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To Heather







One

As she watched her husband walk toward her, Eleanor Weller searched for signs of his recent accident, didn't find any, and wasn't sure whether she was relieved or disappointed. She had expected him to be limping, or walking with a cane, or, more dramatically, listing, like an injured ship, but he looked as brisk and confident as ever.


He kissed her on the cheek. They had been separated long enough for her to find this endurable. Every other time she'd seen him during the past year, she'd held herself stiffly at a distance, sickened by the thought of coming into contact with him in any way.

He took her arm, grasping it too tightly, as was his habit, and led her into the restaurant. She was stunned that she allowed herself to be led in this fashion, after everything.

"You're looking well," he said, but she knew it wasn't true. Since he'd left her she'd been steadily gaining weight, about two pounds a month, and now she had become the kind of woman who wears baggy dresses to mask her girth—a tactic that never, of course, works.

"You too," she said, and this was true. Adam had always looked well, and ever since he had left her for a woman who was younger than their daughter, he'd been looking better than ever.

"I'm glad we can do this," he said.

"Do what?"

"Get together. Without hostilities."


"Why?" she said, not concerned about whether there was hostility in her tone.


"Because of everything we've meant to each other. Because of our history. Because of our children."

"Well, fine," she said. When they were seated, she drew a thick file folder from her bag. "Why don't we get started?"

A waiter took their orders, and Eleanor noticed that Adam had changed his style of eating. He'd ordered eggs Benedict with sausages and home fries. He wasn't being careful anymore. When they'd lived together she'd kept him on a low-fat diet to protect his heart.

He looked over the papers her lawyer had prepared. He'd seen them already, but he evidently wanted to make sure that the agreement she was asking him to sign was the same one she'd faxed him earlier in the week.

He read through it quickly. She remembered the first few times she'd watched him reading, more than thirty-five years earlier—remembered how startled she'd been by the sheer speed of it.

In the beginning—for many years, really—she'd been excited even by the way he read. She had loved him that much. And yet he'd chosen to throw all that away.

She reminded herself to stay focused. She didn't want to be distracted from what she needed to get from this encounter.

She was unhappy that she wanted to get anything from him, anything at all. It went against her nature. She would have preferred to sever all relations with him, never see him again. But she needed him to keep paying for her health insurance, and she needed him to sign over their apartment to her, and she needed him to supplement her income, and she needed him to make provisions for their daughter.

She disliked herself for all this. Her friends had told her that there was no cause for self-criticism, much less self-loathing. They said she deserved anything she could get from Adam, since she'd prepared the ground for his success by supporting him for all those years. Not supporting him financially, but supporting him by giving him time and space and quiet in which to work, raising the children virtually on her own. And it wasn't as if she were asking for a big piece of what he had: she was asking for far less than what she was entitled to by law.


He finished reading the agreement and put it aside. "The only thing that still bothers me," he said, "is the part about Maud."

"We've been through all that. Just sign it."

"We have been through all that, but I still think you're making a mistake. She doesn't need special treatment—and treating her like a person who does need special treatment is the surest way to infantilize her."

Infantilize. What a ridiculous word. She had a moment of grim pleasure in noting that even he, the great Weller, could speak in clichés, but it was a paltry triumph, as if catching him in the act of using an awkward word could remedy the imbalance of power between them.

"She needs extra help," was all Eleanor said.

Eleanor and Adam had two sons and a daughter. Their boys, Carl and Josh, were doing well: married, with healthy children, good jobs, rooted in the world. Maud, their youngest—she was twenty-nine—was bright and independent-minded and radiantly lively, but she seemed to be missing something. She seemed to be in short supply of some quality that was mysterious and unnameable, but that was indispensable if you were to navigate your way through life uncapsized.

Maud had had two breakdowns: one during her first semester in college, one just after she'd graduated. She'd been institutionalized on both occasions. Nothing comparable had happened to her since then, and the second one was eight years in the past, but after you've seen your daughter fall apart, you can't stop worrying that she'll fall apart again. You can't, at least, if you're a mother. A father evidently can.


The waiter brought their food. Eleanor had ordered a grapefruit, but when he set it down in front of her she remembered that she wasn't supposed to eat grapefruit. Her doctor had told her that they intensified the effect of the medications she was taking. She hadn't eaten one in months, but this morning she'd ordered it on automatic pilot, since she used to like to share a grapefruit with Adam when they had breakfast together in the old days.

"I'm not going to fight you on this," Adam said, "but I want to put it on record that I think you're making a mistake."

"It's duly noted. Sign it."

He removed a pen from one of the inner pockets of his sport jacket. It was a fountain pen—a Montblanc. A very expensive pen, which must have been a birthday present from Thea. Not a present that made sense for him: he was always losing pens, and he'd surely lose this one within a month. Eleanor had another flush of shabby triumph: he's left me for a woman who doesn't understand what he needs.

But she couldn't actually be so sure. Adam did look better than he had in years. He was sixty-three but he could have passed for fifty. Eleanor was fifty-nine, and feared she could have passed for seventy.

"What have you been up to?" he said. "How's work?"

Eleanor was a psychologist. She used to tell him stories about her clients, but her sense of professional ethics had grown keener over the years and she'd finally stopped telling him anything. He never seemed to have noticed the change.

"Busy," she said. "Very busy."


"I've been busy too. My little vacation already seems like a distant memory. I would have liked to stay longer in France, but after I broke my ankle I didn't trust French medicine to fix me up. It was a wonderful week, though. We were—"


She put her hand on his.

"Adam. I didn't ask you what you've been doing. I don't want to know. You hurt me very deeply, and I don't want to hear about any of your 'wonderful' weeks. I don't want to hear about any of your wonderful minutes?"

"Fair enough. I suppose there isn't anything left to say, then."

"I suppose not," she said.

Since all of your minutes are wonderful now, she thought.

"I hope you won't mind if I order another cup of coffee."

While he drank his coffee she tried to keep silent, but she wasn't sure she could. She had always played the role of family peacemaker, even when she didn't want to. She found it impossible to let a tense silence go on too long. She could do it with her clients, but she couldn't do it with people she loved, and, despite everything he'd put her through, she still loved Adam. She didn't trust him; she didn't like him; she would never consider getting back together with him; but she had lived the largest part of her life with him, and they were joined forever through their children, and she knew she'd never be able to stop loving him.

"Maud should be getting her Ph.D. in the spring," she said.

"I know. She made me write down the date of the convocation."

"She wants you to be proud of her."

"I am proud of her. And I wish I could be there. I haven't had the heart to tell her yet, but unfortunately I'm already committed to this Jewish book festival in Prague."

When Maud graduated from high school, Adam had missed the ceremony, and when she graduated from college he'd missed that one too. He'd had good excuses: lecture tours or booksellers' conventions or something—she couldn't remember. These events might actually have taken place, and Adam might actually have attended them, but that was of secondary importance to Eleanor. What mattered to her was that she'd learned, long after the fact, that on both occasions Adam had been traveling with another woman.


Not the same woman: it turned out that Adam had been having affairs for years. "Brief and meaningless" affairs, as he'd characterized them during their one wretched attempt at marriage counseling. And although Eleanor, now, was sure that Adam would be in Prague on the night of Maud's convocation ceremony, just as he'd said, she also knew that he'd be traveling with Thea.

She realized that there was a use for the grapefruit.

"I was wondering why I ordered this," she said. "And now I know."

She leaned across the table and tried to ram the pink pulpy plane of it into his face. If she'd succeeded it would have been glorious, but he saw it coming and pulled back his head, and because she was insufficiently committed to the gesture—committed enough to lean forward but not enough to rise from her seat—she couldn't reach him.

"Very nice," he said. "Very James Cagney. Now let's get out of here."

People were looking at them—as brief as her clumsy attack had been, she'd made a little scene—but she didn't care. Adam called for the check.


Two

They left the restaurant together and walked up Broadway. Adam seemed unfazed by her assault: as always, he was unflappable.


They walked for two blocks in silence. Eleanor was puzzled by how comfortable it felt to walk beside him. She told herself she shouldn't be surprised. During most of their years together, she'd felt secure with him; she'd felt blessedly safe. Since they'd been apart, she'd come to realize that in return for this feeling of safety, she'd given up some of the things that were most important to her. And yet she still had an instinctive nostalgia for the old feeling.

"There's one other thing I wanted to mention," Eleanor said. "Ruth keeps calling me. She says she keeps leaving you messages and you haven't returned them."

Ruth was an old friend of theirs. Her late husband, Izzy, had been Adam's mentor and best friend. Probably his only friend.

"What does she want?" Adam said.

"I don't know. Maybe she just wants to talk to you."

"That would be nice, but it's unlikely."

"Have you been getting her messages?"

He didn't say anything.

"I'll take that as a yes. For Christ's sake, Adam, call the woman. Who knows how much time she has left?"

"Why? Is she sick again?"


"I don't know. All I know is that she wants to talk to you. Have some pity on the poor woman, Adam. She's old, and she's alone, and she's heartbroken."


"No one ever died of a broken heart," Adam said.

"Well, be that as it may," Eleanor said, "I gave her your cellphone number."

Adam looked displeased, a sight that Eleanor found pleasing.

They said good-bye outside her building. She stepped back quickly to avoid a kiss, but he didn't try to kiss her.


Three

Eleanor took the elevator to her apartment, the apartment they had shared for their entire married life. It was huge and full of books and beds and windows. They had raised three children here, and lived by themselves for ten years here after the children were gone. And now it was just her.


She hung up her jacket—she had worn a leather jacket for their meeting, in a doomed effort to seem newly hip and liberated, different from the woman he'd known—and closed the closet door. The outside of the door needed a coat of paint. A full-length mirror used to hang there, and now that it was gone, there was a bright white rectangle in the middle of a field of faded gray. Eleanor had taken down all the mirrors except the one above the bathroom sink. She could look at her face when she needed to, but never had to look at her body.

I would have lied to stay longer in France ... It was a wonderful week.

She felt richly humiliated.

She wasn't sure if it would have been better or worse if she'd succeeded in reaching him with that grapefruit.

The most distressing thing about the encounter in the restaurant was that when he'd mentioned James Cagney, it had made her feel close to him. She'd actually been thinking of James Cagney when she picked up the grapefruit—Cagney grinding a grapefruit into Mae Clarke's face in The Public Enemy. Adam was the only person she knew who could have guessed this.


She went into the room that she used as a study. It had been Maud's bedroom years ago. Eleanor had put a desk there shortly after Adam moved out. She'd started keeping a diary in a marbled composition book and was trying to write something in it every day.


Sometimes she daydreamed that keeping a diary would lead to other kinds of writing. Maybe she'd write a book about the craft of psychotherapy—a collection of case studies that would be a little like essays and a little like stories. Or maybe she'd write a family memoir. Or maybe she'd even return to the novel that she began when she was in her twenties.

Or maybe she'd write nothing except a diary.

Eleanor had reached a privileged time of life, a time in which you could just give up, if you wanted to, without harming anyone. No one needed her anymore.

Maybe that made it an awful time of life—she wasn't sure.

For many years, she'd been needed, needed above all by their children. The duties of caretaking had lasted much longer than she'd expected—that was one of the biggest surprises about being a mother. And she had also been needed—or she'd thought she was—by Adam. She'd thought that he considered her indispensable, and at the beginning, perhaps, she'd been right about this. He'd once told her that she was the North Star of his moral life, but that was only one of the roles she played for him. The other roles were more practical. She was his first and most trusted reader, his unofficial editor, his unofficial agent; she was his liaison with the world and his shield from the world.

And now all that was over. Adam had a new muse, or at least a new fuckmate. She used this term bitterly, for the shock effect, even though she wasn't even speaking it aloud and was shocking no one but herself.


Eleanor, at fifty-nine, was going to have to start a new life, even if she didn't want to.


It didn't feel like a season for starting over. It was October, and she often looked out the window at the reddening trees in Riverside Park and remembered lines of poetry that she had read long ago, lines like


Now it is autumn and the falling fruit

And the long journey towards oblivion.



The songs she remembered were not songs about renewal but songs about preparing for death.

She wrote a few sentences about her meeting with Adam, and then she rested her head on the desk. Seeing him had so unnerved her that she had to lie down on Maud's bed and take a nap.

When she woke, she remembered that she'd promised Maud that she was going to call her with a recipe for chocolate-chip cookies. She looked for the recipe, couldn't find it, and then she called Maud, who wasn't home, and left an apologetic message on her machine.

As she closed her diary and put it back in the top drawer of her desk, she wondered whether she was fooling herself. Maybe it was just too late for her to start over.

Starting afresh is the great new myth. It's an article of modern faith that everyone can. Books and magazines and TV shows and movies were filled with stories about people "reinventing" themselves. But who among us ever does?


Four

Maud saw Sam from half a block away. He was waiting for her at the entrance of the Café de la Gare, the restaurant in Brooklyn Heights where they'd agreed to meet.


Although it was still two days away from Halloween, she had to make her way through a flock of little goblins before she could get to him. This was unfortunate, because the sight of her wading through all these children would surely make Sam more aware of her bigness.

She wished she could make herself small. To be so much taller than he was made her feel impolite. She was five-ten, and he—well, she wasn't sure how tall he was, but she knew that if they were playing basketball, she could dunk over him with ease.

He was standing stiffly at attention, and when she came near him he nodded hello. He didn't try to kiss her, didn't move toward her, didn't even smile.

They hadn't kissed yet. She had encountered him on five earlier occasions, but this was their first date.

She gave him a crisp military salute. His bearing was so formal that it seemed like the appropriate way to greet him.

No reaction.

"What's your name again?" she said.

He looked unsure of whether to answer her.

"I'm just joking," she said. "It's a joke I always make on the first date."


He held open the door for her and they went into the restaurant. The place was crowded, and as they moved between the pressed-together tables she found herself stooping, as if that would somehow make it easier to pass.


They sat down; a waitress arrived; they ordered drinks.

"It's funny to see you in regular-person clothes," she said. He had been working as a carpenter for her friends George and Celia, so she always encountered him in work clothes flecked with sawdust.

He nodded tensely and said nothing.

He was leaning stiffly away from her. He looked as if he thought she was a hit woman—as if he was nervously expecting her to reach into her handbag and pull out her .44.

Maybe the problem was that she was Jewish. Maybe he hates Jews, she thought.

Maybe I hate Arabs. Maybe that's the problem.

She didn't think she hated Arabs, but she couldn't be sure. On the one hand, she wanted peace in the Middle East; on the other hand, when she imagined going to bed with him, she imagined it as going to bed with someone who was slightly greasy. Even though in actual fact he seemed very clean.

Sam had been born in New Jersey and had lived on the East Coast all his life—George had told her that. He was as American as she was. But still, he was an Arab American, and she'd never even been friendly with an Arab American before.

Show him you're above all that. Show him you've bravely risen above your prejudices. Show him you're interested in him.

"George and Celia told me that you used to work for the Arab American Human Rights League."

"Arab American Human Rights Committee. Yes. That's right."


"Did you enjoy it?"


"I'm not sure if enjoyment had anything to do with it. But it was fulfilling."

"So why did you leave?"

" Things can get old."

"Did you get fired? Was there a scandal?"

She was leaning forward with—she was sure of this—an imbecilic grin. Was there a scandal? What a dumb question.

Why, she wondered, do silent people always turn the rest of us into babbling idiots?

"Wasn't fired," he said. "No scandal."

He said this in a voice that was barely stronger than a whisper, so she wondered if there had been a scandal.

The waitress arrived with their drinks (wine for her, water for him) and took their order. For the next few minutes, neither of them said a word. He kept his eyes on the table as he sipped his drink.

Mumbling, withdrawn, never looking anyone in the eye—he was like a man on the run from the law. Maybe he was a terrorist. In six months, she thought, I'll see his mug shot in the paper. Everyone will be horrified that he once moved unnoticed in our midst.

This was the oddest date she'd ever been on.

"You don't seem to be enjoying yourself," she finally said. "How come you decided to do this?"

"Do what?"

"Have dinner with me."

"I'm not sure. I'm still trying to figure it out."

He was honest, at least. Grant him that.

But, on the other hand, fuck him.

"Well, if you do figure it out, let me know," she said.


He looked very serious suddenly, grave and sympathetic, like a kindly doctor about to deliver bad news.


"I'm sorry, Maud. I really don't mean to be so unfriendly. But I think I shouldn't be here. I'm not looking for anyone right now, and I don't think I'd be a suitable partner for anyone."

"Who's talking about being partners?" she said. "I'm just thinking it would be nice if we made it to the soup."

He smiled. He had a nice smile.

"That sounds like a fine ambition," he said. "Let's try to get to the soup."

George and Celia had known Sam in college. They'd lost touch with him a few years after graduation, and he'd resurfaced only lately, when they were looking for someone to turn their study into a nursery. Someone had given them the phone number of a guy who was supposed to be a good carpenter, and it had turned out to be their old friend.

George had told her that Sam was one of the most interesting people he'd ever known. But the Sam he described to Maud didn't seem like the Sam she'd met. The person George described was an intellectual and a political activist: he'd received a master's degree in political theory at Columbia and had wanted to promote the cause of civil rights for Arab Americans. Just after college he'd gotten the job that George had told Maud about, with the human-rights group. But now he was working as a carpenter.

He used to work as a carpenter in college, George said, to help pay the bills, but George didn't know why he was working full-time as a carpenter now.

George and Celia had made him sound wonderful: intelligent, responsible, ethical, kind. They'd volunteered to set Maud up with him, and that sounded fine to her, but when they got back to her a few days later, they said it turned out that he wasn't interested in dating. They didn't know why. He wasn't married and he wasn't gay, they said, but he wasn't interested.


That was that, she'd thought, but a few weeks later, when her apartment was being repainted, George and Celia had given her their key and told her that she could use their place as a study if she wanted to, and one afternoon she ran into Sam there. She'd never been attracted to a man who was shorter than she was, but she was attracted to him instantly: his compact, tense, wiry body, the play of the muscles of his arms as he sanded down the crib that he'd built. She tried to talk to him, but he answered in monosyllables. His distance made him even more desirable, and she started showing up two or three afternoons a week—ostensibly to study, but really just to see him—and although he never warmed up to her, hardly ever even smiled, she kept talking to him, stimulated by the challenge, and finally asked him out to dinner, and he, though without much enthusiasm, had said yes. And here they were.

Well, obviously it had all been a mistake. She should have left him alone.

His soup and her salad arrived.

"Well, we made it," Maud said.

"We did."

"Maybe we can try having a conversation. Maybe it would work."

"Stranger things have happened," he said.

"Okay. Let's think of a topic. What did you do today?"

"Today, I finished making a set of kitchen cabinets for a young couple in Manhattan."

"Okay, that's good. That's a start. Did you like making the cabinets?"


"I would have liked it if I'd been alone. But unfortunately, there was the couple."


"What was wrong with the couple?"

"The two of them had very different ideas about kitchen cabinets. They each had a vision."

"That must happen a lot."

"It does. Sometimes I feel like a carpenter, and sometimes I feel like a marriage counselor."

He seemed to be loosening up.

"I can't quite see you as a marriage counselor," she said. "Samuel."

She'd used the formal version of the name just to be playful.

"It isn't Samuel, actually. It's Samir."

"Really? Samir? That's beautiful."

"Thank you."

"Why don't you use it? Why do you Samify yourself?"

"I don't. I only Samified myself for a few years, in college. I was trying to become a typical American. That's what I was calling myself when I met George and Celia. The people I know from college call me Sam; everybody else calls me Samir."

This was more information than he'd volunteered during all the encounters she'd had with him before. He was opening the door to her, a tiny bit.

"Maud is a good strong name," he said.

"I'd like to call you Samir, if that's all right with you," she said.

He didn't say anything, and his expression seemed to indicate that he didn't give a damn what she called him, and the flicker of good feeling from a moment ago was gone.

The waitress returned with their main dishes and said, "Can I get you guys another drink?" After she left, Maud said, "It would be nice if just once you could go to a restaurant where the waiters didn't address people as 'You guys.'"


"That's the kind of thing my ex-wife used to say. It used to drive her nuts."

His ex-wife.

Why hadn't George and Celia told her about this?

"I don't think I've heard you had a wife." Of course I haven't heard, and of course he knows it. Sometimes Maud thought that no one ever says anything casually. Behind the most randomseeming utterance there is always precise intent.

"I had a wife."

"It didn't work out?"

"If it had worked out I wouldn't be here."

She didn't know him well enough to interpret his tone. She wasn't sure if he was kidding around or being hostile.

"Why didn't it work out?"

" Things don't always work out in life."

"I know that. But what I meant was, why didn't this particular relationship work out?"

He didn't say anything, just took a sip of his water.

"Is it a horrible secret?" she said.

"It's not a secret," he said. "But it is horrible."

She suddenly felt that she'd walked too far into something that she shouldn't have walked into at all.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I shouldn't have been so flippant."

"That's all right."

He still hadn't told her what had happened, and now she was afraid to ask. Had his wife died?

With the unhappy phone message her mother had left her that afternoon—loneliness encoded within a cookie recipe—and now with this hint of tragedy in Samir's life, she felt surrounded by people who needed to be taken care of. She made a mental note to arrange a lunch date with her father. The great thing about her father was that he never needed you. That was the deal she had with her father: he won't take care of you, but you don't have to take care of him.


She was thinking that it was a good idea to stay away from people whose wounds are very apparent. Some people carry disaster around with them, and, if you have any instinct for self-preservation, when you come upon such people, you run.

By the time the check arrived, she had made up her mind. She was attracted to him, but she wasn't going to see him again. There was too much in the way. The problem of Arab and Jew; his guardedness; his height; the hint of tragedy in his past—there wasn't just one reason. Her conclusion that it would be better not to see him anymore was "overdetermined," as the insane French philosopher Louis Althusser used to say.

Having decided, she felt freer. He had been praised so highly by Celia and George that even before their first date she had started to feel as if they were engaged.

I don't have to marry this guy. I don't have to marry anyone. I can sit in my apartment reading for the rest of my life.

He paid the bill, and they decided to take a walk on the Promenade, which was two blocks away. It was a cold night, and the wind from the East River was swirling around them in great mad gusts. Manhattan looked glorious in the glinting mist.

As they walked, she felt glad that she didn't have to be self-conscious about her height anymore. She didn't need to stoop, because she didn't need to worry about his feelings.

"I always used to scrunch myself up when I was little," she said. "I was unhappy about how fast I was growing, so I tried to make myself short. I was like a little hunchback."

She didn't even know why she'd said this. It seemed sort of passive-aggressive, maybe. At any rate, it wasn't nice.


"Why were you unhappy about being tall?" he said. "Tall is powerful. Isn't it?"


He thought she had a strong name; he thought tall was powerful. She wondered if she should reconsider her decision about him. It might be nice to be with a guy who saw her as strong.

Maud had faith in the power of her mind—she loved to think and she had confidence in her thinking—but she didn't have much faith in anything else about herself. She certainly didn't think of herself as strong.

"Maybe that's why I was unhappy about being tall. Because people think tall is powerful. Maybe I thought that if I was smaller, people would want to take care of me."

To her own ears, this sounded like psychobabble, but it was true. Sometimes she felt like a wallflower, a little bookworm, trapped in the body of Xena the Warrior Princess.

"I should probably get home," she said. "I should do some work on my dissertation."

In other words, she thought, I've given up trying to chase you.

"Well, it was nice to see you," she said. "I'm glad we could get together. Arab and Jew. A testament to the fact that people can rise above their ancient prejudices."

She was talking just for the sake of talking, because nothing she said mattered, because she was never going to see him again. She felt more comfortable with him, now that they'd gotten a divorce.

"The swarthy Arab and the brainy Jew," he said.

"Brainy but resourceful. Don't forget, we defeated you in battle. Many times."

She leaned against the fence that bordered the Promenade and smiled at him. This might be the last time she'd ever see him. He was a good-looking little man.


He stepped toward her quickly and for one mad moment she thought he was moving with violent intent, angry that she'd bragged about the history of Arab military ineptness. He put his hands on her shoulders and his mouth on hers. The night was cold and the wind from the river was ripping at them and they were wearing thick fat jackets and her nose was numb and he tasted surprisingly delicious.


His hands were burrowing under the many layers of her winter wear. Cold fingers. They were still kissing.

This was the last thing she would have expected.

This is interesting, she thought.


Five

Adam hurried away from his breakfast with Eleanor with the feeling that he had narrowly escaped with his life. Eleanor could do that to you. With her unspeakably, almost ludicrously mournful eyes, the eyes of a cow who has been wronged, and with her aura of bravely suffering victimhood, and her talent for long silences, she could suffocate you under the weight of her moral superiority. When you left her, you felt as if you were breathing a freer air.


The thing about Eleanor was that although it was she who'd asked him to move out, after he did move out she found herself stripped of her identity, and after a brief panicky search for a new identity, she'd found one in being a victim. A brave and plucky victim. That monstrous husband of hers mistreated her for years and then traded her in for an underage sexpot, but somehow she's found the strength to endure—this, he thought, was what she wanted the world to say. She wanted the world to regard her with awe because she had remained unbroken—she wanted to transcend her victimhood just that far, but no further. Because if she transcended it further, she risked letting the world forget that she was a victim in the first place. And that would be unacceptable. The world must understand at every moment that she had been wronged, and who had wronged her.

He wasn't meeting Thea until lunchtime, so he went to the gym and spent half an hour in the weight room and half an hour on the treadmill. He felt perfect. His doctor couldn't believe how quickly his broken ankle had healed.


At sixty-three, Adam was in better shape than ever. He could bench-press two hundred pounds and he could run for ten miles. He derived no pleasure from exercising, yet he exercised faithfully, putting himself through his paces with a grim relish.

He flirted with a young woman on the treadmill next to him, and after she left he examined himself in the wall of mirrors and tried to remember how long it had been since he'd been attracted to Eleanor. More than a decade. When he married her, she was a beautiful young woman; now she was covered with rust.

He felt sorry for her, but, with a spirit of indifference that was partly innate in him and partly a quality he cultivated, he was able to derive some amusement from the thought of how things had turned out for the two of them. He was about to head downtown for an afternoon rendezvous with a regal mistress in the full bloom of her youth, while Eleanor, if she should ever decide that she wanted to find someone new to share her nights, would be signing up for golden-years mixers sponsored by the AARP.

An hour later he was at the Algonquin. He was supposed to meet a young academic who'd been writing him literary fan mail, and the young man had suggested they have lunch there. Thea had invited herself along, chiefly because of the location. The Algonquin seemed glamorous to her, because it was a literary landmark, the place where Dorothy Parker and her circle used to convene.

There was nothing glamorous about the place for Adam. The Algonquin wits had never been as witty as they were supposed to have been—for the most part they were mediocrities with good press agents. And in any case, they'd all been dead for decades, and their slightly fraudulent luster had vanished with them. Now the Algonquin was just a run-down hotel with a rundown restaurant in the lobby.


Adam didn't find Thea's naiveté surprising. She was still in her twenties, and she was new to New York. A former high school beauty queen—she'd gone to college on a scholarship she'd earned by winning the title of Miss Junior Wyoming—she had come to the city only a year ago, eager to make a mark. Precisely what kind of mark she wished to make was unclear, but she was intent on making one.

Thea may have been unsound in her literary judgments, but she had other virtues. He checked his coat and glanced into the dining room, and he knew where she was sitting even before he saw her. He didn't know how he knew it, but he always did. He didn't even question it anymore.

She was at a table in the corner with one of her vodka gimlets in front of her. Whenever he had his first sight of her, he had a moment of sheer disbelief that he could be with someone so beautiful.

"Hello, Weller," she said. "You're late."

She liked to call him by his last name because she thought it made her sound cynical and worldly, like Lauren Bacall in To Have and Have Not. Thea liked to imagine that in another life she could have been a film-noir heroine.

"Are you feeling all right?" she said as he sat down. "You look a little out of breath."

This too was vintage Thea. She liked to put you on the defensive. She liked to start things off with a jab.

"It's your beauty that's rendered me breathless, my dear."

" You're talking like a book again."

He asked her how her day had been so far, and she told him a story about her job. She was working as an assistant producer for Charlie Rose, with whom she had a love-hate relationship. It was a long story about the incompetence of a booking agent. Adam didn't listen closely to the details; he just let the names swim past him—Tim Robbins, Susan Sarandon, Paul Wolfowitz, Paul Berman—while he took pleasure in looking at her face. He couldn't say he was in love with her, but he hadn't enjoyed a woman's company so much since the early days with Ellie.


He had left Eleanor because of the explosive combination of Thea and Viagra. He'd been having affairs for years, but of steadily declining intensity, and he'd reached a point at which he could almost imagine giving them up. But then the lordly blue pill had entered his life and rendered him magnificent again. Women he had begun to consider out of his league—he could still get them, but he couldn't do much with them once he had them—once again seemed fitting objects of pursuit.

He had never intended to leave Eleanor. After the first two or three flings, years ago, he'd been sure that Eleanor knew about them, had made her peace with them, was merely pretending not to see them. He had assumed that things would go on like this forever, but with Thea it all changed. Thea had asked for more and more of him, and he'd surprised himself by giving it. She didn't ask for money (she wasn't vulgar) and she didn't ask for love (she wasn't sentimental); what she asked for was recognition. His other mistresses—he was old-fashioned enough to use this word—had accompanied him when he traveled, but in public they'd maintained a discreet distance. Thea refused to be distanced. Adam knew many people who might be of use to her in her professional life, and she wanted to meet them all. He'd still somehow thought the affair could go unnoticed—unnoticed, or at least unmentioned, by Eleanor—but one night, sitting in the living room with Eleanor, he mentioned having attended some July Fourth event sponsored by The New Yorker, and Eleanor, who had been pecking at the remote control in search of Judging Amy, had instantly put it down and said, "You're seeing someone." He was so surprised—surprised that she was surprised—that he didn't have the presence of mind to deny it. And everything followed from that. If he had denied it, Eleanor would have chosen to believe him, and he would still be living with her on Riverside Drive. "I think you should leave," she had said, and, still in a daze because it was so hard to absorb the idea that she hadn't known about all his previous affairs, he took a few things with him and left. At the time he wished he'd been cool-headed enough to deny everything—to tease her a little about mistrusting him—but now he was glad about the way things had played out.


Thea was still talking about Charlie Rose, but now she interrupted herself. "That must be your young admirer," she said.

A young man was approaching the table. Even from a distance he seemed awkward and uncertain. Adam rose and extended his hand.

"Mr. Weller," the young man said. "You don't know what an honor it is to meet you."

"It's overdue. We've been e-mailing for so long that I feel as if we've met already." Adam said this as he searched through his memory for the young man's name.

"You must be Jeffrey Lipkin," Thea said, rescuing him.

Adam had taken the man's measure before he'd even sat down. Jeffrey Lipkin was no different from the dozens of other supplicants Adam had met in the past few years. How familiar the type had become: all with the same tongue-tied eagerness, the same panicky need to please, the same vaguely homosexual hunger for a mentor.


Adam and Thea had already ordered. After a minute of introductory small talk, Jeffrey picked up a menu. "What's good here?" he said. "What's good here that doesn't have meat?"


"Vegetarian," Thea said darkly. "Oh dear."

"Why are people bothered by vegetarianism?" Jeffrey said. "Making fun of vegetarians is the only respectable prejudice left."

"It isn't a prejudice," Thea said. "There's something about vegetarians. Gandhi was the only vegetarian with balls."

One of the things Adam shared with Thea was the pleasure they took in attacking, and one of the things that amused him about her was her habit of attacking anyone anywhere, firing off shots in all directions. He never could have proceeded through the world that way, particularly not when he was young. But a beautiful young woman could get away with it. Could get away with practically anything.

Adam wasn't sure why this young man had wanted to meet him. They had been corresponding for a few weeks, but Jeffrey's purposes were still unclear. Jeffrey was an assistant professor at Rutgers, nervously compiling credentials for his bid for tenure. His area of specialization was Jewish American fiction, so his getting in touch with Adam was understandable, but after one e-mail expressing his admiration for Adam's novels and another asking some quietly show-offy questions, questions designed to demonstrate his intimate acquaintance with Adam's work, he had stayed in touch, and Adam hadn't quite figured out why. At first Adam had thought that Jeffrey wanted to write something about him, but Jeffrey hadn't said anything to that effect.

They talked aimlessly for a few minutes—New York intellectuals, New York restaurants, New York hotels.

"Are you working on a book?" Adam said. "If you're trying to get tenure you probably have to publish something, don't you?"


"I haven't actually started writing, but I am considering something." A small smile, an odd one: Jeffrey seemed to be reaching for modesty but he couldn't quite suppress a hint of a smirk. "Actually, that has something to do with why I looked you up in the first place. I was on leave last semester, and I spent a lot of time in the archives at Brandeis."


As soon as he said this, Adam's mood turned gray. He knew what was coming.

"You want to write a biography of Izzy Cantor," Adam said.

"How did you know?" Jeffrey said.

As if there could be any other fucking reason, Adam thought, for him to be nosing around the archives at Brandeis.

"Izzy Cantor?" Thea said. "Another of your desiccated friends from days gone by?"

Because Adam's mood had changed, he no longer found Thea's manner amusing. In fact, he wouldn't have minded crushing a grapefruit into her face. He should have saved Ellie's grapefruit and used it on Thea. And then Thea could have used it to attack someone else. The grapefruit could travel all over town.

"You don't know of him?" Jeffrey said, gaping, as if she'd said she'd never heard of Chaucer. He looked quickly at Adam, with an expression that seemed to say that it was hard for him to believe that Adam could be seeing a woman who had never heard of Izzy Cantor. Which irritated Adam all the more. You could say that one of the things that Adam looked for in a mistress was that she hadn't heard of Izzy.

Jeffrey addressed Thea. "Isidore Cantor was..." He turned toward Adam. "But I should let you talk."

"No, no," Adam said. "I'd like to hear what a bright young English professor has to say about the man."

"Isidore Cantor was a writer. Between 1965 and 1992 he wrote five of the strangest, most unclassifiable novels that American literature has ever produced. In an essay he wrote for Esquire in the eighties he said—I think I can get this right—that 'Adam Weller, my oldest friend, is my conscience, literary as well as political. If I didn't know him my fiction would be flabby and my opinions ill informed.' The section about the two of you growing up in the Bronx was one of the most moving things he ever wrote."


"It was a nice article," Adam said.

"How did you become friends? He was a lot older."

"Our mothers were best friends. We were in each other's apartments all the time. He was like an older brother. I worshipped him. He was the first person who ever mentioned Walt Whitman in my presence. Also the first person who ever mentioned Joe DiMaggio."

"And you remained close friends until the end of his life," Jeffrey said, half as a statement, half as a question.

"We did," Adam said quietly. "I was with him the night before he died."

"And, if you don't mind my saying so, the fact that someone like you hasn't heard of him"—Jeffrey turned to Thea as he said this—"is proof of why we need a biography. He was a major writer. Besides that, he led a fascinating life—"

"A writer who led a fascinating life?" Thea said. "Do tell."

Jeffrey had a frighteningly wide grin, as if he'd been wanting to talk about Izzy Cantor for many long years. "In the midfifties, after he got out of college, he spent a year in a Zen monastery in Japan, observing a year of silence."

"He never did explain to me why he felt the need to do that," Adam said. "He claimed he just didn't have anything to say."

"In 1960 he played a role in the early Civil Rights movement. He was involved in the lunch counter sit-ins in North Carolina."


"He got his nose broken down there," Adam said. "It improved his appearance."


"And it was only after that, after his return to New York, that he started to take writing seriously. And that was when he began to produce a series of novels that bear the same relationship to the work of his contemporaries that Nathanael West's work bore to the writing of people like Hemingway and Fitzgerald in the thirties. In other words, it was unclassifiable. It wasn't the realism of writers like Saul Bellow and Philip Roth—and Adam Weller." He turned toward Adam as he said this, and Adam was annoyed. He liked to be flattered, but the flattery had to be plausible. It was one of his chronic grievances that no critic had ever placed him on the level of Bellow and Roth. "And it wasn't the pop experimentalism of writers like Barthelme and Coover. It was something all its own. Which is one reason, I think, that history hasn't treated him the way it should have. It's hard to stick a label on his work." Jeffrey looked elated to be talking about all this—overeager, overcaffeinated, overjoyed. He'd already written the book in his mind. "And along the way he had time to teach at Brandeis and Columbia and City College, to launch a literary magazine that did some interesting things before it ran out of funding, and to have high-profile fistfights with Norman Mailer and Alfred Tomas."

"Who's Alfred Tomas?" Thea said.

"Painter," Adam said. "Wild man."

"Well, what do you think?" Jeffrey said to Thea. "Does he sound as if he deserves a biography?"

"It sounds like he deserves a miniseries," Thea said. "How come you've never told me about him, Weller?"

" There are many things I haven't told you about."

Adam was unhappy. Izzy had been a friend of his, but also a rival. Adam had believed he had defeated him, simply by outliving him. But this was the second time Izzy's ghost had appeared that day. It was as if Izzy were a representative of the dead, coming forward to claim him.


But he could outwit him. He could outwit his old dead friend. He didn't know what it was yet, but he was sure there was something in this situation that he could use to his advantage.

"Izzy was a remarkable writer and a remarkable man," Adam said. "He'd be a worthy subject for a biography. I'm not sure what you want from me, though."

Jeffrey's grin, if possible, grew even wider. He looked insane.

"What are you smiling about?" Adam said.

"You keep calling him Izzy. I've seen him referred to as Izzy, in letters. In the archives. But I've never actually met anyone who knew him well enough to refer to him by his nickname."

"Congratulations," Adam said. He wanted this encounter to be over. He wanted to be far away from this young man's ghoulish dampness.

"But to answer your question: what do I want from you? I want your help. First of all, I'd love to interview you. Your memories of him would be invaluable. And I'd like your help in locating people he knew."

Thea snorted. "Locating people? Try using Google. It sounds like you're asking the old man to research the book for you. He has bigger fish to fry."

She put her hand around Adam's bicep. He was glad he had worked out at the gym that morning.

The young man looked embarrassed. "I'm sorry. I mean..."

"It's all right," Adam said. "I loved Izzy. Of course I'll do what I can."

Meanwhile he was furiously thinking about how he could steer this project in a direction of his own choosing.

"It's still pretty hypothetical at this point," Jeffrey said. "I need to find the time to work on it. All my spare time goes into preparing for my classes. My course load is brutal." He put his fork into a pale slice of squash.


Brutal, Adam thought. Like working on a chain gang. Poor little professor.

Adam raised his glass and said, "To Izzy. And to your project." Hoping that this project wouldn't succeed.

"I do have a specific question for you," Jeffrey said. "I haven't been able to locate Ruth. I would love to interview her. If she's still alive." Ruth was Izzy's widow. The woman who'd been leaving messages on Adam's machine for two weeks.

Adam rolled his wine around in his mouth and considered this.

"She is alive. But she's a very private person. I can speak to her on your behalf, but I can't guarantee anything."

"If you speak to Ruth, that would be great. That's all I can ask."

You're on a first-name basis with her already, you little prick, Adam thought.

"I'd be happy to," he said.





After the lunch was over, Adam went to the men's room and extracted one of his secret blue saviors from his pillbox. Grandpa's little helper. He cupped his hands under a water faucet and slurped enough water to get the pill down. He was hoping Thea would accompany him back to his apartment.

Outside the restaurant, after the young man had left to catch a train back to New Jersey, Adam asked Thea if she was doing anything.

"It's two-thirty. Charlie awaits."

" You can't go back a little later?"


"You know better than that. Charlie can't be kept waiting." She kissed him—insultingly, on the cheek. "But I'll see you tomorrow."


Angular, intense, impersonal, she looked extraordinarily attractive in the harsh October light.

He wondered whether his eagerness to make love came from a desire to assert the rights of the living over the rights of the dead. In other words, a desire to deliver a fat Bronx cheer to his old friend. You are in your final resting place, in the Woodlawn Cemetery, the intimate companion of chiggers and mites, and I'm in a warm hotel room, fucking Miss Junior Wyoming.

But that would have to wait. He didn't ask what she'd be doing that night. He didn't want to play the lovesick suitor.

He made a mental note to call Ruth. He hadn't been planning to return her calls—she was a nudnik—but now he supposed he'd have to, if only because it was important to keep tabs on her, to make sure this wan little biographer never found her.

"You seem a little jumpy, Weller," Thea said. "You should take a Xanax." And she hailed a cab and was gone.

He was a little jumpy.

When Izzy was alive, reviews that mentioned either of them usually mentioned both. Because they'd been friends since boyhood, and because they wrote about the same terrain, critics could never resist the easy angle of writing about them as if they were the Martin and Lewis of Jewish American writing. (Bellow and Roth being the Hope and Crosby.) In the early 1990s, Adam finally began to feel as if he was shaking himself loose from his old friend, and after Izzy died the liberation seemed complete. Adam had published three books since then and had come to feel confident about having left Izzy behind. But during this past week—with all the phone calls from Ruth, and now with the appearance of the scholarly vegetarian—he had started to feel as if Izzy wasn't as gone as he should be. As if Izzy had thrust his hands out of the earth and was grabbing at his ankles, trying to pull him down into the land of the dead.


Not yet, old friend, he thought. Not yet.
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