, warm, supple, lithe, brimming and optimistic.


January 2, 2006


So it happened. I survived. A big chunk of still respiring, still pulsing organism. Surgeon said it went very well. The graft will last ten years, blah-blah-blah. Oh really? And what happens then? Hey doc, what happens after ten years, huh? Twenty? thirty? Oh right, I die anyway. Too bad.


The pain is not overwhelming. The stitches itch and there’s some swelling, but I’m not in agony. Generally I’m mired in a diffuse torpor, something like a hangover, but lacking the bite of alcohol poisoning. I’m on anticoagulents and tranquilizers but under it all, I know my heart has been punctured like a bald tire and my soul doesn’t like it one bit. No matter, it’s done.




Leon sent flowers. The publicity person called to let me know my airline tickets for the book tour had been canceled. I will have a lot of time on my hands. I think of old Aunt Sadie and her letters. I have no letters. I have nothing. I spent the afternoon lying around listening to the Renaissance choral music of a guy named Guido, a singer at the papal court in Avignon. Wonder what his last hours were like.


January 5, 2006


Still in the city. I wander the apartment with nothing to do. Can’t even masturbate or enjoy a low-tar cigarette. Against doctor’s orders, I unwrap the wound. It is garish, black and red, fierce like a revolutionary poster. It speaks to me and tells me that “it” is much stronger than I am. That “it” can kill me at any time. This scar has the authority of being the visible manifestation of a much greater scar, one I honestly can’t comprehend.


I picked up If This Is a Man by Primo Levi. I’d read his Auschwitz journal before but for some reason, I relished every terrible detail anew, couldn’t put it down. And yet it was probably the worst thing I could be reading right now. I am completely engaged with my core self and what was this book saying but that there is no core self? When he arrived at the camp, Levi asked a guard why he couldn’t slake his thirst with a small piece of ice. The guard brutally answered, “Warum? Hier ist kein warum.” (“Here there is no ‘why’!”)


Levi’s reasoning was simple: Take away a man’s every possession and you take his memories. Steal his clothing and shoes, shave off his hair and you take his dignity. Take away his hope and you take away his desire. When all that is gone, there is no man left. What is a man but memories and desire and hope? I wonder what Emily Dickinson would say to Levi if they were to meet?


When I first read this book thirty years ago, Levi’s story was about something distant and foreign and as such, awesomely fictional. Like Borges or Kafka. I didn’t understand that he was telling the truth. Because thirty years ago, any failure of mind, body or humanity was what happened to and by others. It could never happen to me. I couldn’t comprehend death, real death. But life does end. And when it does, complete anonymity arrives and smothers each one of us.


January 6, 2006


Kirkus and some of the national press have weighed in on my new book, A Gentle Death. Not particulary enthusiastic. One review was absolutely hateful, as if I have devoted years to writing a novel for the sole purpose of irritating the reviewer’s delicate sensibilities. Doesn’t matter. Fuck him. Fuck all of them. All that matters is that the book be read. By someone, anyone.




I’m no good in the city. Can’t write, can’t think, can’t sleep. Every day I grow more disconsolate. Sarah suggested a drive up to the country house. I made her promise not to touch me.


January 7, 2006


Sarah and I are in the country. Recuperating from heart surgery makes more sense here. Sarah mothers me to the best of her capacity. It’s not her thing. She can’t cook, she can’t give a good massage, she can’t even change the dressing on the wound. Her most comforting aspect is her ample bosom. Large breasts generate calm. This morning, as she leaned over me to adjust my bedcovers, a breast brushed against my cheek and I was an infant all over again. Maybe I have a mother fixation because Mom died so young. Was she young? She died when she was my age.


Later, I stood before the mirror, contemplating my naked, saggy self. The wound improves my appearance. Such a beautiful scar. Diligently stitched up, red slice/black thread. Obviously, something important happened there. This wound signifies survival. If a mugger’s knife had made it, I’d be dead. It’s like a badass tattoo, but better because it is authentic. Sarah wanted to kiss it, but I warned her off. Last thing I needed was an infection.


We ventured out to the Old Mill for lunch. Brilliant sunshine, bitter cold. We ordered brook trout, wild rice and zucchini. The waitress was peppy and bright-eyed. I now divide the world into those with problem-free hearts and those living on borrowed time, like myself. The waitress trotted back to the kitchen and the werewolf in me rose up. I wanted to grab her from behind, tear her chest open and taste her pulsing blood. I had to content myself with the trout and zucchini. I enjoyed the food, but waves of depression continued to ripple through me and wear me down. I was crushed with fatigue. Couldn’t lift my fork. The meal, like every meal now, was accompanied by a cocktail of pills which only served to remind me how fragile I was. Sarah and I exited the restaurant, me creeping like a retiree. The waitress waved to Sarah as we left, mouthing “Bye now!” I realized she thought Sarah was a dutiful daughter taking her old dad out for an airing.


January 10, 2006




The New York Times review yesterday used words like “compelling” and “insightful,” which is critic code for “Don’t even bother reading the dust jacket.” The killer line was: “A less heavy-handed writer would have given this material a much brighter treatment.” Of course it was compared to the short story collections from twenty-five years ago. The Philosophy of Paradise was also mentioned. I have written five novels but I will forever be a “renowned writer of short stories one of which was adapted as a film, directed by Paul Schrader.” Read: “not a major talent; negligible; a clown.” Tell that to Kafka, to Nabokov!


The critic missed the gist of the book, of course. Completely ignored the themes of biography and anonymity and personal reinvention. Didn’t mention the assassination sequence, probably the most exciting chapter. Skirted the shopping mall subplot.


That’s how they get you, by synopsizing the plot incorrectly and then criticizing you for their mistaken sense of what the book is about. Or focus on the weakest chapters, in this case, the dreary relationship between Carin and her son, something I added at the last minute only as a background to Frank’s story. Roth and Ford can digress all day long and every syllable is fawned upon. Me? I’m a dartboard.


I complained to Leon but he insisted it’s a positive review and said the marketing department was delighted. They’re calling it a “thinking man’s thriller” (whatever the fuck that means). Leon claimed my agent, Blake, has already sent copies to Brad Pitt, Johnny Depp and George Clooney. He quoted the “compelling” line. I said, “Leon, no one ever bought a book because it was ‘compelling.’” He changed the subject and started blathering on about how Bush choked on a hot dog yesterday.


In a sinister mood, I insisted that Sarah go back to the city. Against her protestations, I drove her to the train station and kept the car. She doesn’t want me to drive, afraid I’m going to seize up while sailing the two-lanes, but I feel fine, physically. Emotionally is another story. As the Amtrak diesel chugged in I thought, “One step is all it takes.” (Then the book would sell like hotcakes! Nothing like suicide to get stacked at the front of the store.)


On the platform, Sarah and I kissed tenderly. All clichés, all the time! Even my self-destructive thoughts are clichés! As she trotted off toward the conductor I contemplated her backside and almost forgot why I wanted her in my life. Then I remembered: She’s a beauty, she’s mine. And my next thought was, so what?


January 11, 2006




If I got myself a dog I could adopt the dog’s priorities as my priorities. I could name him Zuckerman and he would stand patiently by the door, waiting and watching. He’d know when I needed to go out. He would become my boss. Then I would never have to think.


In the late afternoon, I allowed myself one glass of wine and became instantly drunk. Found myself in the middle of the living room singing my lungs out before a roaring fireplace. I was deliriously happy about nothing at all and it seemed so obvious that I should always feel this way, that nothing was so important that I should ever not feel this way. Then, in a span of ten minutes, I fell from total elation to thrumming despondency.


The juncos and black-capped chickadees raise a ruckus around the feeder as the squirrel industriously steals their lunch. My heart feels like gray meat.


January 12, 2006


I woke this morning refreshed and ready for the day (I slept like a log), I was even slightly motivated. I couldn’t write but at least I could move around, do something. Maybe it was the glass of wine. Wine’s good for the heart, right?


For no particular reason, I unfolded the little ladder that drops down from the bedroom ceiling and clambered up into the crawlspace which serves as an attic to the house. When Elizabeth and I were putting this place together almost twenty years ago, we had hauled all sorts of stuff up there. Under the bare lightbulb I recalled that Elizabeth had carefully stowed away boxes of my research, manuscripts and books under the eves. Perfect place for them in case of a fire.


Good old Elizabeth. The cardboard boxes lay just as she had arranged them, in rows, labeled and sealed. She was in her supportive mode then. She worshipped my work. And so they waited for me. Carton after carton. I attempted to wrestle one box down the ladder but it was too much for me in my condition. How had she gotten them up here in the first place? I descended, gingerly. I’d had enough exercise for one day.


I should have it carted away. The accumulation of my life. What am I saving all this for? The museum wing that will house my papers? Fuck me. I was exhausted. I’d lost my appetite altogether. Couldn’t even piss. I took a nap.


January 13, 2006




I’ve phoned Leon five times in the past week and today he finally returned my calls. Pretended to be very positive about A Gentle Death, then immediately changed the subject. Insisted I should take it easy. I wanted to query him about sales, but if they were any good, he would have been the first to tell me. I didn’t ask him about Brad Pitt or Johnny Depp. Lots of long pauses.


After a particularly long pause Leon dropped me onto hold, then returned to say his daughter, who recently graduated Brown, was on the other line and he had to take the call. Yeah, right. Whatever.


I’ve been here before. I built a career on bad reviews. On rejection. Me and Bukowski. Or somebody. They can’t kill me. I hope. But they have set me adrift one more time. What’s the alternative? Figure out what “they want” and write the same shit over and over, move those units, make those bucks for the Man? If I was smart I’d do that, right? Stick to the tried and true, the formula. That’s what all the successful artists do. And in my case, that would be what? What is my formula for success? I knocked ’em dead with a collection of short stories twenty-five years ago. What was I writing about that was so appealing then? Anger? Ambition? Drugs? Sex with my movie star girlfriend Elizabeth? Maybe I was dumber then, more outspoken and thus easier to read. Doesn’t matter, that voice is no longer my voice. I’m not that guy anymore. Can’t do it.


I write my novels because I have to. That’s all. And Leon publishes them. And now the new one is out there languishing. That’s the way the artistic cookie crumbles. Not that anyone gives a shit. Just my own thing. Absurd, isn’t it? Writing for my own benefit. What’s that? If no one’s interested in what I have to say, then my writing is nothing more than the inner monologue of a lunatic, right? Might as well be pacing the streets of Manhattan in an old overcoat, flinging my arms about, ranting. What’s the diff? Yes, I’m a petty, self-involved egotist. But I’ve dedicated myself to this thing. What does Ian McEwan call it? This “writing project.” It is important. It has to be important or I could never stick with it. What difference does it make what they think? My conviction is what makes the art. (Spoken like a true mediocre artist.)


I want to get drunk. I want Sarah to come up here and kill me with her mouth.


January 15, 2006




Back in the crawlspace, I broke into the boxes, my life, entombed in crumbling cardboard. What could I have been thinking? No one gives a shit about this stuff. Storing the detritus of my personal history, as if I’m a Hemingway and everything I’ve ever touched will someday be prized by scholars. Old report cards, essays, newspaper clippings. Photos of classmates: Mike, Rich, Larry. Susan. Where are they, right now? A flat, dried prom carnation, a rusty lapel pin piercing its faded stem. An arrangement of DNA and memory. But forgotten.


Volumes upon volumes of journals, one to a year. I know I wrote them, but I don’t recall so many. They begin in high school, continue sporadically through college and continue to when I first moved to New York in the seventies. For the most part spiral-bound notebooks, the sort you’d need for a “101” college course. All carefully inscribed in black ink. I remember now, I had that fountain pen I would lovingly refill. I thought the flowing ink gave my words greater weight. Where is that pen now?


Crouched in the crawlspace, I tried to read but the light from the one bare bulb was too faint, so I grabbed up five and carefully made my way down the ladder. I brewed fresh coffee, settled onto the couch and began.


The writing was hilarious in its way. Portrait of the Artist…etc. Embarrassing. Awkward. The most terrible aspect was that the young me had no idea what a total idiot he was. He thought he had some kind of insight when he had none at all. Of course I wrote all this for posterity. The ultimate absurdity. But here and there I found nuggets of personal history embedded in the writing and so these things have some worth.


They are half-diary, half-journal, contain all kinds of information about what I was doing then. I had forgotten how I spent my days. I remember I had some fun, but these entries were specific. Names, places, acts.


I will read them and burn them in the fireplace. My more recent journals are worthy. These are an embarrassment. My funeral is coming soon and I don’t want anyone going through this stuff.


September 11, 1976


I saw a man wearing an old-fashioned signboard on the street, handing out leaflets to the passing parade. He looked like someone out of Puritan times. I wonder if he was being punished? He was advertising custom-made suits.




I like to peek at people in parked cars. All kinds of private stuff going on in there, all kinds of stories. People kissing, talking, arguing. I even saw a guy shooting up drugs. A few days ago I saw a bald man crying while a young woman held his head to her chest. Maybe they had had an affair and were breaking up. Maybe he was telling her he couldn’t leave his wife. Or she was leaving him for another guy. Who knows? Stories. It’s all stories.


Finally got settled into the new apartment. Complete and total feeling of a new beginning. Like the start of a new school year. Except it’s not school, it’s the rest of my life. My future. I’m taking one step into my future.


Living in Times Square was very stimulating, but in the long run, dangerous. After eleven p.m., there is no law. The police disappear and I could get my throat cut and everyone would just stand by and watch me bleed. Besides, I knew it wasn’t permanent, they weren’t going to let me stay in that attic forever. This is much better. No transvestite prostitutes outside my new Upper East Side apartment!


And I start the new job on Monday, which gives me all day tomorrow to finish unpacking and go grocery shopping. Have to remember to pick up vitamins and ginseng powder and tea. And a toothbrush which I seem to have lost along the way from there to here.


The new roommates seem like okay people. Haim and Dagmara. He’s an Israeli and she’s from some Eastern bloc soviet satellite, either Hungary or Poland, I’m not sure. I don’t think they’re a couple, but they haven’t been very clear about that. (I think Haim wants to have sex with Dagmara, but she’s not into him.) They live in the bedroom together, which has a door, and I’m going to live out in the dinette area where I will be exposed to the comings and goings of anyone who visits the apartment. I’m going to build some kind of bookcase/wall to block off the living room. Altogether the three of us live in about seven hundred square feet. But it’s a modern high-rise so we have big windows and a view.


Dagmara is some kind of Slavic femme fatale. Nice round breasts, very white skin, big blue eyes. I think she bleaches every hair on her body. She’s sexy in an Eastern European way, which takes a little getting used to but she actually is sexy.


Haim is a dopplegänger for the guy from Fiddler on the Roof. Big bald shtarker with a bushy beard. He sells fine art posters (e.g., Mo-digliani’s nude, Van Gogh’s Starry Night, da Vinci’s Mona Lisa) on the sidewalk in front of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. They both speak perfect English but have accents, so hanging around them is like being in a foreign country or something.


This journal will track what I see and hear in New York. Who knows how long I’m going to stick it out, but I figure I should keep a careful notation while I’m here. Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man etc. etc. The things I see on the “mean streets” (M. Scorsese) will provide a foundation for my future writing. Can I remember everything? Kerouac is the pole star. Remember everything, write everything.




So back to the journal: Once I got all my stuff moved over from the first apartment, I ate a quick lunch with my new roommates (Haim is loud and boisterous, Dagmara smiles shyly at me) and then I went out for a stroll in Central Park, and roamed under the leafy oaks and maples. It’s a beautiful place, this park. But I’ve been warned to stay away at night. While I was walking I saw a few people who looked like they might be dangerous. Not only is our apartment close to the park, it’s close to Harlem. 96th Street. After Times Square, I’m both less worried and more on alert.


When I got back to the apartment, Haim was gone, so Dagmara and I hung out, drank some Darjeeling tea and had a nice talk. She’s a poet, but while she’s waiting for her poetry to be published she works at a real estate agency here in the city.


While we sat talking, she smoked cigarette after cigarette. And she kept gazing deep into my eyes and then looking down at her lap and taking these long pauses. A terrific gravitational pull was happening between us but it would probably be a bad idea to have sex with her. Especially if she and Haim had something going. I asked her if she wanted to smoke a joint but she said she didn’t do drugs.


Eventually we ran out of things to talk about, so I went up to the roof of our building (we are on the twenty-third floor of a forty-three story building) and smoked the joint by myself. I realized that coming to the city is part of some kind of destiny fulfillment. That this day would be the first day of an adventure, no matter where that adventure led. One way or the other, many things are going to happen to me, this is obvious. And I want to embrace every single one of them. When I said goodbye to everyone up in Stoneham, it was like saying goodbye to a life. Like saying goodbye to myself. Whether I ever get any attention for my writing isn’t important. The important thing is that I am here. And I will keep a journal in which to collect my thoughts and my writing.


September 12, 1976


Haim split the apartment very early today to sell posters in front of the museum. Sunday is his big day. He’s famous in his own way because everyone who visits New York City visits the Met and everyone who visits the Met sees Haim selling his posters out front. He owns a beat-up old Cadillac and stores the posters in the trunk. He sells them for five dollars apiece. He told me that on some days he makes as much as three hundred dollars.




Dagmara and I went out and got bagels and lox at a deli. Food here tastes fantastic compared to back home. I felt like a real New Yorker, surrounded by other New Yorkers all talking a mile a minute and drinking coffee and eating smoked fish on a Sunday morning. Back home almost everyone I know is Catholic and they all either go to church on a Sunday morning or are nursing hangovers. So it’s nice to be “Jewish” on a Sunday.


The day was sunny, but not too hot, and we ended up strolling through the park. We bought ice cream. Brilliant sunshine and crazy breezes foretold something wild was about to happen.


So guess what, something wild did happen. After the walk we ended up back in the apartment. Outside the windows the sky grew black and the rain started spitting down, then pouring, then drilling. Lightning flashed on the horizon. So we decided to watch some TV together. Then we smoked some cigarettes. Then we started making out. Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid was on the TV. Dagmara unbuttoned my Levi’s and nature took its course. I was watching the movie and thinking, Welcome to New York. We didn’t fuck because Dagmara was afraid that Haim would catch us.


For the rest of the afternoon, Dag was very quiet. I told her I had to write, which is why I am sitting here at my desk in the dinette area of the apartment while she rambles around the place fiddling with her cosmetics. There’s really no way to escape each other.


I made some coffee and smoked half a joint and got some writing done. My mom called (Dad on the extension). She said, “Are you all right?” I wanted to say, “I’m stoned, I’m in New York and I just got a blow job from a beautiful woman.”


At the same time, I’m not all right because I’m never all right. Underneath it all, there is a sense of wrongness. Like I did something wrong. What did I do wrong?


LATER, SAME DAY:


I’m back. I realized that Haim would be coming home soon. Dag likes to make dinner for him like they’re a married couple. The weird thing is, we didn’t even fuck and she was being all weird. I did get her shirt off though and she has a pair of very excellent breasts. She’s very proud of them, as she should be.


I refuse to worry about whether this is going to be a great love affair or not. I’ve only been in New York City for a month! Let’s put it this way, I read some of her poetry and she’s going to have a great job at Hallmark Cards someday.


So I split. The city had been scrubbed clean by the hard rain. Not many people out. But the amazing thing about New York is that it never really stops—it’s always going, one way or the other.




First I visited my old neighborhood, Times Square. Hit the porn shops. Some amazing stuff in there. There’s a “straight” section and a “gay” section in each shop. Piles of glossy magazines with titles like Shaved Splits and Open Clits (whatever that could mean)! And then there’s these things called “live peep shows.” You enter a little dark booth that stinks of Clorox and drop a quarter into a slot and there’s a whirring sound and then a little metal shutter rises and you’re looking through a small square window into this circular space about twelve feet wide. And right there, on a platform are two live people, naked and fucking. They look really tired, probably junkies. It’s like a mini-arena so across the way are all the other little peep windows and the feverish eyes of the other men observing in the darkness. Perverts watching hookers fucking. Nice.


I was hungry so I stopped in a place where they serve soda and pita bread sandwiches stuffed with greasy slices of meat that some angry guy with a thick black mustache carves off this gigantic hot dripping meatball turning on a massive spit. It’s called a gyro or a souvlaki or something like that. The guy with the mustache was Greek I guess. But the stuff had amazing flavor. Probably not kosher. I sat at the counter and devoured my pita sandwich and while I was sitting there, these three young black guys wearing tight-fitting caps wandered in, leaned over the counter and started stealing éclairs from out of the display case. Right in front of the Greek guy, like they were daring him to try and stop them. I assumed they must be gang members. The Greek guy acted like he didn’t even see them. They walked out like kings.


A bum showed up who stunk like a chunk of blue cheese. He asked for a glass of water. The Greek picked up this huge chef’s knife and told him to get lost. The old bum told the Greek to fuck himself, then the Greek made a move like he was going to jump over the counter and the bum slipped out the door. Then the bum stood outside the plate glass window staring at us and cursing, the glow of the neon painting him an eerie blue and red. Finally, scratching like he had rabid mice under his rags, he wandered off, cursing.


I bought a coffee in a paper cup emblazoned with an image of the Parthenon and the words “We Are Happy to Serve You” and walked about fifty blocks southward to this strange part of town where the streets are all cobblestoned, empty and dark. Even saw a couple of rats. I ended up down by the World Trade Center, these enormous towers that shoot straight up into the sky. The whole area was completely deserted. Probably not safe but I liked the feeling of danger. Eventually I came to a park and to my astonishment realized that I was surrounded by water, looked up and what did I see? The glowing green Statue of Liberty standing out in the bay. (I guess it’s a bay. New York City Bay?) She was so familiar-looking, it was hard to believe she was real. I was shocked by the symbolism of everything.


I ended up in an alcoholic hangout called the Blarney Stone. The place was all dark wood and mirrors and stank of stale beer and boiled meat. The grinning cardboard leprechauns and four leaf clovers from Saint Patrick’s Day were still Scotch-taped to the walls.




I drank six glasses of forty-cent beer and got a little fucked up. I tried to keep up the conversation with the old guys at the bar, but they were too haggard to bother with me. Still, it seemed like a good place to collect my thoughts. I should go back there again.


On the subway, I fell asleep and overshot my apartment by thirty blocks. Had to walk back through Spanish Harlem to get home. Lots of burned-out buildings, cars in the streets up on cinder blocks, hoods popped, tires and wheels long gone. Saw some black people and mostly Puerto Ricans but I didn’t get mugged or killed! It was like I had some kind of drunken aura that protected me.


In the apartment I could see light under the door to the room that Dagmara and Haim share. I could hear them talking in their thick accents. (They talk in English because they don’t understand each other’s language.) I could have listened by the door, but didn’t.


I lay on top of my bed, the world swirling like a carousel. Later I heard Haim in the kitchen, rummaging around. Then I heard him in the living room, devouring a bag of plums, watching TV with the sound down. I’m in this half-drunken, half-caffeinated state, sort of excited and very tired. I just lay there listening to him. Fell asleep, woke, fell asleep. Thought about the future. The new job. My work. All the obstacles.


Haim finally lumbered off to bed and I got myself up, drank a ton of water and wrote all this down. Tomorrow’s the first day at work. I’m going to be completely burnt-out.


September 14, 1976


I got up pretty early. Ran into Dagmara in the bathroom, working on her cosmetic alchemy. When she saw me, she didn’t smile. Like I raped her or something. Damn. I guess there will be no more Sunday afternoon blow jobs.


I wolfed down some granola, then sprinted to the subway. I had to leave about eight-thirty, because my new boss wanted me there at nine. There were a million people crushed together waiting for the train. It was hot. The graffitti-covered subway car raced into the station just missing the people on the packed platform. The train was crammed even before we tried to wedge ourselves in. As we squeezed into the cars, ancient crud-encrusted loudspeakers over our heads blared incoherent announcements.


In the jammed car I was immersed in the syrupy stink of coffee breath and deodorant and farts. Men read creased newspapers (a special fold that takes up the smallest space possible because there’s no room to spread out). The women were slathered with makeup like they were headed for the disco. Most of the people stared ahead in the screeching din, some nodded in fake sleep. Twice I caught a girl checking me out. Not sure what I was supposed to do with that. Talk to her? Ask her out? Being so close to so many strangers creates anxiety, I think.




So I got to Jonathan’s loft at nine a.m. Turned out this is the same neighborhood I was in last night! SoHo. Looks different during the day. It’s an abandoned neighborhood, just cobblestoned streets, a few cars, one diner and a bunch of art galleries. There were plans a few years ago to knock the whole thing down to make room for a highway. But the city doesn’t have the money and now artists live down here.


I waited in the stairwell for almost an hour before Jonathan, my new boss, showed up. He didn’t smile, didn’t apologize. Just turned a key in the center of the door because the fox lock is actually a gear mechanism that releases massive metal prongs from holes in the door frame. Everything in this neighborhood is nineteenth-century like that. The stairwells have banisters covered in hundreds of coats of paint, every door is heavy and reinforced with riveted metal, the lofts are enormous, floored with dark planks of ancient wood. The cavernous ceilings are sheathed in patterned tin. The building facades are cast iron.


Jonathan’s place is called Erehwon Video. (Erehwon is “nowhere” spelled backwards. Get it?) We specialize in video art, which is the new cool thing. We assist artists who use Sony Portapaks to make their art. My job is to sit at a desk and answer the phone and inventory our video equipment and the videotape library. People come and go all day. Plus Jonathan has a viewing room where people can watch these videotapes on a monitor (TV set). He also wants me to write publicity releases about stuff we’re doing. I don’t really understand what the big deal is about, but Jonathan’s going to pay me a hundred and thirty-five bucks a week, so it’s worth it.


Most of the “video artists” who come by are hippie types: long hair, bushy beards. I guess they see themselves as revolutionaries who are using video to change the world. (Don’t hold your breath.) These artists videotape everything they can. Some are documentary filmmakers. Sometimes they show their tapes in art galleries, even museums! This Korean guy came by who didn’t say much but laughed a lot. Jonathan says his stuff is in the Museum of Modern Art. Nam June Paik is his name.


We leave a monitor running in the front room all day with video art playing on it. Most of the stuff is pretty boring. Once in a while there’s some nudity which I appreciate. There was even one in which a guy was discussing philosophy while this girl with tattoos sucked his dick. I guess the point was that after a while the philosophy lost out to the orgasm. Some point, huh?




So anyway, I made it through the day. It’s easier than loading boxes on a truck dock. After work I didn’t really have anywhere to go, so I headed for Times Square again and had another gyro at the gyro place. I shouldn’t eat so much of this stuff, it’s going to wreck my skin. The Greek guy with the mustache didn’t recognize me. He must see a thousand people a day. No gang members hanging out this time. A lady with bleached gray hair was hunched over the counter, sucking on a droopy cigarette and slurping a cup of coffee. After my sandwich, I gobbled down a New York City éclair—swollen and perfect, almost obscene, packed with yellow ooze.


The streets around Times Square were filled with three-card monte guys and dealers selling nickel bags and loose joints and pills. There were women who seemed to be prostitutes and there were transvestites who I knew were prostitutes. Jamaicans clanging on steel drums, jumpy hustlers hocking watches out of briefcases, sleepy-looking guys snapping flyers, or just weirdos asking for the time of day. There’s always someone walking around talking to himself or yelling at the air. I think the crazies intentionally put on a show so people will identify them as crazy. It’s big business in New York City.


At home Haim was sprawled on the couch watching Little House on the Prairie—I’m sure he thinks this makes him more of an American. The apartment was rank with perfume and hairspray. Dagmara was in the bathroom powdering her body parts in preparation for a date. She posed before the mirror perfecting her eyebrows (she plucks her eyebrows off and replaces them with a thin black line). While Dag works on her face she leaves a lit cigarette on the edge of the sink. Her concentration is total. I wonder what she’s thinking about? Getting a husband? Blowing me? I said hi and she said hi and that was it. Now she acts like she never touched me. I told her she looked nice and she smiled a tight smile. Basically, she lives in the bathroom.


I rode the elevator up to the roof and smoked a cigarette. When I came back down (to write this), Dagmara was gone. Haim and I had a conversation about life. I said it bothered me to see the winos and junkies lying around on the sidewalks. What I meant was it doesn’t bother me to see them and the fact that it doesn’t is what bothers me. Haim got all Talmudic and stroked his beard and said that all humans form themselves into tribes and it’s natural that I shouldn’t concern myself with anyone who isn’t from my tribe. When he said this I realized that Haim considers the two of us to be from the same tribe. Deep down, I don’t think of myself as a Jew, the way Haim thinks of himself as a Jew. I think of myself as a suburban American kid (trapped in a Jew’s body). Fucked up.


I asked Haim if he wanted to smoke some grass and he said the Arabs smoke hashish back in Tel Aviv, it’s not something he does very often. After about three tokes Haim started giggling like a little kid. Then he went on and on about how beautiful Dagmara is, what unbelievable tits she has, how he wants to suck on them, how he wants to fuck her cleavage, have her sit on his dick, how he’s going to cum on her tits, etc. Obviously he’s clueless about what happened between her and me. And clearly she’s not fucking him. Which is just as well.




Work tomorrow.


January 20, 2006


The book is moribund. Sales are in the hundreds, not thousands. Leon is off at the Cairo International Bookfair (God only knows why. He’s not selling my book there.) so we’re not in communication. Whenever Leon is overseas he acts like it’s 1850 and there’s no way to reach me. Wants me to believe he’s staying in a hotel without telephones. Thinking about Leon wears me out.


My ex-longtime girlfriend Elizabeth has gotten hold of A Gentle Death and discovered that some of the chapters feature a character reminiscent of her (Carin). So she e-mails me daily, insinuating a lawsuit. After the last e-mail, I answered her, filling her in on my recent cardiac surgery. I concluded by saying I would be in touch as soon as I felt better. I owe her that much. I loved this woman. And with the knowledge that I did indeed love her, she held me hostage for fifteen years.


We woke every morning in the same bed. We read the paper together, shopped for antiques together. We drank wine from bottles carried up from our own cellar. We drove long distances in the Lexus, sat face-to-face across starched tablecloths, and at the movies, picked popcorn from the same box. We held hands. I always loved her. Just because I gave in to temptation, should I be condemned? Because I didn’t conform to her idea of the way things should be, I had to be punished?


Of course, living with a former acclaimed actress means you never know where you stand. Elizabeth would argue the term “former,” but once we moved to Connecticut, she retired from the Hollywood shuffle. Nonetheless, every time we entered a supermarket or a shopping mall, we were always reminded of “who” she was. I would stand idly by while she signed autographs. Toward the end, I simply walked away and let her do what she had to. She resented me for this too.


Her favorite weapon was accusing me of selfishness. There wasn’t a move I could make without thinking about her resistance to it. If I couldn’t add to her happiness, she wanted me guilty. She claimed I was “stunted” emotionally and spiritually. (Elizabeth was a New-Ager long before it came into vogue. Always seeking “answers” and “personal growth.” “Personal growth” in our society means greater and greater congruence to the expectations and needs of others.




My love for her wasn’t enough. She wanted slavery. As soon as I stopped worshipping her ass, she began a self-improvement course which demanded total obedience and very little sex. We could never reach stasis. Not possible for either of us. What did I ever do to her? “Cheat” on her? Yes, I did cheat on her, what else could I do? She had lost interest in me. God help the man who marries a beautiful actress. At least I avoided that! “For sweetest things turn sourest by their deeds: Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds.”


January 21, 2006


I can’t put the confrontation off any longer. Elizabeth called the house. After she stopped screaming at me, I reminded her that I haven’t been well and that she was only making me more ill. She said she doesn’t give a shit about my heart. The truth is my weaknesses only encourage her. Perhaps she hopes if she can get me agitated enough, I’ll croak right now.


Leon said there’s nothing to lose, everything to gain by having coffee with her. Pointed out that Elizabeth can cause more trouble than she realizes. He shared all this with me in the smooth tones of his tobacco-sanded voice. On speakerphone, probably drunk. What he doesn’t say is that publishers are skittish these days and according to my contract (unbeknownst to Elizabeth), if I in any way cause the book to be withdrawn from circulation, then not only will book sales cease, I will be compelled to return the fucking advance! And pay for the legal proceedings employed to get that money from me! They’ll take my country house! My 401-k! Fuck me.


September 25, 1976


A guy named Jack has been in and out of Erehwon picking up and returning tripods and lenses for the past couple of days. He’s not a video artist, but he works for a guy who makes videos. Jack is a “camera assistant” and he’s twenty-six, like me.


Anyway, he told me there’s this club, Max’s Kansas City, where you can hear live bands. It’s mostly punk rock, which I have absolutely no interest in. People who push safety pins through their lips are losers. I told him I haven’t been into rock since Hendrix died but he insisted that this place was different.




So the point is, it’s nine a.m. I just got back to the apartment. Haim and Dagmara are asleep. Me and Jack went to this Max’s Kansas City place and it was actually very interesting and crowded (Jim Morrison used to hang out there with Andy Warhol!!!). The band was punk but really they sounded like any old band from back home. Very loud. They were called the Dead Boys and they put on a good show. I guess the lead singer hangs out with the Sex Pistols and is a heroin addict.


This guy Jack likes to drink, so after a set we split to a Polish bar where the booze was cheaper. From there we headed to another bar (Old Town), and finally ended up in this basement speakeasy over in the East Village (I think). Then around two a.m. Jack asked me if I wanted to go dancing, and I suddenly thought, oh, that’s what this is all about, another gay guy! I said, “I’m not gay.”


Jack said, “That’s okay, they’ll let you in anyway. They let me in.”


We walked ten blocks east and ended up in what appeared to be a completely abandoned block. No sign of life on the street anywhere. Jack lit a fat joint and passed it to me. Then he coughed out the words, “Follow me,” and we entered this gloomy warehouse building. Inside we were in a long empty hallway, strung with bare bulbs in the ceiling. At the end of the corridor, bathed in murky blue light, an old guy sat at a little table. We handed him ten bucks each. Then he pushed a button and a door in front of us opened a crack and a roar flowed over us like the crashing sea. A throbbing beat, flashing lights, sweat.


The place was an enormous cave called Infinity. Probably the biggest indoor space I’ve ever been in. Like the old gym at my high school, but with really high ceilings and everything wrapped in pulsing neon. The way it was laid out it gave the impression of extending in every direction, limitless. On the main floor were about five hundred people dancing to the loudest music I’ve ever heard. The sound was like a vast molten sea and everyone was drowning in it. The beat was so strong it shook my guts.


Jack wedged himself into the crowd, dancing with nobody in particular. The throng swallowed him up and I lost him. Lots of gays were there, dancing with each other. But lots of women too. (Lesbians?) Everyone happy and wild. People wearing cowboy hats, some in shimmery sequins, other folks naked from the waist up. Dancing was all there was. I timidly imitated Jack, and danced by myself, as if anyone could give a shit. After I built up some confidence, I danced with women, sometimes with men. But if I tried to talk to any of the women, they smiled deafly and danced away.


It was like everyone in the place was on a mission to dance themselves to death. I caught the fever and didn’t want to stop either. Any sense of time disappeared as one tempo flowed into the next. Then someone handed me a tiny brown bottle of liquid and indicated that I should sniff it. Before I could react to the strong chemical smell of the vapor, the room exploded like massive mirrors shattering. The splinters spun into cyclones of color. The walls fell away.




I thought I was going to have a heart attack. I was surfing on a kaleidoscopic euphoria swirling into oblivion. My knees went weak. My heart pounded. My brain roared. I tried to hang on to my senses, then realized that even if I did collapse the gut-thumping music was so powerful it would prop up my physical body. I was safe! Pretty soon I was reaching out for the little brown bottle whenever it passed by.


I got very fucked up. But by dancing as hard as I could, I burnt the intoxication out of my veins. I was high but in a totally physical way. And even though I didn’t know one single soul in the whole magnificent place (besides Jack) I was an essential part of this gigantic endeavor, like a bee in a swarm. The place was a hive and we were bees on speed going faster and faster and faster.


I got thirsty and went looking for Jack and found him upstairs in the middle of a vast mezzanine overlooking the dance floor. He was lying on a kind of bed-couch with someone, a woman. I approached him, all smiley and shit and then realized that Jack wasn’t just with this woman, he was actually having sex with this woman. Right there in the middle of everything with people coming and going all around them. No one gave a shit. Jack glanced at me sideways but keep pumping away. He didn’t smile.


Later on, Jack came dancing up beside me. The woman was gone. He didn’t say anything about me seeing him flagrante delicto. It was as if I had caught him eating a slice of pizza. Not worth mentioning. He disappeared a couple more times and then hours later shouted into my ear, “Time to go home.”


We stepped out of the warehouse onto the street, where pigeons pecked at the night’s crumbs and spills. The sun was edging up over the rooftops. We made our way down Broadway as the tense workers flowed up from the subway entrances ready for another day of boredom. Jack and I were like the invisible dead, seeing but unseen.


We shambled east along Houston Street, thick-headed and semiblind in the morning glare. Insomniatic winos burned scrap wood in iron barrels. Buses and cabs roared and honked and hissed. Everyone was on a mission to contribute to the new day. Jack tugged me into the doorway of a diner. We sat down at the counter and ordered fresh coffee and fresh doughnuts. What could be better than this? I was deliriously happy, like a jet-lagged tourist.


Jack nodded toward a gaggle of girls dressed up in sequined blouses and tiny cutoff jeans. Lots of eye makeup. I knew these were hookers, having a quick bite before heading home to shoot up drugs and hit the sack. One girl smiled at me. Flattered, I smiled back until Jack whispered in my ear, “She thinks you’re a hustler.”




In one corner, a muscular black guy stood alone, having a conversation with nobody in particular. Every so often, one of the girls would drift up to him and bring him coffee, or a sugar doughnut, and he would touch her face gently with the back of his hand and then she would drift away again. Of course he was wearing an enormous diamond on his pinkie. Clichés are built on some kind of truth, right?


I tried to hear what Superfly was saying, but all I could pick up were non sequiturs. His words flowed like bubbling champagne: “See, that’s what I’m saying, that’s what I’m talking about. I’m not into the specifics. I don’t want to know the specifics. I just want to see the stack. Because there might be, might be some kind of, you see what I’m saying here, situation, in which, on occasion, I just might not be around. Could be anywhere. Connecticut, New Orleans. I don’t know. I don’t want to commit myself like that. But under that specific occasion, see what I’m saying, the business has to be able to run itself. You get too close, see what I’m saying, you get too hands-on, well, then that’s what gets a man killed. If everything is organized right, you never gonna have that problem, you hear what I’m talking about?” He must have said “You know what I’m talking about” or “That’s what I’m saying” at least fifty times. And I’m not sure that anybody did. I don’t even know who he was talking to.


Suddenly I was back home crawling into the cool sheets of my bed. I closed my eyes and then what seemed like two minutes later blasted out of bed and raced off to work. I had a surprisingly huge amount of energy all day. Jonathan was sucking up to someone he thought was an important artist so he left me alone. Jack called around five and asked if I wanted to “hit the beaches,” his expression for barhopping, but I told him I had already made plans. Which was a lie.


About an hour later this woman came by Erehwon. She was using one of the duplication video machines we own and as she squatted down to loop some tape onto a reel, she had an almost perfect bum, so I started up a conversation with her. Turns out she’s really into Thomas Pynchon and I’ve been reading Gravity’s Rainbow so we’re seeing each other tomorrow on my day off.


January 27, 2006


Elizabeth did not rise as I leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. Like kissing marble. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. Her looks and celebrity, as usual, attracted attention from those seated around us. The waitress drifted over and we ordered skim cappuccinos.




Once upon a time, her beauty was unleashed upon me in all its raw, unadulterated, fully naked power. It was a gift. But it was also the weapon she used to bring me down. Beauty is a double-edged sword. What did Dostoyevsky say? “The dull edge is the worst”? Back then, I exalted and suffered simultaneously. Now, all I get is the unforgiving hammer of the dull edge. She knows that even now as I despise her, I ache for her. So she hides herself behind a dozen frigid veils, refusing to meet my eye the way I want her to.


Elizabeth asked, “How’s your girlfriend?”


“Sarah?”


“Is there a new one?”


There’s no upside in being honest with Elizabeth. So I told her that Sarah and I weren’t seeing much of each other. I steered the conversation to my heart surgery, making sure to impress her with the bloody details. Building on her revulsion (empathy?), I painted in broad strokes the portrait of a man, alone, ill, softened by his encounter with death. I wanted her to understand that I’d “changed.”


I could see she was confused.


Because she’s never, ever thought of me as vulnerable. Such a thought would bring the whole house of cards down. Bitterly and over time, Elizabeth has constructed a mental Richard voodoo doll into which she can stick pins of resentment and accusation. This voodoo doll, fully dressed in my sins, is essential to her worldview. Elizabeth needs to be certain about me. The Richard in her mind behaves in a certain way. He is an evil force. Without me to hate, Elizabeth might have to look at herself. What use am I to Elizabeth with my weak heart, my mild demeanor? I saw an opening, so softly I asked, “Are you okay?”


Perhaps she was visualizing my funeral, wondering if she would attend. I would have liked to know the answer to that question too. “Elizabeth?” She lifted her chin and I saw that her eyes were clear and hard. I’d misunderstood her silence. She wasn’t buying this new Richard.


She launched her attack. “I hate this book Richard. I like it less than anything you’ve ever written.”


How is it that some beautiful people remain beautiful for their entire lives? She was a beautiful little girl and she’ll be a beautiful old lady. It is the eternal passport that gets her through all borders. Her all-day ticket. Her license to kill. But like the proverbial fish that doesn’t know it’s wet, she takes for granted this feature of her reality. It is the common denominator in every equation she shares with every person.


Fact: It is the undying hope of every physically beautiful and highly intelligent heterosexual woman that she will someday find a man with whom she can commune as deeply in mind as in body. But the ancillary truth is, beauty, the very passport that opens all doors, contaminates any real intellectual communion. It is a distraction when it is in full flower and a headache when it begins to wilt.




I said, “You’ll have to get in line, Elizabeth. Many people hate my book.”


“Really?”


“I must be doing something right.”


She stirred her coffee and tightened her mouth, as if saddened by my failure as a writer. “Doing something right? Is that the way you look at it, Richard? You are pathological!”


“You mean, fucked up.”


“Yes. Fucked up. Disconnected. Weird. Whatever.”


When we were first together, she had a real appetite for my work. She’d snatch up pages of manuscript, find a quiet corner and dig in. Total concentration. Wouldn’t let me interrupt her. A better reader than any editor, any fan. And then she would share her thoughts, which were always to the point and always perceptive. I don’t know what excited me more, knowing her criticism would make my work that much better, or knowing that I possessed this amazing woman. Entering her mind was almost as thrilling as entering her body.


She tended my garden and my work thrived because of her. (Maybe. No. It did.) But her influence extended beyond that. Not only did my writing grow sharper because of Elizabeth, but so did my personal style. I matured because of her. I spoke more carefully in public. I was funnier when I sensed she was listening. I dressed better. My sideburns were trimmed properly. And my friends envied me because Elizabeth was mine.


Elizabeth knows all of this. But if I ever read her the paragraph above, she’d claim she had no idea what I was talking about. She doesn’t see things the way I do and that’s what gave her so much insight to me and my work. The irony is that even though I’m delighted she’s been reading my work again, I can’t allow her to see that. It would concede too much. Concede that when I was writing the book, I was always thinking of her.


She continued her attack. “There are people called ‘empaths.’ These are people who feel emotions of others deeply. You’re the opposite, you don’t feel them at all.”


I gazed into her lovely eyes and said, “There’s no such word as ‘empath.’”


“Richard! The book is not that interesting. Can’t you see that? It’s one-dimensional. There is no insight. There’s no interplay between the characters, no subtext. I don’t know who these people are. They are disconnected from any specific circumstance or consequence. They have no context.”


“‘Context’! ‘Empathy’! You sound like a therapist on Oprah! I have a reputation for being objective. That’s my value to the world. I am unsentimental. I am honest.”




A million years ago, when Elizabeth and I were first seeing each other, sleeping together, touching each other, glorying in the unaffected experience of being near one another, she had her opinions and I hung on her every word. But in the beginning, her braininess, which is indeed considerable, only made me love her more. We would dissect my writing as part of a larger, ongoing dialogue on politics, art, philosophy, science, love, humanity, even spirituality. This was before every gesture and remark we shared had become infected with our mutual animosity. By the end, I stopped giving her my opinion on any subject whatsoever. I wouldn’t even bring up a new movie, because any remark of mine, anything at all, would trigger a nasty argument.


Did I just call her “brainy”? Well, she was. But intellect was never a priority for her. She had nothing to prove. She was a fine actress, lauded for her work onstage and in film. She was too good for Hollywood and she knew it. When she tired of me, the intellectual discourse only served to piss her off more. After a while, I think she played dumb to hurt me. And so it ended.


“Elizabeth, I hope we’re not having coffee so that you can critique my book. I thought you wanted to see me. I thought this was personal.”


“It is personal. Personal and public, obviously. And know this, this is not a vendetta on my part. The book is bad. Bad for you.”


“And bad for you?”


“Yes. Bad for me. Obviously.”


As if reading my thoughts, she tried to dam the stream: “This character, this pathetic, neurotic nymphomaniac, is me. Right? I mean off-the-record, she is, right?”


“Elizabeth, we lived together for fifteen years.”


“Which gives you a right to invade my privacy? As if my life is something you own? A franchise?” It interested me that Elizabeth was absolutely sure of her position. How can anyone be so confident? Intellect creates this assurance. But beauty seals the deal.


I was forced to attack. “We lived together. We have discussed my work many, many times. We have discussed other people’s reactions to my work. You’ve attended readings of my work. You’ve heard the idiotic questions. I’m sure that on several occasions, in response to one nitwit or another—and this is not a verbatim quote—I have, in your presence, responded with something like: ‘These are not actual people, these are constructs.’ Constructs, Elizabeth, constructs. I am an artist, I contrive, I build a thing out of words. To make a statement like ‘This character is me…’ what could you mean by that? You’re a woman, yes. The character in my book is a woman. Beyond that, how can a fictional fabrication be a ‘real’ person? No such thing. Scribbling on a page. A person is not two-dimensional. Every portrait is an abstraction.”


“Stop.”




I waited for the tears. She may be smart and cool but she cries “just like a woman.” “Elizabeth, do you want an answer to your question or not?” It was imperative to herd the dialogue back to the fundamentals. My power versus her power. Once upon a time, this turned her on, my hold on her. Now it only angered her. But it was the cornerstone of our relationship. If I lost this argument, I might as well let her stick a knife in my heart as I sat there at the café table. Get it over with.


She lowered her chin, so that she was looking up at me. One of her most intense expressions and she knew it. “You are a bully. You possess zero empathy. That is why I was so happy to have you out of my life.”


“Is ‘empathy’ the word of the day?” I was reminded of how much attention she once required. Like babysitting a four-year-old.


“I wake in the night and try to understand how I could ever have loved you.”


“But you did. You did love me once Elizabeth. And I think whatever feelings we had for each other, they can never be completely eradicated.”


“Richard, you do not want to go there. Not today. I will walk out of this café and you will never see me again.” An empty threat. Because she did love me and no matter what she said, she couldn’t change the past. The historical record was clear. I cheated on her. I broke her heart. She left me because I hurt her. Because she loved me. If she loved me deeply enough, we’d be together still.


I said, “If it makes you feel any better I ponder the same question.” I was lying. I never ponder the question as to why we loved one another. I know why I loved her. Why I still love her.


There was a pause and the waitress pounced. “Get you folks anything else?” I glanced at the girl. Said nothing. She got the message and moved off, but not before I noticed the blond peach fuzz of her freckled upper arms. In the gaps between thoughts, I wondered what this waitress would look like naked and goose-pimpled on my bed. I wondered what her little avenue tasted like. How old was she, twenty-five?


Elizabeth was watching me. Could she read my thoughts? I said, “What we felt for each other can’t be altered. Whether you wish it never happened or not. Whether we understand it or not.” I dared her to look away. I should have leaned over and kissed that mouth. Picked her up, laid her out on the table, let it all flood—the love, the desire, the overwhelming truth of what we were to each other. Fucked her right there. My intensity melted her momentarily, incrementally.


She said, “You repeated the story about me and my father.”


“That story’s been told a thousand times in a thousand different ways.”




“Not my story. How much I loved him. How he would tuck me in at night. How gentle he was. How my world imploded when things changed between us. How cold everything became. You even used the word ‘imploded’! That’s my word. My personal history and my word.”


“So if you use a word, I’m not allowed to use it?”


“Richard, anyone who knows me, even people who don’t know me are going to understand that you are describing me. You detail our sex life, you describe our sexual intercourse! Things we said to one another, the way you would touch my back. You even describe the shape of my bum, the pucker of my asshole for God’s sake!”


“You have a divine asshole, the Platonic asshole. No pun intended.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Plato said that there is a perfect thing after which all things are modeled. Your sphincter—”


“Plato had zero interest in my body! Shut up about my body! Don’t be a jackass!” I was impressed by her restraint. There was a time when I could tease her into throwing things. “So look, Richard, Russell says I can sue you.”


“Don’t tell me what Russell says or Russell wants. What do you want me to do here, Elizabeth? Spell it out.”


“I don’t know. If I sue, it will probably just bring more attention to your pathetic exercise.”


“Have to agree with you there.” Beat. “Look, Elizabeth, I’m sorry if you are uncomfortable with my writing.” I placed my hand on hers. It seemed like the right thing to do. She didn’t take it back.


Her eyes reddened. Was she going to weep into her skim decaf cappuccino? “Richard, is that all I was to you? A pair of breasts? A cunt? A sphincter? Those words of yours, those passages came at me like an ambush. Fortunately I was home alone because I literally had to race to the bathroom and throw up.”


“You threw up? Really?” No one else will ever react to my writing the way she does.


“I felt like throwing up. No, I didn’t! Okay? But I felt like it.” Beat. Her brow tightened. She disengaged her hand. “Maybe I should write a book about your cock.”


She was losing the argument. “Elizabeth, I don’t expect you to see things the way I see them. But no matter how you parse it, I did love you. I still love you. But I can’t and could never love you the way you loved me. I’m me, not you. And my love is carnal. It’s just the way life is. And I write about life.”


“Whatever we were or did, you didn’t have to tell the whole fucking world!”


“I thought those passages were very flattering.”




She wilted. “So now the book is out there. And I guess you have me checkmated, Richard, because you know I can’t sue you without bringing even more attention to the fucking book. But you must be punished.”


It was time for me to let her run with the line. Easy, easy, let her think she was having her way, and finish this. I attempted to look contrite. “I’ll write another book and put your side of it in there.”


She unlocked her gaze from mine, fiddled with her spoon. “You want to make things right, pay me.”


This is what she had come to say. “It’s that simple?”


“I don’t want or need your money. I only wish you hadn’t done this in the first place. But it’s done. You hurt me. I have no idea why you wanted to hurt me, but you did. So pay me. I can’t think of any other way to hurt you. Or I will sue.”


“How much money do you want?”


“I don’t know. A percentage of the royalties.”


“I’ve already spent my advance.”


“Russell will figure it out. He’s good at that stuff. As you well know.” Russell was once my lawyer, before Elizabeth pirated him away. She gazed into his eyes. That’s all he needed to follow her to the ends of the earth. I doubt she pays him a retainer.


“Elizabeth, you and Russell draw up some kind of proposal. Don’t even send it to me. Send it to my new guy. He’s good at that stuff too. We’ll all do what we can to work this out.”


“I don’t trust you.” She was pouting. My God.


“I can ask Leon to recall the book. I will if you want me to.” I had to make it clear she has no fallback position. It was a nonoffer offer.
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