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			The Other Man

			Celia and I had just returned from a weekend away at an apartment owned by my uncle, a small place on the beach in Westhampton abutting the sand and dunes with a clear view straight to the ocean. For three days we had been as happy as two people could be together: the sex, the wine, the fine foods, the long beach walks, the meaningful conversation. That it would still lead back to this—no, no, I couldn’t do it anymore.

			“Celia, this has to end. I’ve been up against it for over a year. I’m done.” 

			“Paul, please,” she said.

			“Get a divorce—get it and I’ll spend my whole life with you. Until then, I won’t see you again. Don’t call me. I don’t want to hear from you. I mean it.” 

			We had had many such conversations, especially of late, and yet I had never given Celia the ultimatum. But standing on a Brooklyn corner and delivering her back to her husband once again now, the awful ritual of watching the woman I loved walk from one life into the other, back and forth, up and down, here and gone, it all had to stop this very minute.

			“Paul,” she said. “We need to talk. I have to tell you something important.”

			“No, I’m sorry. No more talking. Goodbye.”

			Celia turned away first, a tall, long, brown-haired figure in a white slip hurrying inside a three-story building covered in black soot and graffiti. I watched her, staring long after she’d disappeared. A large truck motoring down the warehouse-flanked avenue brought me back to myself. 

			Why—why was Celia still married to Graham? They had opened their marriage to save it, but the result had only been more strain and confusion, more frustration and sadness. Moreover, she and Graham no longer wanted the same lives. Celia had come to New York to pursue a life of painting, something she had envisioned for herself going back to the age of twelve while growing up in Knoxville, Tennessee, whereas Graham hadn’t been so sure about moving to New York in the first place and often talked of returning home to Atlanta and the slow, quiet pace of the South. Since meeting eight years ago at the University of Georgia and marrying young, Celia had always encouraged Graham to live as he must. He was a woodworker by trade and if sitting around and whittling a stick all day was his desire, then so be it. But what Celia really wanted in her husband was a partner-in-crime, a coconspirator. 

			Though we were both just over six feet tall and slim, Graham had a clear British ancestry, with his straight long brown hair and blue eyes, while my Jewish lineage was equally apparent in my curly black hair, dark eyebrows, etcetera. Graham wore vintage suits with kerchiefs neatly folded in the breast pockets and suspenders and on occasion a deerstalker hat, the same as Sherlock Holmes. Graham also took twice as long as Celia to dress. She would be late to a dinner party because Graham couldn’t decide on which pair of socks went best with an outfit. Celia clearly preferred being with a man who could throw on pants and a button down and leave the apartment in under five minutes. More to the point, I was a born and raised New Yorker with a strong sense of impatience, and Celia was in New York now. There was no time for waiting around, she had places to be. 

			One hour later Celia called me and said she was coming straight to my apartment on the Upper West Side. We had to talk; I had no choice in the matter, she had something very important to say. Desperate and hurting yet still knowing she wouldn’t tell me anything I hoped to hear, I agreed. Also, I began to remove all traces of her from my home. Photos of Celia on the refrigerator and by the bed, love letters in the desk drawer, a lock of her brown hair on the mantle and beside it the small oil painting she had made for me of my hero, the architect, Stanford White—I threw it all in a box, which I shoved to the back of a closet. She might notice the change upon arriving here; I could drive home the message that I would be moving on from her. Because any minute now, Celia would walk in and say it again: I can never leave Graham. We have a whole life together. Our mothers and fathers are so close, our brothers and sisters bonded. And what would they say? And what would our friends say? And how could Graham and I not be together? I don’t see how it’s possible. I love you but I can’t. I need you but I won’t. 

			And then, I’m sorry.

			And also, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

			The downstairs buzzer had barely finished its ring and I was on my feet, undoing the lock at the door, descending the five flights of stairs—going down, down, down, past my neighbors and the noise of a baby crying and the drone of a vacuum cleaner running along carpet. And now Celia and I were about to have our final words. Yes, this was it: the end. And would I ever love again? But who? And did I have no choice in any of this? No—no choice in all the loneliness and despair that lay ahead. 

			I opened the heavy wooden door with its cold brass handle and Celia lunged into my arms. 

			“Okay, Paul,” she said. “Okay.” 

			“Okay, what?”

			“Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll leave Graham.” 

			“What? Really? You’ll leave him?”

			“Yes.”

			“Oh, Celia,” I said, “I love you.”

			“I love you, too, Paul. We have to do this.”

			“We do, we do. We have to be together.”

			“Yes, we do. But the thing is, Paul…you see, Paul…the reason is, Paul…”

			“Come in, Celia. Come in.” 

			Had it started raining outside? Her skin was damp in my hands, her face lightly glistening. I led her to the foot of my bed, brought her a towel, a glass of ice-cold water. In the same white slip she’d had on when I dropped her at her apartment some two hours ago, with her lovely bare shoulders flushed with color and heat, she lay back on my bed, her head on the pillow. I collapsed beside her. We stared into one another’s eyes. We held hands. Our knees knocked together, feet touching, and the late-afternoon April light shone through the nearby window. Her breathing had grown heavy. She seemed like she might be at the edge of losing it altogether, but I had never seen her forfeit control of herself like that. She never broke down, never gave into her anxieties, never even raised her voice or spoke a word that had to be taken back—and she wouldn’t do any of those things now. Instead, she tightened her grip on my hand, squeezing harder and harder. She tipped her forehead forward an inch so that it leaned against my brow. Her nose touched my nose. It occurred to me that I should unpack that box of all things Celia, at least the photos, less she noticed. Celia would take seriously the fact that I had eliminated her image from my home in such short time. She wouldn’t understand that I had done it to save myself from pain. Maybe when she got up to use the bathroom, yes, that would be the time for it. 

			“I’m pregnant,” said Celia.

			That box was in the closet, wasn’t it? I had put it away. It wasn’t sitting out for her to see, was it? “You’re pregnant?” I said.

			“Yes, Paul.”

			“You’re pregnant?”

			“Yes, Paul. Yes.”

			“Celia…oh, Celia…this…this is the greatest news ever!” 

			“Shhhh. Don’t talk, please, Paul. Just hold me, please. Please, just hold me.”

			I swept Celia up in my arms, her back against me, my face in her neck. Could I hear sniffles? Was her body trembling? Was she crying now? I was about to ask her, but her grip on my hand became so strong I thought she would break my fingers off. Our knees lifted together into the shape of a seven and she drew my arms even tighter around her midsection, rolling herself up inside me. 
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			Break the Bed

			“Harder, harder, harder, harder—”

			“Any harder, I’ll break the bed, Paul.”

			“Good, break the bed.”

			“No, no, we can’t break it,” said Celia, rising and falling in the dark bedroom. “Graham, he built this bed. It took him over a year. I love this bed.” 

			We didn’t typically talk while having sex. Occasionally a dirty word or two would slip out, but certainly nothing about our relationship. I kissed Celia on the face, the forehead. And as long as we were on this constructive, communicative path, I said, “Well, what about this apartment?” 

			“What about the apartment?”

			“I worry that we shouldn’t be here, that it’s not good for us.”

			“Do you think?”

			“Sometimes I do, yes.”

			Graham had moved out two months ago. The paperwork on the divorce had just been filed, and now that Celia and I were going to start a family, we would be well-served with a fresh start. The classic Bushwick Avenue railroad was cheap, though, and we couldn’t afford a better place. Bearing all of that in mind, panting, gasping, I took Celia’s backside in both hands and said, “I got rid of my apartment because it was too small for us, especially considering a little boy is on the way. But now, over here, we’ve got other problems.”

			Graham. His influences, his flourishes, his designs, and still all his things, were everywhere. The shoe rack, the coat stand, the two-person bench at the front door, the dining table, the bookcase in the bedroom and the one in the studio—he hadn’t taken any of it. He claimed not to have the room at the new place. But I sensed something else was up here: for instance, the inability to let go, to move on, to complete the transition from life with Graham to life with me.

			“Graham built all these pieces with his mind and heart on his future with you.” 

			“He did. That’s true.”

			“It’s a lot to be around.” 

			“I understand. But these things are precious to me.” 

			The lovemaking stopped. We lay in silence, Celia’s head resting on my chest, her breathing steady. I waited for her to say something about the apartment or about Graham or about how our child, who we were so eager to welcome into the world, deserved a home with a less complex history. But Celia didn’t speak, not a word. 

			Finally, I said, “Look, I understand that it’s not as if you and I are going to get all new kitchenware just because every time I use a pot or pan or a fork or knife, I think of how you and Graham acquired these things in the process of building a life together. That would be ridiculous.”

			“That’s right, it would be.”

			“And then no matter what measures you take, you can’t do away with a person’s past. Inevitably, it follows. A new coat stand wouldn’t change this fact.”

			“It really wouldn’t.” 

			“And I’m sorry—I don’t mean to push you. You’re carrying our child.”

			“It’s okay. He’s doing well. He’s being very good to me—no morning sickness, no fatigue. I’m very lucky.”

			To hear her speak this way about the baby growing inside her—our baby—there was nothing better. Nothing. Neither one of us had wavered at the news of the pregnancy. Both nearing thirty and wanting children and being in love, we were thrilled. Sure, Graham’s presence—his figurative shadow cast by each bit of light and his literal camping gear collecting dust beneath the bed—was not ideal, but then a person couldn’t have everything his way. 

			“I know I’m better off being realistic and acting rationally.”

			“Well, let’s definitely strive for that,” said Celia, climbing back on top of me. “Now shhh.” She put a finger over my lips. “You talk too much, baby. No more talking, please.”

			The lovemaking continued then, but I couldn’t help but notice out the corner of my eye a beautiful wooden chest that Graham had built. About four feet across, two feet wide, one foot deep, metal hinges, simple, utilitarian, Graham used to store his clothes inside of it—and now I was the one storing my clothes there. Each morning I flipped open the chest door and took out a pair of socks or a T-shirt, and a tinge of some unhappiness would rise inside me. The feeling was so brief, it seemed to last just the length of time that the chest door was open. The instant I shut it—pffft! gone—and I wouldn’t think about any of it again. That is until the following day, when I would have to take out a new change of clothes. 

			With Celia’s body heavy on me now, her one hand on my face and the other in my hair, her lips kissing my shoulder, I made a note to myself: Get rid of the chest, put it on the street, keep your clothes someplace else. Do it soon. Plenty of changes to make around the home—our home.
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			Making It

			“Where did you come from, young lady? You’re a master.”

			In the living room of a Fifth Avenue apartment with a view straight down into the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the seventy-something-year-old Broadway producer who had commissioned Celia to paint her three blonde grand-daughters kneeled before the large canvas. I had carried the painting here on the subway from Williamsburg—four months pregnant, Celia wasn’t supposed to lift heavy objects—and now I stood in the corner of the sprawling room, sipping a club soda. 

			“How do you even do this? Where does this ability come from? It’s just marvelous, Celia. I could cry.”

			Celia, always measured, proffered a smile with just the right side of her face. “Your grandchildren make for good subjects.”

			“No, you’re brilliant,” said the producer in her red pants suit, gold jewelry on her fingers and ears and around her neck. “This painting could hang in the halls of the Met.”

			Celia, barely showing in black velvet pants and a yellow sweater, commanded the attention back to the painting, pointing out moments she particularly liked—the long curly hair of the youngest granddaughter, the folded hands of the eldest. She had placed three daisies in the top right corner of the painting. These flowers didn’t live in a vase but seemed to float in the air. It was a wonderful decision, we all agreed. 

			“It’s just magical. I could look at this painting forever.”

			“Good news—it’s yours now and you can,” said Celia.

			Out on Fifth Avenue afterward, Celia folded a check for $7,000, the second half of her $14,000 fee, and placed it in her wallet. Celia was the only person I knew who could make her entire living off her art. While I was often impressed by this, Celia was not, for her income was entirely made up of commissioned portraits and while the sheer beauty of these paintings was overwhelming, it wasn’t the kind of beauty that caught the attention of galleries. Celia’s own un-commissioned work—realistic figurative oil paintings of friends in conversation, by and large—were unfashionable. No one would show them. She could hardly get a gallerist to visit her studio. Video and performance art, textiles and installations, were the focus of the industry. Painting was not just out-of-fashion but dead. 

			Walking alongside Central Park, I said that it would just never make sense to me. She was too talented. No one would say otherwise.

			“Like anything, it’s all about the trends.”

			“One day the trends will change and you’ll be a star. I know it.”

			“We’ll see. Pregnancy, motherhood—it’s all going to slow me down for a bit.”

			“Yes. But I’ll help you through it and we’ll get you going again. Until then, it’s amazing to have people react to your paintings with such joy and appreciation.”

			“I like it, too,” said Celia. “And to be clear, I’m not complaining. I love making portraits. I have nothing but respect for the history and the work of the great portrait painters.” Cassatt and Whistler were of particular importance to her. “But with your column, for instance, you get to speak directly to people about the things you care about. You have a voice. That’s all I’m saying, Paul—I want that, too.”

			“Column” was a generous term for a newsletter received by some 10,000 people every week via email and paid for by the real estate activist, Cal Lowenstein. I couldn’t say how many of the recipients actually opened the email and read it. I wouldn’t dare look at the analytics. But then the gig paid for rent each month and I loved the work.

			“You get to speak about the things that are important to you, Paul.”

			“I suppose that’s worth something.”

			“It’s worth a lot. I want that, too.” 

			“You’ll get there. I know it will happen.”

			Celia threw her hands in the air. She hated this subject. Twenty-nine years old, she had been in New York five years and having this discussion all along: with peers, with friends, with Graham, and now with me. She was tired of it. 

			“Thank you, Paul. Please, let’s talk about anything else.”

			The Cursed Corners of New York City, a Newsletter

			Over the past years in New York City, we have witnessed closures of stores, restaurants, movie theaters—businesses of all kinds—on a scale that most have not seen in their lifetimes. The identity of the city is shifting quickly, dramatically, and the empty storefronts piling up on nearly every block throughout the five boroughs is very much at the center of this change. A crisis of this magnitude requires our immediate attention. By considering the phenomenon of the cursed corner—those corner commercial spaces that cycle through one tenant after another and often spend long periods vacant—this newsletter aspires to open eyes and awaken minds to the very factors at the forefront of the city’s empty commercial spaces. At the heart of this mission is a deep love of New York as well as a fear that we must act at once to get our storefronts occupied or else suffer great, perhaps irreversible, consequences to our neighborhoods. 

			The Beekman Tower

			A curse looms at the Beekman Tower at the corner of 49th and First Avenue. The Deco gem, built between 1927–1928, and originally called the Panhellenic, was as aspirational in its vision as the tower’s design itself suggests: a hotel and club offering inexpensive housing to women entering the workforce following the end of WWI. Conceived of and improbably realized in its totality by Emily Eaton Hepburn, five years before construction even began, a Panhellenic House Association was formed, incorporating so that funds could be raised and stock in the future property offered. Sororities across the country all contributed to the fundraising efforts—it was in many ways a door-to-door operation—and eventually two mortgages were secured from Met Life together totaling $1.2 million. The Panhellenic opened in October 1928 and was an immediate sensation, as well as the only hotel in New York owned and operated by women. In 1932, the building’s interior was changed to accommodate male guests and soon after renamed the Beekman Towers. The Beekman remained a sorority hub until it was sold by the Panhellenic House Association to the Lyden Realty Corporation in 1964. That transaction, naturally, gave birth to the curse. Since then, the building has changed hands many times, most recently between Silverstein Properties (World Trade Center) and a company called Reside by Adoba. From inspired beginnings!

			The Breuer Building 

			What circumstances create a cursed corner? In almost all cases, an original tenant has vacated a location and a new tenant has attempted to insert itself—and its vision or perhaps lack of one—into that very space. 

			Now say hello to one of New York City’s newest cursed corners. Some would say it has always been cursed. But when the Whitney Museum vacated its longtime home and moved downtown, it left behind a building with a very difficult premise. In just a blip the Met Breuer is on its way out and the Frick is temporarily storing its collection there during a renovation. And then what? You can already sense what is a growing identity crisis for a building that dares any new tenant to try and occupy it. Curse, you are cruel.

			The South Street Seaport

			The South Street Seaport is cursed, not on a corner-by-corner basis, but the whole area collectively. Nowhere does the curse become more expressed than at Pier 17, which has recently cut a ribbon on its third demolish-and-do-over shopping mall in my lifetime. The pitch this time around to would-be Seaport shoppers is more desperate than ever. Now three celebrity chefs are promising a “New Concept.” The term “New Concept” gives me the chills and reeks of the curse, a smell far more terrible than that of the fish stalls that once populated the area, a nasty stench. I suspect the new building will be gone in the next fifteen years, replaced by the latest model. How unfortunate. How cursed.
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			The Support of His Family

			I was off to meet my mother this morning, a long-overdue catchup twice postponed by her. Resultantly, I hadn’t yet told her she was going to be a grandmother. But I would bring her up to date on everything now. I would try, anyhow.

			My mother was living on Madison Avenue in the Carlyle Hotel, a resident for just over ten years, having moved in after I went off to college. Despite the history of the building, its luxury and prestige, I had always found it strange that she should call a hotel her home, but my mother said the accommodations worked well for her. Her entire life revolved around the hotel. She knew the staff, the bellhops, the housekeepers, the elevator attendant—these were the people she spoke to, the ones whose lives she put effort into knowing. She made herself available to them, invited them into her apartment. I had heard it straight from their mouths: any one of them would see me with my mother in the lobby and tell me how wonderful she was, the best listener, the very best. She had never been that kind of mother to me. In truth, I had had to spend my entire youth listening to her every woe. So yes, when the elevator attendant patted me on the shoulder and told me how wonderful it was to have my mother to talk to, the most resourceful advisor he had ever known, it did hurt, if only a little. 

			I’d forgotten to have my mother meet me upstairs in her apartment today. Now, making her way through the lobby, any attention she might have shown me was already shifted into greeting not only every member of the hotel staff but also a few guests she clearly didn’t know at all. She was so cheerful, my mother, smiling at everyone. And she looked wonderful in a flowing gown, all gold: golden hair, golden nails and makeup, and jewelry, of which there was plenty. A small woman, she carried herself with her elbows drawn back at the sides, hands held up near her shoulders as if she were floating on air. Her eyes were big and blue but discerning, never lost. At last, they fell to me, and I smiled at her. I shouldn’t be angry with her, I thought. What more could a person want for his mother at her late age but to have a place, to have people, to feel comfortable being herself. 

			“How are you, Paul?”

			“Mom.”

			The waiter brought us to our table and told my mother how wonderful it was to see her. He was a handsome, dark-haired man. He could be my mother’s lover for all I knew. They clearly had a bond and a language of their own.

			“Can I get a cup of coffee, sir?” 

			“His name is Fred,” said my mother.

			“Can I get a cup of coffee, Fred?”

			Fred signaled that he would be back in a moment. But before he walked away, another waiter, Don, brought my mother a cup of chamomile tea and kissed her on the cheek and said good morning to her. Don was a few years Fred’s senior, firmly in middle-age, small and light-eyed and buzzing. He assured my mother that a few extra lemon wedges were there for her on the saucer. My mother spent the next few minutes squeezing these lemon wedges one by one into her tea. Meanwhile, she and I talked about life, mostly hers, but mine as well. My mother was once a very busy person, running her own apparel line—her own parents had been in the luggage business—and presumably raising a child as well. She had been in constant motion then. But she seemed perfectly comfortable doing less of everything while this hotel created an impression of busyness around her. And then she had her relationships here. This was what I had to hear about now: how she spent so much time talking with the hotel staff, the piano player at Bemelmans, the guests. 
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