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“Happiness is equilibrium. Shift your weight.”

—TOM STOPPARD, “The Real Thing”




Overheard at the Funeral

“Who are all these people?”

         

“They call them cremains?”

         

“Isn’t Zabar’s near here?”

         

“The daughter could use a little makeup.”

         

“No wake?”

“They don’t do that.”

“Oh, who the hell wants to get laid out anyhow.”

“The Pope.”

         

“You knew her since Lamaze?”

         

“Who are all these people?”

         

“I went to one last week, four people showed.”

“I went to one, it was me and the doorman.”

         

“What’s the husband do?”

“Surgeon.”

“Can you introduce me?”

         

“Isn’t that the lady from the secondhand store?”

         

“Think he’ll sell the apartment?”

         

“Nice flowers.”

“You’ve never seen the rose blanket.”

         

“Who are all these people?”

         

“Moral of the story? Always find a therapist younger than you are.”

         

“‘What made us dream that he could comb gray hair?’”

         

“I haven’t seen a jacket like that since Margaret Rutherford.”

         

“How much longer?”

“Someone’s dead. Just be glad you’re here.”

         

“There’s nothing like a good funeral.”

         

“Who are all these people?”




1 • Alice Wakes

Naked Charles pads from his shower to his semainier. He would not dream of turning on our light. Charles assumes I am asleep. After so many years, he senses his way in the dark.

He slides a drawer, raising both pulls so it whispers. He extracts jockey shorts I fold so no seams show, each pair a white tuffet, his small daily gift. When we were newlyweds, Charles stood on one foot, then the other, a flamingo. Now he pulls his shorts up leaning against the wall. Someday he will collapse on our slipper chair, use his cane to spread the leg holes, then inch them up his calves. It is a privilege to watch your partner over time.



If soul may look and body touch,

Which is the more blest?



Yeats knew.

Charles steers his right foot in. I glimpse the silhouette of his bobbling apparatus. How perverse to cage it in clothes. All that flagrant manhood neatly squared away. He stretches on his under-shirt. Watery light sculpts the muscle range of his back. No matter how soft Charles gets around the middle, his bent back stays bandy.

All these years and there’s pleasure yet watching him.

         

In the kitchen, Charles has put up coffee. I take a cup back to bed. November sun stipples trees along the Hudson. Leaves wink like sequins. Today will be perfect. There are, in a good year, perhaps ten such days in New York. They have nothing to do with temperature. They can come any season. No one can predict them. On these days the air is supercharged. There is more of something vital in it. People breathe deeper, walk taller. They pause to fill their lungs and smile without premeditation. Dogs high-step, their tails thrum. On these days the bus driver keeps the doors open when he spots you running.

Along Riverside Drive joggers wear down-filled vests, no gloves, no watch caps. Wind billows hair but not enough to backhand. I won’t need a coat. The gray cashmere scarf, perhaps. In my date book I check off yesterday:

RUN

NOTES W. YUMI

SKIM, COF. FILTERS, COMET

LUBA CHECKS

CALL MR. FLEISCHMAN

A slash through each except Fleischman.

Today is wall-to-wall appointments.

10 MR. OLIPHANT: 230 CPS

I’ll have to go downtown, miss my run. Why would Roberta’s lawyer want to see me? Does Betsy need a guardian? Betsy is thirty-one. Jack is alive. Oh Roberta. My poor darling.

11:30 MRS. VANDERVOORT

Mrs. Vandervoort. Normally I don’t open the shop till noon but Mrs. Vandervoort is terrified someone will see her in Luba and her things are awfully good. Luba is about nothing if not discreet accommodation.

FALL BAGS

How did that happen? Bags of winter inventory up to the ceiling. Here it is, almost December. They should have been on the floor after Labor Day.

CALL CAMILLE She’s due January ninth. Could the baby’s head be down? What if they ask us to participate in the birth? Is that an invitation one can decline?

TURKEY SAND/MOTHER

6 p.m. CLAUDIO’S

MADAMA BUTTERFLY!

A jam-packed day. Should I cancel the lawyer? Reschedule for late afternoon? Better to get it over with. Surely Roberta didn’t leave me anything else. She gave me a bracelet. Our last lunch at Café on 5.

“Alice.” She undid the clasp. “I want you to smile every time you look at it. You’ve got to promise me. Stop shaking your head, Alice.”

“I don’t want it, Roberta.” I said. “Keep it. Please. You’re going to need it.”

“Right.” She grabbed my wrist with stunning strength. “And O.J. was innocent.”

What would I have left you if I died first, Roberta dear? You coveted my shagreen eyeglass case. You never failed to admire Grand-mère’s lava-cameo bracelet. How I wish I had given it to you.

         

Gray silk blouse, gray cardigan. I prefer clothes the colors of the inside of an oyster shell. Gray slacks. I will make the most of this inconvenient morning. I will walk over to Broadway, pick up bagels for Mother at H&H, drop them with her doorman, then cut through the park at Seventy-second, take the West Drive, and exit on Central Park South. I’ll bring the puzzle, in case Roberta’s lawyer keeps me waiting. Then catch a Limited bus up Madison and be at Luba in plenty of time for Mrs. Vandervoort.

Marvelous coffee. Italian roast from Zabar’s. One peaked tablespoon per cup. Charles knows how I like it. The beauty of a marriage is its ongoingness. The staying together, the sharing of history, the appreciation of wrinkles and sag in flesh once known in its taut prime. And the longest stretches of all, the plowing comfort of the quotidian, intimacy with all its lows and reprieves. Marriage is like liver. It regenerates.




2 • Nanny Gets Up

It takes a crazy man to make a woman feel alive.

I roll toward you, launch an exploratory toe.

The sheets are ice.

Every morning it’s news. Every morning is Day One. Not that I dream you’re alive then wake up only to discover. Every night my cerebellum crashes. If you’ve been married to someone for thirty-two years and he’s been dead three, how long does it take to get used to waking up alone? Is there a formula? 32+3–x<365>:58+y=z?

Thirty-two years and you croaked on me.

         

Something important is happening today. What time is it? What good is a clock without glasses? Why don’t glasses have locator buttons like the phone? You press a button, your glasses beep and…There they are—innocent by the toaster. A locator for the phone book too. The cell. One giant locator screwed to the wall so you can locate the locator. The Master Locator. That’s it. I’ll make a mint. Missing glasses, the basic—no, innate—no, intrinsic irony: how can you find them if you need them to see them?

I’m supposed to be somewhere. Something important is happening today. Maybe they’re in the duvet. Shake it and stuff flies out: books, socks, spoons. Our bed, my bed, it’s the office now. Office, dining room, library. If three rooms fell off this place I’d never know. The bed is control central. Everything that matters takes place on it. Except what used to matter.

Bobbie. The important thing has to do with Bobbie.

Think. Take it slow. Rule out places 100 percent the first time so you don’t have to go back. Not on the end table.

End table done.

Think, Nanny. You got into bed at ten-thirty. Finished the Times. Turned out the light. Ah. Still on my head.

6:28.

I clomp into the kitchen and by the time I reach the coffee-maker my ankles are broken in for the day. While it drips, I wake up my computer, hit the folder marked CALENDAR, and read November 20.

10—Mr. Oliphant—230 CPS. Right.

“Dear Mrs. Wunderlich,” the letter said. “I represent the estate of the late Roberta Heumann Bloom.”

I don’t get it. Why does Bobbie’s lawyer want to see me? She already gave me the bracelet. Who knew she had a lawyer? Who knew she had an estate? Two weeks ago she was alive.

12:30—Glogowers—1136 Park

The Glogowers. Got to find them a place. Meredith’s six months. Breaking my heart, these Glogowers.

3:30—the Kleckners—22 E. 87

Ken and Ricki. Royal pain.

         

Maybe she left me money. Wouldn’t that be something. I was her best friend. Bobbie worried about me and money.

“He’s tapping his TIAA-CREF?” she marveled. “Fred’s taking money out of his retirement fund?”

“He earned it, Bobbie.”

“That’s not the point, Nanny.”

What really made her nuts were our taxes.

“Let me get this straight. He points, you sign? You’re telling me you don’t look?”

And I’d say, “If I can’t trust Freddy, who can I trust?”

“Nanny”—she’d roll her eyes—“trust is not the issue.”
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I print out today’s page and put it in my bag. In the bathroom, I wash my face—or, rather, cleanse it. In Makeup Court, soap gets you the chair. According to Flora, you must splash warm water, pat dry, dab on grapefruit cleanser, rinse, pat dry again, follow with kiwi toner to neutralize the pH factor, then study face in a 6X mirror. Not for the fainthearted.

“If no one can see I have one white hair on my chin, why do I have to tweeze it?” I asked my daughter. “Why do I have to see what’s wrong with me six times larger? Nobody looks at me with 6X magnification.”

Daily face inspection. Someone cares what I look like, even if it’s only me. Not that aging is bad. So you worry about a hair on your chin instead of a pimple. So your ankles are a little stiff in the morning instead of cramps five days a month. Aging is merely a substitution of things that alarmed you then for things that alarm you now. All of life has equal alarm weight. What should I be grateful for now that I don’t realize? What am I taking for granted one day I’ll miss? Knees! I never think about my knees! Women my age, women younger, have to ratchet out of a cab.

Bobbie’s lawyer. Jeez I hope it’s money.




3 • Reckless Speculation

The carpet in the lawyer’s office is the same gray as the walls. Mrs. Vogel is in pale gray as well, gray slacks, gray shirt, gray scarf. Her hair too is gray, pulled back in a peruke. With the exception of pink lipstick, her face is unadorned. It is, however, marked by a startling symmetry. This is emphasized by clifflike cheekbones, smoothly arched brows, a long Roman nose, and full lips the precise width of her nostrils. In younger people her build is called “leggy,” in middle age “rangy,” in older people “spindly.” Once she was beautiful. Now she is handsome. Sun glints off a metal identification bracelet on her wrist. It is engraved with the words:

ALLERGIC TO FISH WEARING CONTACT LENSES

On a round coffee table a vase explodes with hellebores, hydrangea and white digitalis. The arrangement owes nothing to nature. Were it summer, they could not be in bloom together. Mrs. Vogel cocks her head, studies the flowers. She leans in, checks if the receptionist is watching, then crushes a solitary petal between her thumb and forefinger, testing whether it is real. Beside the flowers, fanned vertically are copies of U.S. News & World Report, Auto-week, and the Harvard Business Review. Mrs. Vogel adjusts the creases in her slacks and crosses her legs. She removes a silver ballpoint from her handbag. Using her upper knee as a desk, she labors over the Sunday New York Times crossword puzzle.
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The elevator opens. No one comes out. The doors start to close, then bounce off a woman’s shoulders. “Jeez Louise!” she blurts. Disgorged, she jabs her cell phone.

Mrs. Vogel looks up. She observes the woman’s shapeless black suit and recognizes the lapels. It is a DKNY from 2002. She takes in the black velvet flats with gold-embroidered tigers. They remind her of bad Greenwich Village paintings from the sixties. It is her opinion that women with well-developed calves would do well to wear pants. If they insist on skirts, then kitten heels to lengthen the leg. She observes that the woman moves well, her body is toned. She feels it is most unfortunate about the makeup. Many women make the same mistake. The older you get, in fact, the less you need.

The woman in the velvet shoes slaps her cell phone shut. She walks over to the receptionist and says, “Hi. I’m Nanny Wunderlich.”

The receptionist nods toward the seating area. “He’ll be with you shortly, Mrs. Wunderlich.”

Mrs. Wunderlich bounds over to the coffee table, stops, scans the magazines. No People, no Vanity Fair, no InStyle. She notices the flowers. She wonders if it is true that florists have deals with funeral homes and graveyards, that they recycle flowers grieving families leave behind. She sits, crossing her legs at the ankle. Her eyes fall on the other woman in the waiting area. She thinks the woman is what is called “put together.” She thinks the woman would look ten years younger if Louis Licari colored her hair.

At ten-fifteen, a young man in a crisp white shirt pushes open a glass door.

“Mrs. Vogel?” he says.

The tall woman clicks her pen. She rolls the magazine section and is tucking it in her purse when the man says, “Mrs. Wunderlich?” The woman in the velvet flats looks up.

“I’m Jonathan Oliphant.” The young man nods. “Glad you could make it.”

The women stare at each other.

Mrs. Wunderlich says, “You want to see us both?”

Mrs. Vogel frowns.

Mr. Oliphant taps his tie. “If you’ll follow me, please.”

They trail him past secretaries in cubicles to an office at the end of the hall. The walls are thick with law books. Mrs. Vogel’s youngest son, David, has told her all he really learned in law school was where to look things up.

Mr. Oliphant stands behind his desk. He extends a palm. “Please,” he gestures. The women sit.

“Mrs. Vogel, Mrs. Wunderlich, first of all, I’d like to thank you both for making the time to come this morning. As you know from my letter, I represent the estate of the late Roberta Heumann Bloom.”

There is a sharp intake of breath. The lawyer glances at Mrs. Wunderlich and continues. “Mrs. Bloom had great confidence in both of you.”

Mrs. Wunderlich sniffs. “Sorry.” She rummages in her bag.

The lawyer opens and closes desk drawers but no tissues are forthcoming. In the spirit of moving things along, Mrs. Vogel produces a fresh hankie. She is grateful it is not a monogrammed one. Bidding the hankie a silent goodbye, she passes it to Mrs. Wunderlich.

“Thank you,” Mrs. Wunderlich says.

Mr. Oliphant begins: “Do you remember, each of you, when Mrs. Bloom was ill, being asked to sign a bank-vault card?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Vogel responds. “I remember. For access to her safety-deposit box.”

He slides an envelope across his desk. It is pale blue and perfectly square. Both women recognize their friend’s stationery.

“This envelope contains the key to that vault and a letter,” Mr. Oliphant continues. “I have no idea what is in the vault or what Mrs. Bloom wrote.”

Mrs. Vogel reaches for the envelope. She turns it over. It is sealed with duct tape. Both women smile. Their friend had faith in duct tape. She used it to repair hems and mask blinking LED displays on TVs and clocks. It kept AA batteries in place when she lost the little door on her Walkman. Once she kept a square on her finger for a week and it cured a wart.

“One more thing,” the lawyer adds. “Mrs. Bloom requested that you read the letter here, in my presence.”

Mrs. Wunderlich buries her face in Mrs. Vogel’s hankie. Mrs. Vogel strips the duct tape and pulls out the letter. A key with a numbered tag clatters to the desk. Mrs. Vogel clears her throat.

“Dearest Alice and Nanny,” she reads aloud, “Dearest Nanny and Alice, Dear Dearest Friends in No Particular Order, Please go now to the Chase on Fifty-eighth and Madison. Open the box together. You’ll know what to do. Love you to pieces.”

Mrs. Wunderlich blows her nose.

Mrs. Vogel snatches the key and slips it in her purse.

         

“My first name is Alice,” Alice Vogel offers as they head for the bank. It is Wednesday, matinee day, and already traffic is heavier than usual.

“I’m Nanny,” Nanny Wunderlich replies.

“How did you know Roberta?” Alice asks.

“We met in grad school. Both of us were pregnant. We did La Perla, I mean La Bamba, I mean Lamaze together.” Nanny shakes her head with every wrong name as if she can rattle out the right one. “Our daughters were born twelve days apart.”

“Are you a marriage-and-family therapist as well?” Alice asks.

“My specialty was early childhood. And you? How did you know Bobbie?”

“Our mothers were friends. Roberta’s mother was my godmother. My mother was Roberta’s.”

“So you’ve known her forever,” Nanny says.

“Since utero.”

The light changes. A bike messenger swerves, barely missing them. They make their way across the street.

“I was her best friend,” Alice resumes.

“You were her oldest friend,” Nanny corrects. “Interesting we’ve never met.”

Alice purses her lips. “Roberta didn’t care to mix people. Surely you knew that. Except at those parties.”

“Yeah.” Nanny nods. “Right. A one-on-one kind of girl.”

Nanny glances sideways at Alice. She wonders if this is the friend of Bobbie’s who got an STD from her husband. No, that was Linda “Largemouth” Bassin. The one whose daughter wasn’t her husband’s? No, that was her college roommate, Janie Something. Was this the one who was boffing her son’s science teacher? Nanny recalls a woman off in a corner at birthday parties, sipping coffee. A well-dressed woman with boys in blue blazers.

“I know you,” Nanny says. “I’m pretty sure. Yeah. From Betsy’s birthday parties. You have boys?”

“I have two sons. Yes.” Alice recalls the loud blur of Betsy’s endless birthdays. She looks at Nanny and remembers a frenetic woman, quite pretty, by Roberta’s side. Every year the woman wore Farmer Brown overalls and helped Roberta settle the children for Mr. Shazam! or Buzzy the Clown. “You’re starting to look somewhat familiar too,” Alice adds.

They stop to look in the window of a store that sells place mats, netsukes, and vases out of frosted glass.

It occurs to Alice this might be the friend of Roberta’s whose husband went to country-club jail for insider trading. Or the one who was caught having sex in a dressing room at Burberry’s. Perhaps this is the friend whose husband came out of Central Park and had a heart attack on the sidewalk, the one whose husband died in her arms.

“I think I remember you from the Valentine parties,” Alice says as they resume walking. “Were you at Roberta’s Valentine’s Day parties?”

“You were too?” Nanny says.

“I never cared for theme parties,” Alice says. “The implication is: Alas, dear guests. You’re simply not stimulating enough.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Nanny says. “Those parties were a blast.”

“I prefer entertaining in a restaurant. Six for dinner. A round table.”

“I could feed forty for what that costs in New York,” Nanny says. “You throw parties in restaurants?”

“Little dinners in restaurants. To reciprocate for other people’s little dinners in restaurants.”

“After my husband died,” Nanny says, “I stopped going to parties. Cold-turkey. Bobbie’s. Everybody’s.”

“How odd,” Alice replies. “I’d imagine that’s precisely when one should go.”

“You know what? In a coupled world, parties are pure torture.”

“Parties with friends?”

“The pits,” Nanny says. “Wives worry you’re trolling, that every husband’s a live one. People feel like saints just for talking to you, mercy conversations. I hate being single around married people. Widowhood, you might as well live in India. It’s a pariah subculture.”

This must be the one whose husband died on the sidewalk, Alice thinks.

“Being a widow,” Nanny continues, “gives people you hardly know permission to swim up to you and say, ‘When are you selling the apartment?’ or ‘Do you miss sex?’ or ‘What’s your number? My seventy-nine-year-old cousin just had a bypass.’”

“How brutal,” Alice says. She checks her watch. She does it scratching her wrist to make it appear she is merely scratching her wrist.

The light turns green. “That lawyer was so young,” Nanny says, stepping off the curb.

“Doctors, policemen, firefighters. They’re babies now.”

“Oh look,” Nanny says. “There’s a butterfly on your sleeve.”

Alice stops. “Polygonia interrogationis,” she says.

“What?”

“A question mark butterfly. See the angular notched fore-wings?”

“A butterfly in November?”

“Global warming,” Alice says. “We’re seeing Polygonia year-round now.” She blows it off her arm.

“How come you know so much about bugs?”

“My eldest was an amateur entomologist.”

“Funny what you get to be an expert on from your kids. Ask me anything, anything at all, about gypsy punk.”

They turn right. “There’s the Plaza Theatre.” Nanny points straight ahead. “Bobbie and I loved going to the early show.”

“You went to movies during the day?”

“That’s the best time. No lines. You come out, the shank of the day’s ahead of you. You get popcorn for lunch plus a good movie.”

“Well.” Alice squares her shoulders. “Roberta and I, we did other things.” She lengthens her stride. “Roberta and I, we preferred theater.”

“Last year,” Nanny continues, “when she was bald, she used to tell the ticket guy she was a senior. She’d get in for seven dollars instead of ten-fifty.”

“Roberta was fifty-eight.”

“She called it, ‘The sole advantage of chemo.’”

“Roberta and I did other things,” Alice says again. “We jogged up Riverside Drive every morning.”

“You’re the running pal?”

“And,” Alice continues, “our mothers’ birthdays were celebrated at a joint luncheon until Aunt Edith died.”

“I knew Mrs. Heumann too,” Nanny says. “We’d have lunch together too. Though not with my mother. My mother died when I was seventeen.”

“How terrible,” Alice says. “She must have been young.”

“I’m twenty-one years older now than she was then.”

“Roberta made me promise to take Betsy for her wedding gown,” Alice says.

“She made me promise too,” Nanny says.

Alice checks her watch again. “Mind picking up the pace? I’m awfully sorry but I’ve got to get to work.”

Nanny notices the bracelet. “So you got the other one.”

The women hold their arms out and match wrists while they wait for the light.

ALLERGIC TO FISH WEARING CONTACT LENSES

“You know, a bit of punctuation would have gone a long way toward clarity,” Alice says.

“Then it wouldn’t have been funny.”

“But two medical-alert bracelets?”

“What if one arm got blown off?” Nanny asks.

“How Roberta.”

“I miss her more than I can say,” Nanny says.

Alice nods. “I do too.”

“Hey, see that guy?” Nanny points to a man on the northeast corner selling handbags. “Bobbie thought he had the best knock-offs in the city. Better than Canal Street. Faux Fendi, faux Bottega. Spitting distance from Fendi and Bottega. How do they get away with it?”

“They’re blatantly fake. That’s how. I can see it from here.”

“Really?”

“I have to. It’s my job.”

“What do you do? Some special kind of police work?”

“I own Luba.”

Luba. Nanny can picture the sign. “Luba” in deep-pink script on a beige background. “The secondhand store on Madison?”

Alice frowns. “The preowned boutique.”

“Do you get your clothes there?” Nanny asks.

“Please.”

Nanny shrugs. “Seems like a no-brainer.”

“How would my customers trust me? How would they know I wasn’t setting prices in my own favor? Think about it.”

“When I don’t want my stuff anymore, I give it to the cleaning lady.”

They cross in silence.

“So anyway,” Nanny tries to revive the conversation, “I stopped being a therapist after my husband died.”

She waits for Alice to ask what she currently does. Finally Nanny says, “Now I’m a real-estate broker.” She waits for the usual questions.

Alice remains silent.

“Want a Tic Tac?”

“I never eat between meals.”

“Bobbie loved wintergreen.” Nanny raises her chin and shakes a flurry into her mouth.

A gust of wind blows a blue plastic bag over Nanny’s ankle. Alice steps back as Nanny stomps it off. It cartwheels north and snags the fetlock of a carriage horse. The horse looks as if he is wearing one blue gaiter.

         

At the bank Alice says, “Here we are.”

Together they push through the doors.

“So what do you think’s in the vault?” Nanny asks.

“I can’t imagine.”

“Think it’s money?” she persists.

“Any response to that,” Alice says, “is reckless speculation.”
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Shoulder to shoulder they stand in front of a locked glass door. A woman sitting behind a desk laughs into a phone. She plays with her hair, twisting shiny black ringlets around her index finger.

Alice leans on the entry button. The woman looks up. Her eyes widen as if Nanny and Alice are old friends dropping by. She continues her conversation.

“This is unacceptable behavior,” Alice says.

“She’s just a kid.”

“That’s a personal call on company time. I’ve got an eleven-thirty appointment and she’s ignoring us.”

“Lighten up,” Nanny mutters.

“What?”

“Right.” Nanny stares straight ahead.

Alice buzzes staccato. The woman cups her hand over the mouthpiece. She whispers into the phone then hangs up. Smiling, she buzzes Nanny and Alice in.

“Good morning, ladies!”

Alice slaps the key case on the desk. “Box 714.”

“Name?” the woman rises from her chair.

“Vogel. Alice Vogel.”

“Fogel?”

“Vogel.”

“Could you spell that, please?”

Alice glances at the woman’s name tag. She commits “Tina Gurry” to memory.

“V as in Venal. O as in Obstreperous. G as in Ghastly. E as in Egregious. L as in Lackluster or Lackadaisical or Ludicrous. Or Laughable or Lice.”

Ms. Gurry studies Alice like a bird at a wormhole. She raises her right hand and jounces a six-inch ring crammed with skinny, oddly shaped keys. She jiggles them in Alice’s face like bait then flips through a card file. “I don’t seem to have a V-O-G-E-L,” she sighs.

“Could I trouble you to check under my name?” Nanny says. “Wunderlich, with a U?”

Ms. Gurry locates the W tab. She plucks a card. “Here we are, Mrs. Wunderlich. Let’s see. There is a notation. It says here you both must sign in together, Mrs. Wunderlich and Mrs. Beagle.”

She passes Nanny her pen. When both women have signed in, Ms. Gurry compares the signatures. With grave attention to task, she rips the scraps into confetti and snows them over a waste-basket.

“Follow me, please,” she says.

Nanny worries. She has read newspaper stories about old people who go to their safety-deposit boxes, open them, and all the diamonds smuggled out, sewn into the lining of coats, or swallowed—were gone. What if there is nothing in the box? Contents of a vault can’t be proved.

Ms. Gurry leads them past a round steel door. It measures two feet thick and is covered with gears and gauges like a prop from a Batman movie.

They step into a long narrow room lined floor to ceiling with built-in metal boxes. The boxes are dull green and come in five sizes, from barely big enough for a paperback book to roomy enough for the Yellow Pages. Ms. Gurry walks slowly, scanning up and down, studying numbers.

“Ah!” She stops. “Here we are!”

It is a small one by the floor. Alice thinks it must be horrible to have the kind of job where you have to stoop for people. On the other hand, Ms. Gurry gets to dress up every day like a banker. She is entrusted to check signatures. Ms. Gurry can choose to buzz or not buzz. She has a Chase health plan.

The face of the box presents horizontal slots for two keys. Ms. Gurry tries several on her ring. When satisfied, she inserts the key Alice gave her into the other hole. She twists both to the right. A welcome click is followed by a long metal scrape. The box pulls out of the wall like a corpse on a slab.

Ms. Gurry lays it in Nanny’s outstretched hands. The women follow her back to the waiting area.

“Which room would you like?” She directs her question to Nanny.

Both are white. Both are windowless. Both have two chairs and a Formica ledge that serves as a desk.

It occurs to Alice one could have a tryst in these rooms. For the price of a three by eighteen inch safe-deposit box, one could have a locked room in midtown every day during banking hours.

“What is the difference between the rooms?” she asks.

“They’re identical,” Ms. Gurry says.

“We’ll take this one.” Nanny enters the room on the left. Alice follows, closing the door.

They pull up swivel chairs. Except for the hum of the fluorescent light, the room is still. An old-fashioned adding machine with a paper roll sits on the ledge beside a gnawed Mongol pencil.

They stare at the box.

“Why would she do this?”

“We’ll know in a minute,” Alice says.

“Think it’s a diary?”

“Whatever it is, we know one thing.”

“What?” Nanny asks.

“Roberta chose us to see the contents.”

Nanny rolls her chair closer to the ledge. “Want to open it together?”

“As in, we both put our hands on it and say one-two-three?”

“Shoot you for it,” Nanny offers, raising a fist. “Evens!”

“Oh really.” Alice says. “You may have the honor.”

“The last person to see what was in here was Bobbie.” Nanny’s voice wobbles. “You know what that means?”

“Frankly no,” Alice says.

“Her breath is in this box.”

Alice grows impatient. She presses her finger beneath the metal latch and flips it.

Both women lean in.

“Here goes something,” Nanny says.

She raises the lid.
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