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For Maria Krovatin, the star.

Fearless, powerful, utterly amazing.

I want to be you when I grow up.









Fame is a bee.

It has a song—

It has a sting—

Ah, too, it has a wing.

—Emily Dickinson






FROM TIME TO time some stranger will ask me how I can bear to live in New York City. Sometimes it happens when I am on vacation, passing the time in a buffet line filled with the sunburned and the semidrunk. Sometimes it comes up at a professional conference, drinking coffee in the corner of a hotel meeting room with a clutch of social workers, most of them wearing the dirndl skirts and dangling earrings of the socially conscious woman of a certain age. My aunt’s friends will ask, although they live only a half hour north, up the Saw Mill Parkway, but in a state of bucolic isolation that might as well be Maine.

Even in New York itself I will sometimes hear the question, from the old men on the Coney Island boardwalk who knew Irving Lefkowitz when he was a bar mitzvah boy and who, from their benches on the Brooklyn beach, envision the long and slender island of Manhattan as an urban Titanic, sinking beneath the weight of criminals, homosexuals, and atheists, sailing toward certain disaster.

“And you live there why, sweetheart?” one of them once asked me with an openmouthed squint, his neck thrust forward from the V of a ratty cardigan so that he looked like a Galápagos tortoise with a wool-Dacron argyle shell.

Sometimes, if I’m tired, I just shrug and say I like it here. Sometimes, if I’m in a foul mood or have had a bit too much to drink, which often amounts to the same thing, I will say I live in New York because it is the center of the universe.

Most of the time I say my sister lives here and I want to be near her, and her husband, who is like a brother to me, and her son, whom I covertly think of as at least partly my own. The old men like that answer. They make a humming sound of approbation and nod their mottled hairless heads. A good girl. A family person. They peer up at Irving. The next question will be about marriage. We flee to Nathan’s for a hot dog.

I do like it here. It is the center of the universe.

And I do want to be near my sister, as I always have been. We have our rituals. Every Saturday morning, unless she is covering the Olympics, the Oscars, a disaster, or an inauguration, my sister and I go running together in the park and have breakfast either at her apartment or at the Greek diner down the street from mine. She will tell you she is forced to set a slower pace because I don’t exercise enough. She sees this as evidence of my essential sloth. I see it as emblematic of our relationship. Our aunt Maureen says that I was a baby so plump and phlegmatic that the only reason I learned to walk was so I could follow my older sister. Some of my earliest memories are of wandering down a street of old Dutch Colonials and long-leafed pines, the backs of a covey of eight-year-old girls half a block in front of me, the demand from the one at their center carrying on the breeze: “Bridget! Go home! Go home now! You can’t come!”

I’m always a little breathless when I run with Meghan on Saturday mornings. But I’m accustomed to it now. “Listen and learn,” she has said to me since we were in high school, and I always have.

“How weird is it that we were at the same dinner party last night?” she said one overcast March morning as we began to trot down the park drive in tandem, and I tried not to hear that long-ago plaint in her comment: Go home, Bridget! You can’t come. It had indeed been strange to enter a vast living room, beige velvet and Impressionist paintings, and see her at one end nursing a glass of sparkling water. Our hostess had attempted to introduce us, since no one ever suspected Meghan and I were related. Then she had disappeared to hand off the bunch of anemones bound with ribbons I had given her at the door.

“God, flowers, Bridge?” my sister said, running around a stroller-size class of new mothers trying to trim their baby bodies. “I couldn’t believe you brought flowers to a dinner party. That’s the worst. With everything else you have to do when people are showing up, you have to stop to find a vase and fill a vase and cut the stems and then find a place for them and if they’re blue, Jesus, I never know where to put them in our apartment, and then—”

“How is it possible that you can make bringing someone flowers sound like the Stations of the Cross?”

“Sometimes I just leave them on the kitchen counter and toss them with the leftovers.” I knew this was not exactly true; Meghan had long had staff to toss the leftovers, and the people from Feeding Our People, the big society starvation charity, sent over a van to pick up the excess food from her larger dinner parties. “Just bring wine. Even if they don’t want to use it they can put it away for cocktail parties. Or wait and send an orchid plant the next day. I don’t know why, but every damn living room on the East Side has to have an orchid plant. I think they’re creepy, like big white bugs. They don’t look like flowers at all.”

“I thought you loved them. You always have one on that chest under the windows.”

“What can I tell you? I’m a slave to fashion.”

We always see the same people when we run: the soap opera actor with the carefully tinted hair and heavily muscled legs, the small woman with the spiky gray hair who had the ropy muscles and sharp bones of a marathoner, the Chinese couple who wore identical fashionable warm-up suits and ran with a pair of borzois. One of our regular anorexics streaked past us, collarbone draped in the shroud of an extra-large Harvard sweatshirt. “You know that woman who does the financial news? Grace Shelton?” Meghan said.

“The one with that great haircut?”

“I don’t understand why everyone says that. That haircut is not that great.”

“Okay, fine. What’s the point?”

“Someone told me that she doesn’t eat anything except apples and Triscuits.”

“That can’t be true.”

“Probably not, but you never know.”

A runner in front of us turned and began to run backward. Meghan dipped her head so that the bill of her cap covered her face.

“I want to go back to the dinner gift issue,” I said. “How much does an orchid plant cost?”

“A hundred and fifty dollars. You have to send the ones with two stems.”

“Jesus Christ. That’s a lot of money for a stranger who invites you to dinner.”

“Accepted and acknowledged,” Meghan said. Like the aunt who raised us, Meghan has a variety of expressions that she uses constantly and whose meaning is somewhat obscure on their face. This one has endured for decades. I think it was even beneath her yearbook picture. Once she told me it meant “I know but I don’t care.”

On the sidewalk, glittery with mica in the late winter sunlight, a solitary glove lay, palm up, as though pleading for spare change. Meghan barely broke stride as she lifted it and blew through the doors of her building. “Good morning, Ms. Fitzmaurice,” the doorman said. The modern honorific was articulated plainly, a sound like a buzzing bee. The building staff know our Meghan.

“Can you see if someone dropped this?” she said, handing over the glove. “It’s a shame this late in the season for somebody to find out they’re one short.”

“Of course,” he replied.

“I’m such a good citizen,” she muttered as we got into the elevator and Meghan took off the baseball cap that shaded her face so conveniently.

“Oh, get over yourself,” I said.

“I am so over myself.”

“As if.”

We are creatures of habit, Meghan and I. At the diner we have western omelets and rye toast; at her house we have oatmeal and orange juice. This works fine because we live in the city of habit. New York is so often publicly associated with creativity and innovation that outsiders actually come to believe it. The truth is that behavior here is as codified as the Latin Mass. The dinner party the night before had been no exception. The dining room walls glazed red, the tone-on-tone tablecloths, the low centerpiece of roses and some strange carnivorous-looking tulips. The single man on one side of me. “I hear you’re a social worker,” he said as we both lifted our napkins and placed them on our laps, as so many had said before him.

That was best case, of course. At the home of one donor to the women’s shelter where I work, two men who were equity traders spent an entire dinner talking to each other about the market within spitting distance—literally—of my face, bent so close above my dinner that I couldn’t reach my bread plate. At the duplex apartment of a woman who worked with my brother-in-law at Sensenbrenner Lamott, I’d turned to the man on my left and asked, “How do you know Amelia?” and watched his face crumble and tears run into his beard. Everyone at the table ignored the display as he talked of his wife, who had been our hostess’s college roommate and who had left him for a well-connected lesbian who lived in London. With very little help from me he worked his way through their college years, marriage, apartment renovation, career changes, and the dinner party (of course) where he himself had been the lesbian’s dinner partner, the hostess having mistaken her for a more conventional single woman. He had invited the woman to their home for brunch because the two shared an interest in Fiesta ware, an interest his wife had never, in his words, “given a tinker’s damn about.” (“Oh, God, he’s gay himself,” Meghan had said at our next breakfast. “What kind of straight man even knows what Fiesta ware is?”) In the face of his grief and rage, the table had fallen silent except for the torrent of words from one stay-at-home mother, who was doing a monologue about her child’s learning disabilities.

It wasn’t always that bad, of course. I once dated a professor at NYU for almost a year after I met him at a dinner party given by a woman who’d graduated from Smith and whom I met at an alumnae phonathon. I developed a firm friendship with a lighting tech who works on Broadway shows, an Irish expat named Jack who was seated next to me at a neighbor’s annual Fourth of July potluck.

That was a good dinner, excellent company, excellent food. There were figs with goat cheese stuffed inside, and pumpkin bisque, and rack of lamb with broccoli rabe. The men all run together in my head, all the lawyers/filmmakers/academics/brokers/editors with whom I’ve been paired. But I almost always remember the food, even the bad food. There was a lot of that in the early days, before all around me grew rich while I moved from a studio to a bigger studio to a small one-bedroom to a one-bedroom with a window in the kitchen, that window that will be presented by brokers to apartment supplicants as though it were a fresco by Michelangelo. As, by Manhattan standards, it is.

For some of us the kitchen with the window means we have finally arrived at some precarious level of prosperity. For others it was a momentary triumph, a way station between the first book proposal and the third bestseller, the summer associate’s job and the partnership, the husband who teaches comparative lit at Columbia and the one who runs the big brokerage house. One moment a kitchen with a blessed window, the next a kitchen with two imported dishwashers, two glass-fronted fridges, terra-cotta floors, stainless countertops, an extra-deep sink, a tap over the restaurant range for the pasta pots, designed in consultation with the caterers because they use it more than the homeowners. The kitchen is always hidden in the back of the apartment, away from the pricey views of Central Park and the master bedroom with the cherry chest at the foot of the bed that holds the television, which rises up out of the chest at the touch of a bedside button. It’s funny how everyone feels they need to hide the TVs and the food, since both are the things they talk about most often. Meghan’s kitchen has a flat-screen television, although Meghan hates to watch TV when she is not working.

“Where’s Evan?” I mumbled with my mouth full.

“Evan? Evan who? Oh, you mean my husband? That is his name, isn’t it? Evan.”

“I’m sorry I asked,” I said.

“Evan is at the office. The office here, not the office in London or the one in Tokyo, although God knows he’s spent enough time in both in the last six months. When he’s in New York, he usually comes home when I’m already asleep. I turn over and look and say to myself, Yep, that’s him. Every dinner party now, he says, I’m exhausted, can you go without me? And people accuse me of being a workaholic. Which reminds me: Where the hell do the guys keep the Tupperware?”

Only the team of Robert and John, who made the meals, served the meals, and cleaned up after the meals, had a clue where anything was stored in Meghan and Evan’s kitchen. Except for Leo, my nephew, he of the take-out Chinese and late-night ramen noodles, of the endless bowls of Count Chocula and the ice cream eaten straight from the container. He’d shown me where the Tupperware was one night when we’d eaten enough rice pudding to kill us both.

“In the square cabinet over the wine fridge,” I said.

Another reason not to bring flowers: the lady of the house doesn’t know where the vases are kept. If she had to find the vacuum cleaner or the Windex, the world would stop on its axis.

“Why do you need Tupperware?” I asked.

“We’re doing a Tupperware party on the air on Monday morning, and apparently I’m going to have to do something called burping the Tupperware. We talked ad nauseam about whether it would be better if it was clear that I didn’t know what the hell burping the Tupperware meant or if I burped it convincingly. With authority, I think they said. I opted for authority.”

“Of course you did. On the other hand, it’s hard to figure how anyone can look authoritative with Tupperware. I mean—Tupperware. Who cares?”

My sister gave me a long level look, her lip slightly raised on one side. “Maybe you’re preaching to the converted here?”

“Hey, who am I to talk? I spent yesterday trying to break up a bootleg sneaker ring that apparently is being fronted by two of the women living in our shelter. The precinct was nice about it, but they said either we could shut down the Nike Air operation or they could shut us down.”

“Don’t tell me about things like that when I’m practicing Tupperware burping for a national audience. Yesterday I interviewed a guy who wrote a book about how hard it is to meet women, and after that the first woman pastry chef at a four-star restaurant. Then you come over here and talk about people who get burned out of their houses and kids in foster care. You just make me feel like my life is absurd.”

“That’s so condescending. What, suffering is always real and success is always a fake?”

“No, women who sell bootleg Nikes to try to feed their kids are real and a woman who talks about Tupperware on TV is fake.”

“How do you know they’re feeding their kids? Maybe they have a crack habit.”

“Okay, now you’re just looking for a fight. Hand me that big yellow bowl.”

All the Tupperware was stacked neatly. My sister is the messiest person on earth, except in her mind, which is as orderly as the inside of a nuclear reactor control room. Meghan’s life is so full that she has had to jettison the peripherals. Kenya, you can shout at her, and she can tell you who runs the country, who is trying to oust him, what the most profitable industry is, and how much foreign aid the United States shells out. “Isn’t it weird,” Leo once said, “that my mom knows all this stuff you didn’t even know you needed to know?”

But she can never find her BlackBerry, and I now write her cell phone numbers in my book in pencil because she loses the phones so often. Her schedule is kept and enforced by a brace of young assistants. Her jewelry is mainly kept in a dressing room chest, to be coordinated to her clothes by trained professionals, adept in the art of deciding which neckline cries out for hoops, which for pearl buttons or gold studs.

“Voilà,” I said. “Like this.” I popped on a lid, lifted a corner, and let out a pfft of air, then closed it all the way. Lift, pfft, lift, pfft. “How did you ever avoid learning to burp Tupperware?” I asked. “Aunt Maureen had as many pieces of Tupperware as she had photo albums. I think she taught me to burp Tupperware when I was a toddler.”

“We still lived at home when you were a toddler.” By home Meghan means the big gray house with the white shutters, the house where we lived until our parents died. We moved to the smaller Cape with Aunt Maureen and Uncle Jack when we were six and ten. Meghan lifted the lid off a large bowl, then put it back and let the air out. “It would have looked like I was a moron if I’d messed this up,” she said, but she practiced three or four times more. The last time she burped the Tupperware and looked straight ahead, her head tilted slightly to one side. My sister is the host of Rise and Shine, America’s number one morning show. She is the most famous woman on television, which means that she is probably the most famous woman in America. The camera doesn’t want to see the top of Meghan’s head, although the colorist makes sure her roots are never darker than the rest. It wants to see her face.

She thumped the top of the Tupperware and tried to lob it back up into the cabinet. I took it from her and put it on the shelf. It’s funny that I’m so much taller than Meghan, that she wears a size 6 shoe on her stubby-toed feet while I have vast gunboat 10s that look designed to bestride entire continents. Meghan is far larger in all the ways that matter. That’s why from now on I will bring wine to parties instead of flowers.

“Red,” she’d said flatly. “For some reason white is totally over.” And like the rest of the country, when she talked, I listened.

“Don’t wear black tonight,” she said as I left her apartment. “It really washes you out.”

“Thanks for doing this, by the way,” I said. “It’s really important. They’ll raise a lot of money. Some of which they’ve promised will actually get to us. We’re figuring on a new furnace because of you, and maybe another aide for the kids.”

“It’s just strange that it’s a Saturday night. No one gives a charity dinner on a Saturday night.”

I shook my head. “Do you know why it’s on a Saturday night? Because they were told that because of your schedule you could only do it on a Saturday night.”

“Hmm. I probably should have known that, shouldn’t I?”

“I’m wearing black,” I said as the elevator doors closed.

         



EVERYONE WAS WEARING black, except for a few adventurous souls who had decided to hell with convention and were wearing black and white, and the older women, who still dwelled in the land of lavender and teal. The reception area outside the Grand Ballroom of the Waldorf was choked with guests for the annual dinner of a group called Manhattan Mothers Guild. Manhattan Mothers is made up of socialites who raise money for poor women and children by hosting lunches, dinners, even breakfasts. The event programs are rather unvarying. There is a video that is usually long on shots of cute black kids with enormous dark eyes. There is a testimonial, from either a former foster kid who has gone on to Harvard Law School or a woman who was beaten bloody by her boyfriend and now counsels others in the same spot. And there is an honoree, chosen because of fame, fortune, and the ability to fill a couple of $100,000 tables. There is fierce competition for honorees; the CEOs of various corporations every week turn down three or four invitations to be cited for their commitment to a better life for all New Yorkers (or for all New York children, or schools, or landmarks, or parks).

In the world of fund-raising events, honoring Meghan Fitzmaurice, who has anchored Rise and Shine for the past ten years, is the ultimate double threat, publicity and philanthropy both. Coverage in the newspapers, perhaps the local affiliate of the network, a brace of tables, a crowd drawn by the opportunity to hear and see her. She does not disappoint. Unlike some other honorees, Meghan always shows up sober. She always looks good. She always speaks well. She is always cordial to those who approach her table, even the young television reporters who say they have been watching her since they were in elementary school, which makes her feel a hundred years old.

We were raised with good manners, first by the housekeeper, then by our aunt. We let them down only when we are alone.

I rarely go to events like this. Meghan doesn’t ask me. She doesn’t even ask Evan, her husband, unless the event is particularly high profile or she suspects that there will be lots of other investment bankers and that he can therefore turn it into a business opportunity. Once, years ago, Evan, Alex Menninger, and Tom Bradley got pleasantly drunk at a dinner party and created what they called the Denis Thatcher Society, an organization of men married to powerful public women. Any time the Denis Thatcher Society is mentioned, all the men roar with laughter and all the women get very still, their faces flat.

Occasionally Meghan brings Leo to one of these events as her date. In this way her son has met the president of Ireland, two presidents of the United States, a couple of Supreme Court justices, and that guitar player who organizes all the big relief rock concerts and is now a lord. “Today it’s boring,” Meghan said once when Leo groused in the car on the way to the hotel. “Tomorrow it’s history. Think of the stories you’ll have to tell your kids.”

“I’m not having kids,” Leo always says.

“You’ll change your mind,” Meghan always says.

I arrived too early and circulated busily with a glass of wine in my hand, looking as though I was looking for someone when I was merely trying not to look like someone who knew no one. The wife of one of Evan’s partners was doing the same, and she seemed overjoyed to see me although we’d met in a perfunctory way only once before. She talked for ten minutes about their newborn twins, a conversation that seemed to take place underwater in slow motion. Baby nurse, teak crib, glub, glub. She drifted off and was replaced by Meghan’s associate producer, the one she had been threatening to fire during our Saturday morning Central Park runs for at least three months. I could tell he hadn’t gotten my name because twice he referred to my sister as “the queen of all media.”

“You,” came a throaty voice from behind me, and I turned to Ann Jensen, who was the chair of the event. “You. You. You.”

“Yes,” I said.

“You are my hero. Or heroine. Do you mind which? Because whichever it is, you are it. All day I have been saying, Bridget Fitzmaurice is my hero. Or heroine.”

“It was nothing. Really. I was happy to do it.”

“Nothing? Four hundred and thirty additional guests is nothing? Last year we made a million dollars at this dinner. This year it will be one point six million. That…is…not…nothing.”

Manhattan Mothers had given the women’s shelter program where I work a good-size grant the year before. In exchange I had delivered Meghan for this year’s dinner. I was a hero. Or a heroine.

“And let me tell you something about your sister,” Ann Jensen said, leaning in more closely so that I could look directly into her eyes, which had the preternatural stare of someone who has had lower and upper lifts. People always feel the need to tell me something about my sister, as though we don’t know each other well. “Oh, I could tell you a few things, honey,” I was tempted to reply, but instead I looked rapt. I tried not to look down. Ann Jensen had on a strapless gown, and she had the kind of cleavage about which Irving likes to say, “You could park a bicycle in there.”

She held on to my hands insistently. “No demands,” Ann continued. “Do you know how rare that is? No demands. We had someone several years ago—I can’t even tell you. A certain size car, a helicopter from the country house. And then they wouldn’t even come for dinner. In at nine-oh-five for the award, out by nine-thirty. Your sister is not only coming for the meal, she is coming for cocktails.”

“And staying for dessert and dancing,” I said.

“What did I say? No demands.” It’s an odd thing about irony in New York; either you find yourself in situations where it is the only language spoken or those in which it falls on utterly deaf ears. Ann probably spoke French for shopping in Paris and pidgin Spanish to give instructions to the housekeeper. She did not speak ironic. “My hero,” she said as she was led away by a woman with a clipboard and I began my aimless circulating again.

My sister came in at seven. Usually I can tell because the cameras start to go off with a sound like a swarm of insects. It was easier this time because she was wearing a white dress. Meghan never wears underwear under her evening wear. I suppose Evan and I are the only ones who know that. Or maybe everyone knows it. The dress she was wearing that night followed the lines of her body perfectly. It looked like a very simple white halter dress until you realized that it was covered with tiny round shiny things. “Those things,” she’d said that morning at breakfast. “You know. They’re not sequins. Damn. You know.”

“I have no clue.” I still had no clue, but they looked wonderful. The dress looked like water, which seemed apt. Meghan has the body of a swimmer, long strong muscles, broad shoulders, slim hips. Every day after the show she takes off the makeup, calls me, has a cup of coffee, goes to the gym, and swims for thirty minutes. She says it’s the only time she can really be alone.

“She’s much better looking in person,” someone behind me said.

“She has to have had work done,” said another.

She hasn’t.

Evan was next to her, his hand at the small of her back. Evan and Meghan met when they were children, he eight, she six. We lived in the nicest section of Montrose then, and so did he. They were at a birthday party together. Legend has it that he said she had spots on her face. “I have freckles,” she said with the dignity she had even as a kid. “They look like spots,” he replied. She pushed him in the pool. I have heard the story so many times that I can see it all in my mind’s eye. Evan is wearing a polo shirt that’s buttoned too high on his thin stalk of a neck. Meghan’s knees are knobs, her legs skinny, her hem drooping because our mother was so careless with our clothes, insisting they be so expensive that they needed dry cleaning or ironing, then ignoring whether they were cleaned or ironed. He is speaking out of self-protection because she is so sure of herself; she responds out of outrage at being made to look foolish. Of course I have no way of recalling any of this; I was two years old at the time and was probably at home in a playpen watching the housekeeper wash dishes, which apparently was one of the ways I whiled away my toddler days. I’ve been told too many times to count that Meghan called Evan “Stupid Head” as he flailed in the deep end, and that he was led away, dripping and dazzled.

I’m sure Evan had never encountered anyone like Meghan before. Evan’s parents are the quietest people on earth. When she’s feeling froggy, his mother will say, “Oh, you,” to her husband, and he’ll squeeze her forearm. That’s the equivalent of all hell breaking loose in the Grater household. I sat with Evan’s mother at their wedding lunch, and I remember how her eyes filled and shone as she watched the two of them move around the dance floor. Evan had taken ballroom dancing lessons as a surprise for Meghan, and he was guiding her firmly through the turns and twirls. “He’s beside himself,” his mother had said.

It’s a variation of that dance when Evan steers Meghan through crowds like the one at the Waldorf dinner. She never really has to move at all, never has to thread her way like I do through the waiters’ trays and the glasses held high and the eyes wandering away to someone more interesting or important. Like a spot in the cosmos, she becomes that area around which all matter begins to circle. The chair of the event. The vice chair. The woman whose son was in Leo’s class at the Biltmore School before Leo went away to boarding school (the kid who beat Leo bloody in fifth grade). The woman who is married to one of Evan’s partners (and who once tried to seduce Evan in a powder room during a party). The president of the network.

Somehow my boss, Alison Baker, the executive director of Women On Women, has wound up at Meghan’s side. She leans in to whisper in my sister’s ear, and the gracious, slightly frozen smile that Meghan has been wearing and that fits as perfectly as the dress widens into something authentic and wicked, and over the camera click-click I hear the guttural and very loud sound that is Meghan’s real laugh. Once a men’s magazine said it was the sexiest thing about her.

The Grand Ballroom of the Waldorf looks like the throne room of some small second-rate monarchy, Liechtenstein, maybe, or Monaco. The hotel knows its market, and the lighting is soft and pink and designed to shave ten years off your age. It takes forever to make your way through the tables, which are arranged even more tightly than the guests arranged themselves during the cocktail hour. Ann Jensen was right; the evening’s take would be enormous. I looked inside my little calligraphed seating card, but I knew my table number. I was at table 1. Meghan is always at table 1.

“Thank God it’s you, Bridge,” Evan said as he slipped into his seat next to mine, Meghan trailing behind with the network president. “I thought I was going to have to talk to one of those women all night. You know what I mean.”

“Where were you this morning? We had breakfast at your house.”

“Working.”

“Have you talked to Leo?”

“I keep missing the chance because of the time difference between here and Spain. I get ready to call and then I realize it’s the middle of the night. Knowing Leo, he’s probably out and about in the middle of the night, even in Spain, but I don’t want to take the chance I’ll wake the guy up. Meghan talked to him after you left, I think. I think that’s what she said.”

“I’m so, so honored,” said Ann Jensen as she came up behind him, and I grabbed his left hand and squeezed as he grimaced down at the gold-rimmed dinner plate and then pivoted deftly, breaking into his company grin. “I’m such a fan of your wife’s,” she added. Now there’s the kind of thing a guy loves to hear.

Meghan was across the table from me, an explosive spray of flowers between us, so that I could see only the top of her head. She never changes her hair for these events, or for the camera. It waves around her face. In her last contract, the network offered her her own makeup person, but Meghan said it wasn’t necessary. The women in the makeup room don’t forget that. When the circles under her eyes are darkest, they are there during commercial breaks with concealer and powder. One of them comes to the apartment and does her hair and makeup for evenings like this one. Her copper-colored hair shines in the light from the ballroom chandeliers. Her freckles shine through her makeup by design. She is forty-seven and looks thirty.

It would have been rude for me to monopolize Evan, but luckily on my other side was a pleasant older man with a handsome head of silver hair, a ruddy complexion, and blue eyes that smiled when he did, which is quite rare in New York. Meghan has frequently remarked that this is how our father would have looked had he had an opportunity to age gracefully, which is apparently how he did most things. At least according to Meghan. When she speaks of our parents, it is in breezy set pieces, as though they are people about whom she once did a story. Their death together in a car on a Connecticut curve merely seems like the obligatory coda. If the intention was to make me scarcely believe in them, it has worked. “No one knew him well beyond the obvious,” our aunt Maureen had once said tartly of our father. “Nice looks, nice voice, nice manners.” This stranger at my elbow seems much more real to me than the idea of John J. Fitzmaurice, a man whose reality was apparently so tenuous that he managed to join the Yale Club although, as we discovered some years later, he had never actually gone to Yale.

My dinner partner had just returned from climbing Machu Picchu and was discursive without being a bore about it. He spoke about the sense of peace he felt after the difficult climb. “Almost makes you believe in God,” he said.

I told him about a pilot program we were doing at Women On Women, to have the women who were living in our shelters act as aides in our preschool so that they could use what they learned to raise their own kids. Talking to people at dinners like this is a win-win proposition for someone in my line of work. A year ago I piqued the interest of an older man at a dinner party in some weird old loft building on a dirty block by the Hudson River; inside was ten thousand square feet of apartment, much of it made over into a facsimile of an English manor house, with a dining room large enough to seat forty-three. The man, whose name was Edward Prevaricator—and who spent five minutes convincing me it truly was his name, eventually showing me his platinum Amex as proof—was one of those rare New York men who ask after your work and then listen when you respond. He was the only dinner partner I’d ever had with an encyclopedic knowledge of early childhood education, and he told me a charming story about reading The Cat in the Hat to a grandchild who would move her lips because she’d memorized the book. He’d also had the most memorable blue eyes I’d ever seen, like those eucalyptus mints that taste like Vicks VapoRub and remind me of the illnesses of my childhood. When I mentioned his eyes, Edward Prevaricator had replied, “They are my one grace note.” It was as though he was a character from a Victorian novel brought to life, one of the good ones, the ones who liberate an orphan secretly and watch him prosper from afar. In some sense he was exactly that, for the following week he sent WOW a check for $100,000, the largest unsolicited gift we had ever received.

“You smoke the pole?” asked Tequila, our receptionist, when the check arrived in the morning mail. Tequila thinks everything is about sex or money, and often about the two together.

“He didn’t even make a pass. I didn’t even know he was rich,” I said. “I swear.”

Alison looked hard at the check. “Can this really be this guy’s actual name?”

“Let’s wait and see if the check clears.”

“Do you know a man named Edward Prevaricator?” I asked the man now sitting at my left, who was trying not to stare at my sister across the flowers.

“Here tonight, I think,” the man replied. “He’s a very philanthropic character. From Kansas City, I think, or Chicago. One of those midwest places. Very successful business.” He had lapsed into Manhattan shorthand. It’s as though the city is too busy for verbs or transitions.

At the other side of the table, I heard Meghan thanking one of the event chairs for holding the dinner on a Saturday night so that she could attend. She does a lot of work at events like this. She has always felt the need to do more than a single thing at once: the mail while on the phone, the newspapers on the treadmill. No matter how tedious the company, she interviews her dinner partners, and frequently finishes coffee with at least one idea for a story, on monetary policy or public health or Asian-American relations. This is disappointing only for the wives of the men who are seated next to her, who ask what they talked about, what she told them, what she was like. “She seemed interested in my work,” the husbands say, and the wives sigh or snort, depending on their dispositions and how long they’ve been married.

As the waitstaff was clearing the entrée course, I ducked to the back of the ballroom to the Women On Women table. All around the vast rococo space you could hear the hum of dinner conversation interspersed with the sharp impatient accented exclamations of the Waldorf waiters: Excuse me! Excuse me please! Meghan once did a story on why the Waldorf had no women waiters. Now there were a few women waiters among the men, wearing the same tuxedos, fetching the same vegetable plates for the vegetarians and the decaf for the older guests.

At good-conscience dinners, representatives from the various charities are seated at the tables so far back in the ballroom that the people with money would go nuts about the placement if they were at those tables themselves. It’s insulting largesse, but largesse nonetheless. The people seated at these tables are the only ones who praise the ballroom food. WOW had two tables, and because of Meghan we would get a nice chunk of the evening’s proceeds. We run a shelter for homeless women, a job training program for the women in the shelter, and an early childhood program for their kids, along with a little covert drug rehab that we prefer not to discuss with donors. Half of our staff was at table 82, so far in the back that six more feet and they would have been sitting in the foyer. Tequila was wrapping dinner rolls in her napkin and putting them into a shopping bag beneath the table.

“You brought a shopping bag to the Waldorf?” I said.

“Oh, Miss Smarty, that shopping bag is full of good stuff! You got lipstick, nail polish, a copy of Cosmo magazine, a nice T-shirt, maybe a little small for me but nice, some kind of candy bar—”

“Protein bar,” said one of the other women.

“Whatever. I still didn’t get to the bottom.”

“You’re supposed to take your goody bag on the way out,” I said.

“Look at all these people! You think they have enough bags for all these people? No way! And with my luck I get outta here, someone goes, Oh, no, sorry, Tequila, we got no candy bars for you—”

“Protein bars,” the woman repeated.

“You look at the color of the lipstick?” I asked. “Because usually the cosmetic companies give them whatever they can’t sell, and you wind up with some coral stuff, the kind of stuff grandmothers wear.”

“It’s actually a nice subtle pink, Bridget,” Alison said. “She showed me.”

“I got it on,” said Tequila.

“You’re right, it’s a nice color. What did you say to my sister coming in, Al? It was the most fun she’s had all night.”

“I told her that joke about the nun and the rooster.”

Tequila laughed. She has a kind of he-he creaky door laugh. “That’s a filthy joke,” she said.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and by the wide-eyed, slightly openmouthed look of every woman at the table, I knew who it was. “There’s nothing I like better than a filthy joke,” said Meghan, wrapping her arm around my waist.

“It’s the birthday girl,” Alison said.

“The bride,” Tequila said.

“I guess this is sort of bridal, isn’t it?” Meghan looked down at herself. “That’s probably what it was meant to be, the perfect dress for a third wedding.” Meghan’s hand rested on my hip; Alison had one of my hands in hers. A finger poked insistently into my hip. I hadn’t been felt up so much since eighth grade.

The finger belonged to a small girl in a flowered dress holding an autograph book. She looked up as I turned and shook her head. Not you. At least she was direct. I elbowed Meghan. She bent from the waist so she and the little girl were face-to-face. “What’s your name?” she said, and she signed accordingly: “To Kirby. You rock! XOXO Meghan Fitzmaurice.” It was Meghan’s newest autograph salutation. “Please, Mom, stop, you’re killing me,” Leo had said, but it was short and snappy and made Meghan seem hip. It had at least a year before the statute would run and she would move on to something else.

There was a ruckus at the door directly behind us, a cavalcade of men in black suits with lapel pins. Behind them came a balding man with a bad comb-over and a tux with too-wide lapels. He was carrying a plaque in one hand and fussing with the hair with the other. His face when he saw Meghan was like an acting improv exercise: displeasure, fear, followed by feigned joy and then long-rehearsed warmth.

“Meghan! My favorite morning host! And the country’s, too!”

“Hello, Mr. Mayor. How was the ribbon cutting at the Armory?”

“God, she’s good,” I murmured to myself. I shouldn’t drink at these events. Meghan never does.

“You know my schedule better than I do. Probably the president’s better than the Secret Service.”

“The president is at Camp David this weekend, actually, with the British prime minister.”

“What did I say? Did I call it, ladies? This lady knows everything about everything.”

“Picture!” said the official photographer, and Meghan and I pulled Tequila into a shot with the mayor, who was hustled afterward to the front of the room by his security detail. If Tequila finally killed her youngest child’s father, a course of action all of us at WOW would support, that photograph would wind up on the front of the tabloids.

“He’s got to do something about that hair right now!” Tequila said.

“He’s ridiculous,” Meghan said. “I did an interview with him during the campaign that left him looking like a fool in six minutes, and he doesn’t even have the balls to hold a grudge. I’d respect him a whole lot more if he’d just cut me dead when he sees me. Instead it’s all, Oh, Meghan, great to see you.”

“Smarmy,” said Tequila.

“Unctuous,” Meghan agreed.

“Get the dictionary,” said Alison. “Here come the vocabulary words.”

“She means the man is one kiss-ass mayor,” said Tequila.

“Exactly,” said Meghan.

“You going to keep the lipstick from your goody bag?”

“I don’t know,” said Meghan. “Is it one of those really bad colors? It’s not easy for redheads, finding good lipstick colors.”

“You never even take the goody bag,” I said.

“I might if the lipstick was a good color.”

Tequila narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. “I’m wearing it right now,” she said, “and I’m thinking it’s too pink for a redheaded girl like yourself.”

The waitstaff eddied around us, crying, “Excuse me! Excuse me!” like some breed of urban bird. The dessert was something pink in a chocolate cup with raspberries and the obligatory sprig of mint. The chocolate cup was the official emblem of charity dinners.

“Meghan, thank you so much for getting me those tickets last month,” Alison said, lifting her spoon.

“Oh, no problem. I was happy to do it. Oh, God, I almost forgot, I have to go to the ladies’ room, that’s why I came back here in the first place. And to see you girls, of course. Bridget, come with me. I’m on in about ten minutes and I don’t want to be at the podium thinking I have to pee.”

“What’d I get her tickets for?” she muttered as we picked our way through the ballroom foyer.

“No idea.”

“Oh. Okay, great.”

Ladies’ rooms are a nightmare for us. This one was not so bad. Only one woman reared back from the sink and cried, “It’s you!” Sometimes they say “It’s you” and sometimes they say “You’re Meghan Fitzmaurice.” Either way they seem to feel that Meghan needs to be told who she is. Mostly they seem stunned by the three-dimensionality of her: in the park, in the restaurant, in the toilet stall.

“If I didn’t wash my hands, it would wind up in the columns,” she said.

“You went back to see some of the clients,” Ann Jensen cooed when we returned, threading our way around table after table. It was like doing the wave: table 43 stares, then table 28, then 11, then the single digits.

“I know them,” Meghan said. “They’re friends of mine.”

“So gracious. So gracious.”

And she was. The mayor declared it Manhattan Mothers Day, the executive director of Manhattan Mothers introduced the film clip, Ann Jensen announced that the dinner take was close to two million dollars, and then she presented Manhattan Mother of the Year to Meghan. It was a crystal obelisk from Tiffany. Someday an archaeologist is going to be investigating ancient cultures and find blue box after blue box filled with crystal objects in Bubble Wrap with the name Meghan Fitzmaurice engraved at their bases. And he will wonder what in the world they were for. As did we.

“It’s past my bedtime,” she said as she stepped to the podium, cradling the obelisk. And everyone laughed. Everyone knew that while the rest of Manhattan is watching the late news, Meghan is in bed, that in the empty hour just before dawn, when the streets are almost clean of cars and only the windows of insomniacs burn silver in the darkness, Meghan is in a black car on the way to the studio.

“I wish my son, Leo, was here tonight, but he is spending three weeks in Spain, perfecting his skills in a language I don’t even understand. He is making himself more cosmopolitan, more educated, more a citizen of the world than his parents are.” She looked down at Evan and smiled slightly, to include him, but he was looking at his hands in his lap, threading his fingers together tightly. I smiled back at her.

“That’s what every Manhattan mother wants for her children. Mothers rich and poor, black and white, Christian and Muslim, uptown in Harlem and downtown in Tribeca. We want our children to do better than we have done. We know that our families are the most important things we have or do.”

And she was off. I don’t remember all of the rest. I’ve heard a fair number of Meghan’s speeches, and I still can’t quite understand how it is that she can make a small bit of alliteration, the repetition of a phrase, a pause and a tightening of the lips and a raised voice evoke the same sort of emotion that music does. It amazes me.

“What we all want for our kids,” she said at the end, “is for them to rise and shine.” Oh, such a smoothy, I wanted to say cynically, to close with the name of her own show. But it was perfect. She stepped back, and they all stood up. Evan had tears in his eyes.

I wouldn’t want anyone to think, in retrospect, that it was a night of great moment or triumph, although in the coming weeks a photograph of Meghan on that night, in that slender glittering fall of fabric, holding the plinth of crystal to her heart, would appear in the papers over and over again. In many ways it was a typical night of a sort that happened perhaps eight or ten times a year. Afterward I stood to one side as people asked her to sign their programs. It never varies, what they say: I never miss the show. You’re prettier in person. You gave an amazing speech. For Linda. For Jennifer. For Bob. For Steve. I stood to the side and held the blue box. In the car on the way home, Meghan handed me the obelisk, and I rewrapped it. It didn’t feel like the end of anything.

“That wasn’t a really terrible one, was it?” Meghan asked Evan, her head thrown back against the seat.

“It was fine,” he said.

“You were great,” I said.

“You’re quiet,” she said to Evan, who was looking out the window at the shadowed walks of Central Park.

“I’m just tired,” he said without turning his head. I could see his face reflected in the glass. He looked exhausted, maybe even ill.

“Ev?” I said.

“Bridge?” he replied. We’ve known each other a long time, Evan and I. Meghan tucked her hand through the crook of his arm. His bony fingers began to play a tattoo on the leg of his tuxedo pants. But still he kept his head turned away.

“We’ll be in the Caribbean in a week,” Meghan said. “A week of no calls and no meetings and no snow. A week of reading and tennis and snorkeling.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

“I wish Leo could come. He gets back from Barcelona and goes right up to Amherst to work on some big English paper. His life is as crazy as ours.”

“His life is great,” I said, still looking at the back of Evan’s head. His hair had gotten thin on top. I hadn’t really noticed it before.

I tripped over the curb on the way to my apartment building, fumbled for my key in my clutch bag. “Bridge,” Meghan called, leaning forward. “Bridget!”

“What?”

“Paillettes.”

“What?”

“The things on the dress. That’s what they’re called. Not sequins. Paillettes.”

“How did you finally remember?” I asked.

She shook her head. Meghan describes her hair color as auburn. She hates it when anyone says it’s red. Her hair is red. So is mine. “I had someone at the office look it up. P-A-I-L-L-E-T-T-E-S.” And as if they heard their names called, the sparkling circles undulated as she leaned forward, Northern lights in the backseat of a Town Car.

“Accepted and acknowledged,” I called as I unlocked the door.

“It was like the end of an era,” I said several days later to Irving as footage of Meghan in the dress ran over and over on the news.

“Get a grip, kid,” he replied. “We’re not talking World War Two here.”

         



BAD NEWS COMES to you in strange ways in New York. Before a friend can tell you about the lump she found, you’ve run into a friend of a friend at the pharmacy, and you already know about the suspicious mammogram and the exploratory surgery. Before someone has gotten to your name in the Rolodex to tell you he’s leaving the rat race to spend more time with the kids, you’ve overheard gleeful associates talking at the next table about how he was canned, his office cleaned out in less than an hour. You see the hook and ladder and learn of the fire, the yellow tape and know about the murder.

I got my bad news at the home of the nicest rich people in New York, Kate and Sam Borows. They had written a city restaurant guide that made them wealthy, and in the process they had become the best sorts of philanthropists, with not a hint of “get out the ball gown” self-congratulation. When I’d first met them through my sister, they’d lived in the same building they live in now, in a spacious apartment that had become an enormous one as they’d annexed a studio and two one-bedrooms on either side and a three-bedroom apartment above. When I’d gone to work for WOW, Kate had done some variation on the wish-there-was-something-I-could-do lament, and I’d told her she could come up to the Bronx a couple days a week and teach nutrition and cooking. It had been five years, and she’d placed at least fifty women in good jobs in restaurants and caterers, and she never mentioned it in interviews unless we wanted her to thump for WOW for our own purposes.

“Bridget,” she said when I walked in on Monday evening and struggled out of my coat for the catering guy–cum-actor. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

“I told you last Saturday night that I was coming,” I said as I handed her a bottle of red wine, which she handed off along with my coat.

“Oh, my God,” she said, hugging me, and then the elevator was back, emptying directly into her foyer as the elevators of the wealthy do, so that no one will be subjected to the shared space of the hallway, the smells of strange cooking, the sight of strangers with their keys in the locks. Six other guests tumbled from the mahogany-paneled car, laughing and handing over coats and proffering wine. I found myself stuck in the foyer with a real estate agent who was making the sale of a duplex on Park Avenue sound like curing cancer. I’d gotten into trouble the year before with a woman like this, who had asked about my work and crooned, “I wish there was something I could do personally.” “Write a check,” I’d replied. In my defense, it had been a long hot day in an office that had bad air-conditioning, and one of the women in my work-study program had been shot by her ex-boyfriend. I still caught hell from my sister, who had heard through the Manhattan tom-toms that I had offended the sister-in-law of the managing partner of one of the city’s largest law firms. New York is the biggest little small town in America. That’s why it’s so dangerous. Believe me: having your purse snatched is nothing compared with being mugged by Manhattan manners over rare tuna on toast rounds.

I moved into the living room, toward a waiter with wineglasses on a silver tray. “Wow—you’re here,” said Sam Borows, with the signature kiss on both cheeks that I guess you learn at John Dewey High School in Brooklyn.

“Why is everyone so shocked that I showed up at a dinner I was invited to?” I asked, and suddenly there was the answer in front of me, a spindly man with too-long hair who was grinning at Sam like a madman and performing a good-gossip monologue, the linchpin of any successful cocktail hour in New York.

“One of the great days of television,” he said without preamble. “We’ll be talking about this one for years to come. On the way up one of the guys was saying the network is spinning it like crazy. The question is whether there’s any spin that can make this go away.” A woman had appeared at his elbow. “It was like watching a car wreck,” she said. “I mean, I was on the treadmill and my mouth fell open. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it, and I was watching Live and in Color when what’s-his-name started to slur his words talking to Yasir Arafat.”

“What’s-his-name was formerly Burt Chester,” said the man, “and he currently runs a bookstore in Montpelier, Vermont. And insists in every interview that he’s happier now. Right. Sure. Happier. My ass.”

“Shrimp?” said a waiter, and as we all fell silent and poked the toothpicks into fancy little lemon halves while we chewed, I could hear conversations all around us that were clearly on the same subject: Did you see it? How bad was it? What’s the spin? This sort of knowledge deficit was the inevitable effect of working triage in the Bronx while most of Manhattan was going to the same restaurants, forwarding confidential e-mails, talking on the phone. I’d walked into one dinner without knowing that the president had been impeached, and another without knowing the mayor had called a press conference to introduce his fiancée, which came as quite a surprise to his wife. My usual day at the office was too full of lost public assistance checks, arson fires, black eyes, trips to family court, foster care placements, and calls from the cops to keep up with breaking news. Catching up on the conversation was a constant part of dinner party attendance for me. Except that Sam Borows had never kept his arm around my waist before, although by the end of any number of evenings men I’d known far less well had done so.

“You going to the Cape soon?” he asked the man and woman, who had the indefinable body English that told you immediately they were husband and wife of long standing.

“Oh, come on, you’re going to try and change the subject here? I know you’re her friends, Sam, but this is the only game in town.” The man looked out over the jagged vista of the Manhattan skyline, black, gray, silver, and the occasional faint flickering blue light that marked a large-screen television in a skyscraper living room. “Look at that. The greatest city on earth, and I bet there’s only one conversation topic going on anywhere in it.”

“Not just in New York,” said his wife.

“Sure, L.A. and Chicago and South Dakota. All anyone cares about at this moment—”

“Jack—”

“—is why Meghan Fitzmaurice self-destructed on the air in front of about twenty million people this morning.”

Sam’s arm tightened, and Jack raised his glass. “Rise and shine,” he said, and his wife laughed and clinked his with hers. “And let’s all hope there’s another bookstore available in Montpelier.”

“Tuna tartare?” said a waiter.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” I said and I walked toward Kate, took her by the hand, and pulled her down the hall and into the pantry. As I left the living room, I heard the man standing with Sam ask loudly, “Who is that woman?” I didn’t hear Sam’s reply, but I didn’t have to. He would have said the words I’d heard so many times that I might as well set them to music, needlepoint them on a pillow, have them engraved on a headstone. He’d have said, “That’s Meghan Fitzmaurice’s sister.”

“What happened?” I asked Kate, backing her up against a wall of stainless steel bun warmers. “What does everyone but me know about Meghan?”

“Oh, Bridget,” she breathed and placed her palm against my cheek.

Kate Borows is a good friend, to me and to Meghan. She ignored her guests to talk to me in the kitchen, and she told me that she would rearrange her table settings so I wouldn’t have to stay. “You don’t look like you’d be able to stomach osso buco tonight,” she said, and I shuddered. I wanted tea and ice cream, ice cream and tea and TV. “That jerk Ben Greenstreet,” Kate said savagely as she called one of the cater waiters to get my coat. And I knew as she said it that out in the living room, and all over town, people were saying something else: That bitch Meghan Fitzmaurice.

Of course it was on morning television, the town square of public voyeurism, that the two of them had collided. Ben Greenstreet was the scandal du jour, one of the crunchy-granola child-men who had joined the billionaire ranks with the rise of the California computer culture. His favorite word was dude, his hair was never cut, and he was worth roughly five billion if you counted his stake in an arena football team he’d named the Live Wires. Every year at the stockholders’ meeting he sang a Dylan song to the assembled, and he had once done the final leg of the Ironman triathlon naked, allegedly because of a chafing problem. He spent most of his time making money and what was left over telling people that he lived outside the system, dude, it was just his way. His last name was a gift to tabloid writers and late-night hosts alike.

Proving that marriage is the great enduring mystery of human relations, Greenstreet had been married since college to a woman named Dixie Cohen, one of those whip-smart women in a black pantsuit who sail up the corporate ladder as though filled with helium. Dixie was the CFO of the third biggest computer manufacturer in the world, and somewhere along the line she and Ben had suddenly realized that they had a nine-bedroom house, a five-bedroom apartment, a three-bedroom boat, and no one to put in the beds. They had forgotten to have children.

It was the kind of thing that happened a lot in their circle of friends. In my sister’s circle, too. Meghan knew so many women who had gone right from fertility treatments to perimenopause that in an apartment in her building there was now a support group for mothers of adopted Chinese babies, including classes on the history of Confucian thought and the making of dim sum. I guess if you’re a Chinese girl living in a triplex with a Rothko over the fireplace, it’s important to be able to remember your roots.

The Greenstreet-Cohens had gone a different route, hiring a surrogate mother whose eggs were harvested and fertilized with Ben’s sperm. Two successfully implanted, a boy and a girl, and all would have been well in the world in which the couple traveled in Pacific Heights, which is like the East Side of Manhattan only with chillier mornings and steeper streets, except that Ben, who is a vegan, insisted on visiting the surrogate with some regularity to keep tabs on her prenatal diet.

“Surprise, surprise,” said Meghan, who had become prickly about marriage during the winter months, perhaps because Evan was spending so much time in Tokyo on a major consumer electronics deal. “They were both eating the same thing. Each other.”

“Oh, yuck.”

“I can’t even take credit for that line. It’s from one of the gay guys in my office. What’s the deal? They get the fashion gene, the design gene, and the wit gene. What’s left for us straight people?”

“Professional sports.”

“They have all the figure skaters, too.”

In one afternoon Ben Greenstreet left Dixie Cohen and she sued for divorce and custody of the twins, due to be born in six weeks. Ben countersued for desertion, saying that he and Dixie had not had sex for two years, and announced that he intended to marry as soon as possible “the mother of his children.”

And on Monday morning it was the third lead story on all three morning shows, after the spike in the jobless rate and the death of the French president. Morning in America had the doctor who set up the surrogate arrangement. The A.M. Show had the surrogate mom’s husband, a construction supervisor who was suing for custody of their own two kids, whom he brought on the air with him. And Meghan had Ben and the surrogate, whose name was Cindy, because for as long as most TV viewers could remember, Meghan always got the big guest. Before the Super Bowl she got the quarterbacks; if there was a war she got the president.

Dixie Cohen was the only one who had the intelligence or the dignity to stay off the air.

It was hard to tell from the clips I saw that night whether Meghan had been in a foul mood all morning or whether Ben Greenstreet set her off. A few days later, when I had more of an idea of what had really been going on, I asked Irving whether he’d seen the beginning of the show and whether she’d been sour from the top of the hour, when that unmistakable four-note opening played. “I’ll give it to you like this, kid,” he said. “You got the distinct impression that it was the French president’s own fault he had the stroke.” But it was when she had Ben and Cindy huddled together on the cornsilk-colored sofa on the living room set that Meghan really worked up a head of steam.

“Mr. Greenstreet, it’s hard to even know where to begin,” she said. “A man leaves his wife of eighteen years for the surrogate pregnant with their child—”

“My children,” Greenstreet said. “There’s two of them. And there’s no DNA in there except for mine and hers. This is not a surrogate. This is the mother of my children.” And he reached over and patted Cindy’s belly.

“Let’s leave the DNA for just a moment and backtrack. You and your wife, who is, according to Pennywise magazine, one of the fifty top female executives in America, contracted with Mrs. Benn to use her, in essence, to provide the baby you both badly wanted. Isn’t that correct?” Meghan’s consonants were as hard as pebbles in her mouth, and she had the flinty look in her brown eyes that I’d seen before. When I took a leave from college so I could work at Rock Hill stables. When I moved to Maine to throw pots full-time at a shop called Mud in Your Eye. You do not want Meghan ever to look at you that way.

She was wearing one of her signature black turtlenecks, and above it her pale freckled face seemed to float forward like a tribal mask. Even Ben Greenstreet, who was moving his hand in a circular motion over Cindy’s enormous stomach, must have seen the hard glint in her eyes, because he began to babble.

“Look, love happens. It’s just a plain and simple deal. Love happens. And I gotta say, the reason we’re here is because both of us think maybe we’ve been playing God, paying for people to have babies. Maybe it’s the natural order of the universe, that I would look at this woman whose body is sheltering my seed and that I would realize that we were meant to be together.”

“So you see this as a commentary on the evils of surrogacy, and not as a case of a man leaving his wife for a woman fourteen years his junior who, by the way, was not in the least offended by being paid to have a baby when she deposited a check for twenty thousand dollars that your wife”—Meghan stopped and looked at the ever-present index cards in her lap, as though unable to be certain that what she had said was accurate, then nodded and did something unpleasant with her lips that suggested disapprobation—“wrote from her personal account?”

“She needed to write the check because she was the one who needed the help,” said Cindy, who had an unfortunate singsong voice. You couldn’t help but suspect that Ben would be suing her for custody of the kids in a year or two.

“Excuse me?” said Meghan. You don’t ever want to hear Meghan say “excuse me?” either. She’d used it once on the vice president when he was insisting that eliminating the estate tax would enable the administration to increase Medicaid for poor seniors, and the president’s poll numbers had gone down almost 10 percent in a week.

“Ben didn’t need to pay anybody. He can have children. He has children. I’m living proof. She was the one with a problem. She had a problem where her tubes were scarred up.”

“Endometriosis,” Ben Greenstreet said helpfully, looking down at the belly he continued to massage and not up at Meghan. Who, I was in a unique position to know, had had two surgeries for endometriosis, one before she had Leo and one afterward, an unsuccessful attempt to provide Leo with a sibling.

“Mr. Greenstreet,” she said softly, “would you characterize yourself as a moral man?”

“I have a strong sense of personal morality,” Ben Greenstreet said. “It comes from the voice within. That’s why I’m here. To say we’ve been on the wrong path where baby making is concerned.” His hand stopped moving. His eyes narrowed.

“And what about a sense of personal privacy? In other words, is there anything you can say that would make the American people understand why you’re sitting here telling them all this about your personal life?”

“Whoa, hey, you’re the one who asked us to be here.”

“She sent baby clothes,” said Cindy. “Didn’t she send baby clothes? Or was it the other one?”

“That’s what we do in television nowadays, but there are times when it seems unseemly. This is one of those times. We’ll be right back.”

My sister has become famous in television because she has what is called “the common touch.” It isn’t, really. A common touch would be fulsome, approving, pitched to the lowest common denominator of America at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Meghan’s uncommon touch is that she asks the questions and makes the comments that ordinary people would like to ask if the guest were sitting on their sofa, except that they wouldn’t have the wherewithal to think of them, or at least not until hours later. The riposte you wish you had gotten off at the faithless friend? The disdainful comeback at the belittling boss? The throwaway line when you find your husband in bed with his trainer? Meghan is the person who has the broadcast equivalent at her fingertips always. Once the network did a focus group study of the morning show and found that the comment made most often about Meghan Fitzmaurice was “You gotta hand it to her.” She has always been daring, ever since she jumped into the quarry in Montrose from the highest cliff on a dare from a group of high school boys. She was nine years old, and she went in cleanly feetfirst. They cheered; she climbed onto a rock by the water’s edge and bowed. Next day my aunt Maureen discovered that she had broken a bone in her foot, the force of the water slamming her narrow instep. She wears orthotics when we run.

When we got older, I remember thinking that if she’d jumped from one of the lower spars, the crowd would have been just as impressed and her foot would have been saved. And that morning on the show she could have cut cleanly as well with that last comment. People would have said she was too harsh, but plenty of women (particularly the ones with endometriosis) would have put their heads together at dinner parties and said smugly that it was just what they would have done in her shoes.

She would have been fine if she’d left it at that. But somehow there was a beat of open air before the commercial, perhaps because Meghan had cut the interview short. And in television a beat is a lifetime, long enough to sink a politician or to kill a sound engineer who leaves it empty. There would be a lot of speculation about the technical reasons for what happened, whether someone with whom Meghan had been brusque had intentionally left the station on the air when she thought they had gone to commercial. I doubted that; the guys on the lower rungs loved her, the sound guys, the equipment guys, the gofers. She remembered their birthdays, sent home little keepsakes for their kids. Certainly it was hard to understand how someone with Meghan’s experience had not noticed that she was still on the air, that her mike was still live. What is indisputable is that Meghan said, “We’ll be right back.” And then a moment later she snarled under her breath, “Fucking asshole.” And then the network went directly to a commercial for Happy Heinies, the disposable diaper with aloe vera in the seat.

         



I TOOK A cab home from the Borowses’ building and spent a frustrating half hour trying to reach my sister. The cell phone number I had was out of service, the phone itself probably left in a restaurant and later canceled by one of the assistants, as so many had been before. The home number was useless. I never called my sister after 9:00 P.M., when she took an Ambien, turned on a white noise machine, switched off the phone, and went to sleep. There was nothing left to do but eat fudge ripple out of the pint container in a bathrobe that used to belong to Evan, plaid flannel with a faded Brooks Brothers label. The television was on, and the cat lay on the crest of the couch slightly above my left shoulder. Meghan says disapprovingly that I look like a caricature of a single New York woman when I do this. The ice cream carton, the cat, the tiny couch. This is one of my favorite ways to spend the evening, especially if my nephew, Leo, is with me, too, and I can put my feet up in his lap. A nineteen-year-old boy who doesn’t mind giving a foot massage to his aunt is a thing of beauty, especially if he has wild red hair and a deadpan sense of humor.

I thanked God that Leo was somewhere in Spain, somewhere where I assumed all the television sets were tuned to soap operas and bullfights. The cat snagged the back of the bathrobe with her claws, and I backhanded her and went to the refrigerator for a wine chaser. It was nighttime, and I was watching my sister on TV, which was the network equivalent of sunset at noon.

We live in a time when the past can be present, and the moment eternal, on a continuous loop of film. The events of Monday morning had slipped by me, only to be resurrected and replayed over and over. Every channel was covering the story with that telltale combination of broadly acted disbelief and muted glee that marks discussions of fallen celebrities at the beginning of this century. I had missed the actual show, but like millions of others I hadn’t needed to miss the critical moment, since it was played over and over on several cable channels: the right-wing channel (to illustrate the degradation of the mainstream media), the BBC (to illustrate the curious customs of Americans), and the comedy channel (because the truth was that it was funny). Some viewers must have been mystified, since when the clip was replayed, Meghan’s words were blanked out to conform to the FCC regulations about obscenity that she had shattered in an instant that morning. Over and over the report was that she had said something unspeakable, and then all the viewers saw was a woman in a turtleneck fingering a stack of index cards as her lips moved.

Of course I can read Meghan’s lips. Sometimes when I am at her dinner table and she is pretending to listen to the man on her left she is really listening to me, and if she feels I am about to go wrong, her lips will move. Republican. Divorced. Bankrupt. All the quicksands into which I might so easily step.

I reached for the phone, then replaced it in the cradle. It would be cruel to wake Meghan now, even if I could. She has to be up and in the shower at 4:45, in the car to the studio at 5:00, on the air two hours later, her skin glowing, her hair arranged so that it looks soft and pretty but never falls into her face. She is the only redhead on TV news, and is inevitably described by reporters as the best-known television redhead since Lucille Ball. In her early years in the business, when she was flying around the country as a general assignment reporter, she did her own makeup, and she laid the Pan-Cake on pretty thick, so that there was contrast between her dark eyes, her red hair, and her white skin. Then six months into her time doing the news on the morning show, one of her male cohosts made an offhand comment about Meghan’s freckles being covered by the makeup people during a second-hour segment on the world freckle competition in Des Moines. (“You can’t make this shit up,” Meghan had said. “There’s a kid at the table, Meg,” my brother-in-law had replied, pointing his fork at Leo. “What?” said Leo, who frequently let his mind wander into a country different from the one his parents inhabited.)

Overnight an organization of proud redheads had formed, demanding that Meghan’s makeup be lightened. I believe there was even a logo with the legend “Free the Fitzmaurice Freckles!” A celebrity news program—“an oxymoron,” Meghan always says—interviewed a famous dermatologist, who had never met her or seen her in person but who said my sister didn’t wear enough sunscreen and better take care of herself as she grew older because she had thin skin.

My sister had always hated her freckles; she found them infantilizing and had been thrilled when she realized that on-air she could trowel on the powder with no one the wiser. Now she wore a sheer foundation from which a sprinkling across her nose shone dimly, and at forty-seven she was happier to look like a distaff Tom Sawyer than she had been at twenty-four, when the phrase “taken seriously” came up in our conversations more than any other except, perhaps, “anchoring the evening news.” I was Meghan’s mind dump; she left everything with me, no matter how small, large, or forbidden.

My brother-in-law had his own phone line in his study with a light that flashed on and off in lieu of a ring tone so that the distant ringing would not wake his wife. He was the only person in America who had such a thing and was not hearing-impaired. I called his line six times in the next half hour, but there was no answer to the flashing light. Finally I left a message on Meghan’s office phone, the private line only she answered.

“Why didn’t you call me? I’m home now if you’re up. If you get this in the morning, call me at home. It doesn’t matter how early. Or call me as soon as you get off the air. I’ll be at the office. Or call me on my cell. I need a full report. Don’t panic.” I stopped, breathed, and hung up after the last. For me to tell my older sister not to panic, my sister who had done a stand-up as the president was being loaded into the helicopter after the stabbing by that wacko at the Caribbean summit, who had once interviewed the Russian president while he had his hand on her ass, who had piggybacked me over to the community hospital when I was eight and she twelve and told the desk clerk flatly, “She needs stitches in her leg right now!”—if I was telling Meghan not to panic, I knew it meant we were in terrible trouble here.

When the phone rang, I jumped. “Hello, dear heart,” said a voice with a bit of a rusty hinge in it.

“Oh, God, Aunt Maureen.”

“Now, be still, Bridget. That’s why I’m calling so late. I know you’re sitting there worrying yourself to a sliver.”

“Did you see the show?”

“I did. And then I had bridge club. Can you imagine? Lucy Selliger said she’d never heard a thing like that in all her life. And I said, Well, Lucy, I assume your husband never hit himself with the hammer when he was hanging a picture.”

“Oh, God bless you, is there anything Meghan could do that you wouldn’t stand up for?”

“Of course there is. There have been times when I’ve given your sister the lash of my tongue, but this won’t be one of them.”

“Of course not. That would be terrible for her. The worst.”

“That’s not the only reason. Elaine Lee said this morning, Well, I thought that man was an asshole, too.”

“My God! Mrs. Lee said that! Isn’t she a Mormon?”

“Her husband was a Mormon. She’s Presbyterian. There was a big scandal about the marriage, apparently. But that’s neither here nor there. I’m sure there were plenty of Mormons out there thinking that Meghan was speaking the truth.”

“I missed the whole thing.” The first Monday of the month was the only day I didn’t watch Rise and Shine before work. I always had a staff meeting, and all the day’s work backed up after it, all the weekend’s crises knocking at the door. The ancient furnace breaks in our women’s shelter on Mount Morris Avenue. One of the women in the transitional housing building down the street decides to try to scar up one of the others, maybe because she took her laundry out of the dryer in the basement or gave her boyfriend a blow job in the vacant lot. You never know what will set people off if they have no money, no home, and spend a lot of time watching television shows filled with people they’ll never look like living in places they’ll never be able to live. There had been the usual litany of need that morning, the usual litany of violence and poverty and want that would go on and on, more obscene than any words.

It’s a different world up in the Bronx, where I work, the anti–East Side, rap and salsa from the doorways, squat buildings with metal grilles over the doors and windows, steep hills and layered graffiti and drive-by law enforcement of the “no one’s dead, let’s have coffee” variety. I know from experience that in a half hour on the train you can go from Lupe’s Brides Delux, which rents elaborate lace dresses at an hourly rate for hurry-up marriages, to Bergdorf’s, where the women stroll casually through the ground floor, putting out manicured fingers to touch a scarf, a bag, a sweater that may cost more than one of my women gets from welfare to support three kids for a month. I’ve watched those women sigh, frown, turn from one necklace to another, then with the dissatisfied not-quite-but-still look hand over a credit card for something they will scarcely use and barely remember enough to regret. If they went from their homes to Paris or Hong Kong, they would travel a shorter distance than if they were to take the Number 6 train to my part of the Bronx.

“I missed it,” I repeated to my aunt. “I mean, I didn’t really miss it. You can’t miss it. They keep playing it over and over again. It’s like she just snapped.”

“I talked to her this afternoon, dear. She will be fine. She needs a bit of space. She’s been in a brown study these last few months. I think it’s sending Leo off to college and being in the same job for a long time. She’s come up here after the show for lunch the last few weeks, and she hasn’t said much, but I can tell.”

“She’s been coming up there?” My sister’s schedule usually looked like the schematic for a nuclear power plant. Lunch with my aunt Maureen in Westchester seemed pretty far off the grid.

“The last month or so. She can’t stay long, but I make her a grilled cheese sandwich.”

“The patented Maureen Dougherty cure for anything that ails you. I still think I ought to make one anytime I get the flu.”

“Everyone feels a little better after a grilled cheese sandwich. A real grilled cheese sandwich, none of that low-fat nonsense. Especially for your sister. She looks like a roof shingle in a high wind these days.” Our aunt Maureen is the official queen of china closet aphorisms. I suspect she makes most of them up on the spot.

“She’s in a high wind right now. She’s going to blow right over.”

“She will be fine.”

“I can’t get her on the phone. I can’t get Evan, either. I’m going a little nuts here.”

“Oh, I think she’s under the porch, dear,” Maureen said.

On Valentine’s Day the year after we moved in with Aunt Maureen and Uncle Jack, our uncle had brought us home an Angora kitten. I’d like to say that I won the right to name her, but the fact is Meghan simply wasn’t interested. I suppose it seemed too much like we were staying if she christened a cat. I named her Puff Ball. “That’s the stupidest name I’ve ever heard,” Meghan whispered that night as we lay in bed.

Despite her name, and her appearance, Puff turned out to be one of those cats who never met another animal that didn’t look like dinner. With a grating, high-pitched yowl, she set slain moles, birds, mice, chipmunks, even frogs, on the kitchen floor. But sometimes she took on a possum, a raccoon, a neighbor’s boxer, and the result was a deep puncture wound or a gash from ear to ear. We discovered what had happened only after the fact, too late for the vet, because when Puff was wounded, Puff went under the porch and nursed her injuries until the bleeding stopped and the healing began.

Whether it was when her best friend ran off with another group of girls in eighth grade, when she was unfairly denied the English prize at her high school graduation, when she was passed over for the weekend anchor spot, or when the doctors told her she would never carry another pregnancy to term, Meghan did precisely the same. She licked her wounds alone and in isolation, until only the sharpest eyes could see the scars. And then she went on as if nothing had happened. Once I had cried to my aunt, “Why can’t she talk to me about it when she’s really upset?”

“It’s not in her nature,” Maureen had replied.

Like Puff, who died quietly at age nineteen while lying on a pile of old sheets in the upstairs linen closet, Meghan always managed to recover. So maybe this, too, would pass. I should know better than to underestimate my sister. She’d taught me to ride a bike when she’d just learned herself, pulled me out of the Long Island Sound surf one afternoon when I was caught in a bad rip current, gotten both of us scholarships to Smith, had a baby when they told her she never would, pushed aside the occupant of the morning show spot without even seeming to do so, and kept the woman as a friend, or what passes as a friend in her circles in New York City, to boot. Maybe it would not matter that the viewers of Rise and Shine had heard the same two words that had killed off Tandy Bannister’s radio show and landed him in Detroit doing syndicated car news, the same two words that had cost a gubernatorial candidate in Nebraska a sure primary victory.

At 7:00 the next morning I awoke, put on the TV, and it was as though nothing had happened. There was the intro music and there was the logo and there was the cheesy-looking semicircular desk. Except that instead of the usual opening—“Good morning. Rise and shine. I’m Meghan Fitzmaurice, and I’ll be with you for the next two hours”—the program opened with Tom McGregor, a jovial guy who looked ten years older than my sister and who was actually ten years younger. Viewers loved Tom because he looked like an average guy who lived in the burbs, had three cute little kids, and played golf with his brother-in-law on Sundays; in fact, Tom lived in the burbs, had a fourth cute kid on the way, and played golf all weekend long. The makeup crew complained bitterly about trying to bring down his sunburn to manageable levels on summer Mondays. They’d wound up using the kind of foundation you use to cover serious scars and he still looked like an Irish guy in the third hour of the St. Patrick’s Day parade. Meghan said he was smarter than he looked, certainly smarter than Bill Messereau, his opposite number, the single member of the team, who always wound up on those lists of the ten most eligible bachelors in New York.

“Good morning,” Tom said with his serious look. “The Federal Communications Commission announced late yesterday that it would begin an investigation of the use of a profanity on this program during a broadcast interview. The FCC acted after several complaints from viewers, including the wife of the vice president. Network officials said they were confident that after looking into the incident, the chairman of the FCC would conclude that it had been an unfortunate production accident and that it was in no way deliberate.”

It’s funny how the way you deliver a line can make all the difference in the world. Tom was neither attractive nor authoritative, but he had sincerity that politicians must have wanted to tap and bottle. He was the Vermont maple tree of sincere, dripping with the sweet stuff, a little sappy but pure nonetheless. Having him do the story was the perfect solution. If network executives were intelligent, Tom would have finished there and the program would have gone on as if nothing had happened. But if more network executives were intelligent, television would be completely different than it is.

“Meghan?” said Tom.

My sister was wearing a pale pink blouse. It is the color they make her wear when they want her to look feminine, vulnerable, soft, sweet—in other words, when they want her to appear other than what she is. She wore that practiced look that people in her business have perfected, not quite a smile but friendly nonetheless.

“I want to take this opportunity to apologize to viewers who were offended by what I assumed were off-the-air remarks at the end of a particularly contentious interview. I lost my temper in front of a live camera and a live microphone. It’s happened to others more distinguished than I am—presidents, prime ministers, and in one memorable case, the Prince of Wales.” You could almost hear the chuckles. I could almost hear the computer keys. Meghan had written this herself. I knew the sound of her voice.

I knew the sound of the lawyers’ voices as well. Occasionally I’d heard her mouth them when the network itself had been in the news, when they’d been sued by the family at the center of a made-for-television movie, when their weekend anchor had been arrested for drunk driving.

“It was not my intention nor the intention of the network to permit such language or to countenance its use,” Meghan continued, and in case you weren’t clear on the fact that she was reading a prepared statement, she was looking down at the papers on the desk, papers that even the most cursory TV-watching American knows are used just for show, so that anchorpeople have something to do with their hands. “The network is mounting a full investigation of the circumstances and will respond completely and appropriately to the FCC investigation.”

Meghan looked up and smiled softly. This time the smile was in the mouth but not the eyes. Or perhaps I was the only one who noticed.

“At least that’s what it says here,” she added with the signature head tilt. “I’m Meghan Fitzmaurice. Rise and shine.”

I’d heard her say it lots of different ways over the years, but I’d never imagined she could make it sound like that, make “Rise and shine” sound exactly like “And you can all go to hell.”

         



“WOO-HEE,” SAID TEQUILA when I walked into my office.

“I know.”

“Things are happening fast,” she said.

“I know.”

“Her husband’s here.”

“What?”

I’ve known Evan Grater longer than I knew my own parents, or my aunt and uncle, or Irving Lefkowitz. The only person I’ve known longer than Evan is Meghan, but sometimes the two merge in my mind, and I really do believe I knew that tidy little boy who had to be pulled, gasping and affronted, from the Bensons’ pool, humbled by his future wife.

But I don’t think he’d ever been to my office. And why would he have? Evan has one of those Wall Street jobs that no one understands but that seem to consist of some mysterious ability to turn money into more money, a little like what Christ did with the loaves and fishes. He works near the Staten Island Ferry terminal in an office that seems to float over New York harbor; viewed from the right angle, the Statue of Liberty appears to be a paperweight on his Hepplewhite desk. From his office we watch the fireworks over the harbor on the Fourth of July. It’s like being in the center of the starbursts. “Open these windows, Daddy!” Leo said once when he was small, and we all laughed, except Meghan, who shuddered slightly and buttoned her cardigan against the air-conditioning. Incredibly enough, my sister is afraid of heights.

My office is in the back bedroom of a narrow row house on Carolina Street just off Mount Morris Avenue. From my window, which is accented with a security grate locked into place with a padlock so junkies will be dissuaded from stealing my computer, I can see a backyard that we’ve asphalted over so we can keep our two vans there. We use the vans to take clients to and from the endless appointments that are the price of poverty in big cities. Welfare, immigration, the methadone clinic, the school. A couple of years ago, just after I arrived, Tequila had some buttons made up for one of our fund-raising events that said “Being Poor Isn’t for Sissies.” Actually, they’d originally said “Being Poor Ain’t for Sissies,” and we’d insisted on changing them, setting off a pitched battle about white grammar versus black street language or, in Tequila’s words, “tight ass instead of talking true.” We won because white folks rule the world and because Tequila’s daughter, Princess Margaret, told her mother the original was trashy.

I’ve always got one of the buttons on my bulletin board, although people are always stealing it and I have to go back to Tequila for a replacement. It’s next to my list of phone numbers: city agencies, hospital emergency rooms, shelters, the precinct. I’ve also got a pile of regulations held in place with one pushpin: eligibility for public housing, rules for visits by biological parents to children in foster care, all the things you’re not supposed to do if you’re on parole. In a corner there’s a basket filled with ratty toys, since lots of the women I have to talk to come in dragging tired, sometimes hungry children. There are granola bars in a jar on my desk. I’ve got everything at my fingertips, which means that my office looks like one of those apartments occupied by an old person who won’t throw anything out.

So I felt a combination of shock and shame, seeing Evan amid my junk when I got to the office. He was turning a page on the circular sent out by the precinct with the new rules for complainants in domestic violence cases, a fingertip away from making a move that would send all the papers on my desk crashing to the floor. “Ev, don’t,” I said as he put the one he’d been reading back.

For many years Evan was the closest thing I had to a dependable man in my life. If there was a mouse in my kitchen, I barricaded myself in the bedroom until Evan arrived with a trap and a rind of Jarlsberg. If I needed a mirror hung, I would ask for his help, although he was not much better with a hammer than I was. He bought me a locket when I graduated from high school and perfume on my birthdays and cashmere at Christmas. He is a good listener, a quality rare in the circles in which he travels. I know that he is shy, although most people do not; Meghan’s aura of sociability has rubbed off on him. I suppose he was a hybrid, the brother-father I’d never had.

My sister and I are orphans. People like that. I know it sounds harsh, but I could see it even when I was young, the round-eyed looks, the lowered voices. Everyone around us went limp at the sound of the word. I see it at work now, too. It’s so much easier for us to find a placement for three siblings if the parents are gone for good, dad shanked in Attica, mom frozen to death in an abandoned building after an alcoholic blackout. That’s a real case; those kids are living in a split-level house on a half-acre lot in Jersey now, although the littlest one still hoards food under his bed from the years when he was starving. I helped place them myself. Their mom was one of our clients, and on a good day she was a pleasant churchgoing woman with scars all around her eyes. On her bad days she was, in the words of her middle kid, the devil.

Meghan and I weren’t orphans the way those kids were orphans, but no matter what facts surround the word, it still has a certain punch to it, a Dickensian shorthand that means lost, sad, needy. There’s one photo of us that I think of as the orphan photo. It was taken at Easter; our parents had died in December, on their way home from a holiday party in their black Lincoln. In the picture we’re wearing the kinds of clothes working people think the upper-class wears on special occasions. And we’re dressed identically, turned into twins by tragedy. Navy coats with small rounded collars and pearl buttons, white straw hats, white gloves, and patent leather shoes. Elastic under our chins to keep the hats on. There are two versions of the picture. In one we are both looking at the camera, Meghan, tiny and almost translucent, as though she’s a vision halfway through a disappearing act, and me dopey, mouth a little open, square and short, going through a chubbette phase. The second picture was probably taken accidentally, my aunt’s finger coming down on the button of her old Brownie a moment later. We are still in place, but Meghan is staring off to the side and I am hitching up the socks that have crept down into the heels of my shoes. My nephew, Leo, has these two pictures in one of those hinged stand-up frames on his bureau for reasons best known to him.

Meghan tends to conflate her childhood with my own. Four years is not much of a distance now that she is forty-seven and I am forty-three, but in childhood, four years is the difference between toddler and girl, middle school and high school, innocence and sex. Sometimes Meghan will say, “Do you remember when Mother wore that horrible lavender bouclé suit?” or “Do you remember when Father brought home the beagle puppy and then decided we weren’t dog people?” But I don’t. I have hazy memories of the big foyer and the little telephone alcove tucked behind a door beneath the stairs, of Mother’s dressing room with enormous roses on the wallpaper and a chair with cracked green leather in Father’s study. But sometimes I’m not sure if I’m remembering right or if those are scenes from some movie that imprinted itself inside me, a facsimile of our lost life. Sometimes Meghan will sniff the air like a pointer dog at a cocktail party or in a department store, and I know that she has scented someone wearing our mother’s perfume. The smell means nothing to me, not that one or cherry pipe tobacco or wet oilcloth or any of the other vaguely Englishy things with which our parents apparently tried to disguise themselves.

Meghan had a big chunk of childhood in that world, in our old house, among those people. And then it was over as though an enormous blade had sliced through the front walk. On the other side were our aunt and uncle, who moved fifty miles southeast so the two of us could stay in the same town. They’d probably decided it would be best to uproot us as little as possible, but the smaller, shabbier place on the down side of Main Street and the palpable sympathy of virtually the entire town combined to suggest that this was a mistake. They should have taken us away instead of raising us in the long shadow of before. I didn’t feel it much, but Meghan did. She spent eight years waiting to leave. After her first year at Smith, she never lived there again.

She didn’t really know Evan until college, despite the oft-evoked dunking. He went to the local boys’ school. It was the brother school of the one we attended, but there wasn’t much mixing until the students were older, and by then he’d graduated and moved on to Amherst. It was an old story; he went to a college party, she went to a college party, they were both surprised to see each other out of context. She was shaken by Smith, by the glut of smart girls who, like her, dreamed of being successful writers. He was bored by Amherst, which had begun to feel like a slightly more grown-up version of high school. They went to see a French art film projected on a blank wall of the Smith museum, and both thought it was pretentious and silly. There are stupider reasons for marriage, I suppose. And perhaps part of Meghan’s reason was that Evan was a last vestige of that past life, when we had parents, a sunporch, a patina of privilege.

I just loved the guy. The day they married was one of the happiest days of my life.

“Ev,” I cried, “what are you doing here? How did you get here? Do you want coffee? We have really horrible coffee.”

“There’s a recommendation,” Evan said.

“Sit. The leather chair is comfortable.” It was. One of the board members had redecorated her den, and we’d gotten all the old furniture. Why should a woman who has just lost her apartment in a fire and lost her kids because she lost her apartment have to sit in a straight chair?

“I can’t believe you found this place,” I said.

“The driver couldn’t believe this was where I wanted to go. He kept saying, ‘Mr. Grater, you got the wrong address there.’ ”

“Black car?”

“What else?”

“Yeah. The driver’s either from the neighborhood or grew up in the neighborhood, or one just like it. Bet he locked the car the minute you got out.”

The black car could be the official icon of New York, or at least the New York Evan and Meghan call home. It’s usually a Lincoln Town Car, apparently not unlike the car in which our parents died. New Yorkers with pretensions but middle-class means take one for airport trips or special occasions, an anniversary at the River Café or a black-tie event at the Waldorf. Up-and-comers get them to drive around with clients, or the company picks up the tab when they take one home late at night, when a prospectus or a brief has slopped over into the early morning hours. If you walk down Park Avenue in the Fifties at midnight, you’ll see black cars bumper to bumper double-parked from the old Pan Am Building to Fifty-seventh Street, with the logos of some of the Fortune 500 richest companies on small signs in the windows.

Then there are people like Meghan and Evan, who have black cars all the time. The most enduring memories of their work life will be sitting in the back of a spotless Town Car, reading the Times and trying to drink coffee from a sip cup without getting stains on their suits when the driver hits a pothole. A car picks Evan up every morning, returns if lunch is in midtown, takes him to the restaurant or the hotel for dinner or (rarely) to the apartment for an evening in. Elsewhere in the country teenagers are taking photographs of the limo that picks them up for the prom, but in New York there are children who take one to school every morning. A lot of them. In fact, Meghan chose Leo’s school in part because it had the fewest black cars double-parked in front on the morning they went for their family interview.

Before Leo went away to boarding school, a black car would take him to Randalls Island for soccer and softball games. From the Triborough Bridge during the early rush, you can see a strange sight in the spring and fall: fields full of the bright blues and greens and yellows of school sports uniforms, with a phalanx of black cars on the verge, the spectators in dark suits moving back and forth from field to car as they watch, cheer, cry encouragement, then hasten to the backseat when a cell phone chirps. Once I was at one of Leo’s games and a dad emerged from the back of a black car with a big grin and high-fived Evan. “I just made seventeen million dollars between innings,” he said.

“Way to go,” Evan said.

There had been no black car outside when I came in, slogging up the hill from the 149th Street subway station in a bitter wind that carried bits of greasy paper and some strange carbonized city dust with it. I would have noticed. I would have assumed it was Meghan, straight from the studio. She and Evan had once gotten into each other’s black cars by mistake when he had an early morning flight. They had talked about it at dinner parties for months after.

“Luis drove me,” said Evan. “He’s a good guy. He’s the guy who drove us to and from the Waldorf the other night. He’s just never driven me to the Bronx.”

“Yeah, but he knew the neighborhood, right? I’ll tell you where he is right now.” I was moving toward the door, which required only half a step since my office is the size of what they call the maid’s room in a big New York apartment, which is big enough for a twin bed, a cheesy dresser, and the maid. “He’s around the corner getting a Cubano sandwich and a good cup of coffee, the kind you can stand your spoon up in. It’s what I have for lunch at least once a week.” I closed the door and sat in my desk chair. “And that’s the end of the chitchat. What the hell is going on?”

“What?”

“You. Here.”

“You know.”

“I know the world of morning TV as we know it has blown sky-high, and that Meghan gave the most insincere apology I’ve seen since she told that guy who came to dinner at your house who kept calling her Maggie that she was sorry about the coffee spill. But I figured I’d talk to her about that, not you. No offense. If she ever calls me.”

He searched my face, then slumped and looked at his hands. “So you haven’t talked to her?”

“Not since Sunday. Saturday we ran. Saturday we all went to that deal at the Waldorf. Sunday she called me while she was prepping for Monday. Monday I had to go to court with one of our women who might lose her kids, so I missed the show. Monday night I find out all about it at a dinner at Kate and Sam’s, walk in cold and discover that my very own sister is the toast of New York, emphasis on toast. I couldn’t call her line because of the telephone switch-off at nine. I called your line and got no one. I called her office line and left a message. Several messages by now, I guess. And this morning I watched her give the finger to the network and the FCC. Tequila,” I hollered—we didn’t have an intercom because the place was so small we didn’t need one—“did my sister call yet?”

“No, ma’am,” called Tequila, who didn’t like being hollered at.

“So I figure she’s probably sitting and fuming, and when she cools down she will call and I will yell at her about not calling sooner. Sounds like a plan, right?”

Evan took a deep breath and did something unnecessary with the knot of his tie. “So you haven’t talked to Meghan since Sunday afternoon.”

“Honey, you’re scaring me. What’s the matter? What’s really going on here? This isn’t about some stupid television screwup.” I touched his bent shoulder. “She’s sick.”

“No. God, no.”

“You’re sick?”

He shook his head. His lanky body was so accordioned in the chair that the point of his pink tie was touching the floor. He was going to be covered with dirt by the time he got back into that black car.

“Jesus, Leo?”

“He’s fine. He’s living for a few days on some family farm in the middle of the Spanish countryside. I talked to him briefly yesterday. I didn’t want to stay on long. He sounded busy, but good, really good, you know how he is. Just…happy. When that kid’s happy, he’s really happy. I didn’t tell him about the Greenstreet interview. I was thinking it might upset him, being so far away, and I didn’t want to do that. And afterwards I thought he’d just laugh. He’d just say, ‘That’s my mom,’ the way he always does.”

“He’s always had her number. Boy, I miss him. Did Meghan get a chance to talk to him?”

He looked up at me. “Meghan’s not at the apartment. She’s staying at Harriet’s place. Harriet is in Africa, I think. There are photographers and TV camera guys all over both entrances of our building.”

“Well, that’s okay. Give me Harriet’s number. I’ll call her there.”

“I don’t have the number there. I’m not living there. I’m living at that new Four Seasons downtown.”

I’m slow. I’ve always been slow. Meghan says that when our aunt told us our parents were dead, I went into the kitchen and rummaged through the cabinets and finally came out with a box of Cheerios. “Like, what do you mean, dead?” I said. “Like, dead dead?” Probably at the time they thought it was shock. But the truth is that I’m a little slow on the uptake.

“We decided on Sunday night to split,” he said, mumbling so that his words were barely intelligible.

“You and Meghan?”

“Well, me, really. I did, Bridge. I’m so sorry. It’s just—I don’t know, there’s really nothing there anymore. I mean, it’s not like a marriage. It’s not even like a friendship. I don’t come home and say, Hey, honey, I’m working on this big deal and I have this kid working on it with me and he’s good but he keeps making mistakes and, by the way, I ran into Ed Lawrence from college today, remember him, he works for the Justice Department now and he has a kid at Cornell. I don’t sit in front of the TV and watch the news with my wife and say, Man, that scumbag, I hope they fry him, or get up in the morning and read the papers and say, Hey, Meg, look, they’re closing down the overpass to the highway, that’s going to kill us when we leave for Connecticut on Friday nights. Because we don’t go to Connecticut anymore, we’re way too busy, and when I’m having breakfast Meghan’s already gone and all I see is the coffee mug to prove she’s even been there and at night she’s sleeping with that eye mask on and the only time I see her at dinner we’re with some other couple at Le Bernardin or at a dinner party where she’s at one table and I’m at another and sometimes I just look at her and I think, That’s not my wife, that’s not that woman I used to swing in the hammock with or read to while she drove the car. When’s the last time she drove a car, Bridge? I look at her at some dinner party with people I don’t like in an apartment that looks like every other apartment in New York, and I think, Damn, that’s Meghan Fitzmaurice.”

This was the longest comment on anything Evan had made since he gave the Class Day speech at Amherst. It was followed by silence, or what passes for silence in a neighborhood in which at least one car alarm is always going off.

“That’s why she clobbered Ben Greenstreet Monday morning,” I said softly.

“Yeah. I mean, I think she would have clobbered him anyhow. But that’s why she clobbered him in the particular way she did.”

Outside I could hear some woman yelling, the way women have yelled since time began, “You get your ass in here. Now! Don’t make me come over there!” Oddly enough, it didn’t really fill the silence.

“You’ve been married twenty-two years,” I said.

He nodded again. “I want a normal life,” he said.

“I am coming out there,” yelled the voice from the back.

“Don’t you dare say that to me,” I said. And suddenly I understood what that poor schlub Greenstreet had faced. The anger started at my feet and moved up like a pitcher filling. Maybe this was what a hot flash would be like. I’d know soon enough.

“Don’t you dare say that to me. Normal life? Jesus Christ, don’t you dare. I love you, Ev, but she’s my sister and you knew what she was and what she was like when you first met her. If you didn’t want that, the time to back out was twenty-two years ago, not now. Not with a life and a history and a kid, for Christ’s sake. What about Leo?” What about me, I almost said.

“Leo’s at college. We see him five times a year. When he wasn’t there it made it even worse. We had nothing to talk about.”

“Oh, what is this, empty-nest syndrome? Am I going to read about this in the Times next week, the empty-nest syndrome for guys? All the more reason to stick around. This is chapter two. Or three. Or whatever.”

“You have no idea what it’s like.”

“Oh, please.” Then I stopped. I’m not that slow. “Oh, wait.” The heat my anger was radiating had become so strong that I felt a trickle of sweat run down my side beneath my sweater. “Who is she, Ev?”

“Oh, don’t start that. That’s all Meghan could say. I just told you, it’s the pace of it, like we’re on some hamster wheel, like none of it’s real. There’s no there there, Bridge. We’re never alone. We’re never relaxed. Leo’s gone. This is more of a conversation, this one I’m having with you, than I’ve had with Meghan in years. It’s not even because of what Meghan does, although God knows that’s hard to live with—Hey, Ev, saw the wife with the pope today. Hey, Ev, wanna grab some dinner, see Meghan’s in Bangladesh—but half of those guys live this way, too. They don’t even know their wives. They talk about the kids or they don’t talk at all. I just don’t want to do it anymore.”

I leaned in close so our heads were almost touching. “Who is she?” I whispered. It was quiet out in the front room. Tequila was listening so hard it was practically aerobic.

“I feel like it’s the invasion of the body snatchers, like one night while we were asleep these people took over our lives, this woman who never sleeps, who can’t go to the corner without someone taking her picture, who hasn’t been inside a grocery store in years. And then there’s me, some sort of work automaton, who has the best skis and the best bike and the best tennis racket and gets to use each of them maybe once a year because I’m either at the office or I’m on a plane or I’m at some damn business dinner or I’m in the health club at the Four Seasons, and half the time I can’t remember which Four Seasons I’m in, Prague looks the same as Dallas, as much as I see of either one. And like a year ago we were in a car on the way to some screening or something and I said, Let’s just stop this. Let’s just kick back and enjoy the rest of our lives. We’ve got the money. Let’s take the time. You know what she said to me? She said, Buy yourself a red Porsche.”

It sounded like Meghan.

“Who is she?” I said.

He shook his head. “I don’t know why I thought you’d get it. I thought maybe you could convince her that this isn’t about that.”

“Ev,” I said in a whisper. “It’s always about that. When one of the women here comes in and says her man broke the TV and then left, he’s gone to some other woman. When one of your partners leaves his wife, he’s found another one just waiting to happen. When Ben Greenstreet split, it was for someone else. That’s what guys do.”

“And I always thought Meghan was the cynic and you were the idealist.”

“You know and I know that Meghan is about as cynical as a baby. It’s the conventional wisdom that says otherwise. And you’re supposed to know a whole helluva lot more than conventional wisdom about Meghan.”

“It’s just too hard,” he said.

“Try harder.”

“I can’t.” He stood up. His pale pink shirt was dark from perspiration. Betrayal is aerobic, too. “She’s going to really need you, Bridget. I know you think it’s the other way around. But you’re the only person who keeps her sane. And normal. Or relatively normal.”

“If it’s someone we know, I will kill you, Evan. I swear to God I will kill you with a steak knife.”

“I just came here to see if we can stay friends. That’s why I came in person. We’ve been family for so long.”

“You’re the one who seems to have forgotten that.”

“I just don’t want you to hate me.”

“I can’t promise that, Evan. I can’t. I can’t even talk to you anymore. Just give me Harriet’s number so I can call my sister and talk to her.”

“I don’t have it,” he said. “I’ll have my secretary try to find it and give it to you.” And then he was gone. For a moment I wanted to follow and watch him get in the car. I felt as though I would never see him again. But of course I would: across the aisle at Leo’s graduation from Amherst, in a crowded living room when we met the family of the girl Leo would someday marry. Somehow the thought was much worse than never seeing him again. It would have been better that he disappear than that he become a vaguely familiar face.

“Sometimes I can’t believe she’s interested in me,” he’d told me once when we were having breakfast in the shabby apartment they rented one summer in Boston. It was the summer Meghan was an intern at the network affiliate there, the summer that would become the fat paragraph in every profile, and already she had started to shine like a copper ornament in the garden of everyday.

“I’m not sure it’s going to work out,” Meghan had said about Evan that same summer, and then, when she saw the look on my face, “Oh, God, Bridget, just stop. I can’t stay with a guy because you want a big brother!”

Evan had three older sisters, and he never seemed to mind having acquired overnight a younger one. If Meghan was working for the summer as an intern in Boston and he was taking a course at Harvard, they enrolled me in an art history enrichment program and found a place with a sleep sofa in the living room. If the two of them were going on a ski trip with college friends, they insisted I skied as well as I walked. (That was true, I guess; for years I could barely get from the front door to the curb without falling down. When I was four my mother nicknamed me Clumsy, until my father apparently told her to stop because it was just country clubby enough to stick. Or at least that’s what Meghan says.) When I graduated from college, Meghan was stuck on assignment at a coal mine collapse in Kentucky, but Evan sat with my aunt and uncle. He gave me a watch for a gift; he had picked it out himself. I’ve worn it ever since. I’m a creature of habit.

“Tequila,” I called, “call Evan’s office and ask his secretary for the number of a friend of Meghan’s named Harriet. The last name is Kraft with a K, I think, but it might be with a C. Or maybe even two f ’s—Kraff. And call Meghan’s assistant at the office and get the number of her most recent cell phone. I just really need to track Meghan down.”

“I bet everybody in the world is trying to find your sister, baby,” she said, “but Tequila gonna make it happen.” She came to the door. She was wearing stretch leggings so tight you could see her cellulite, and a sweater with a koala bear on the front, probably handed down from some charity grab bag. She’d spent most of the weekend having her hair braided. If she’d had wrinkles, she would have had a face-lift and a hairdo all in one, but Tequila was only thirty-five, although her oldest child was twenty.

“He taking a hike?” she said.

“Apparently.”

“He got a girlfriend?”

“He says no.”

Tequila let out a “huh” that sounded like the noise a weight lifter makes when he cleans and jerks two hundred pounds. “Men,” she said. “Can’t live with them. I’m gonna find your sister, baby, wherever she is.”

She’s under the porch, I thought.

         



“IT WILL ALL be over by tomorrow,” I muttered to myself as I turned onto West Sixty-ninth Street, trying to convince myself. “It will all be over by tomorrow.” A couple passed me, a forty-three-year-old woman talking to herself on the street, and didn’t even look twice. When I first moved to the city, I figured that people who talked to themselves on the street were either actors going over their lines or crazy people. Now that there were these tiny cell phone headsets, every third person on Broadway was barking orders or chortling wildly. The whole town appeared to be peopled by unmedicated schizophrenics.

“It will all be over by tomorrow,” I muttered as I turned the corner onto the block where I lived, passing the newsstand and the sweet-faced Indian man who smiled at me every evening. “Meg’s Name Mud” one of the tabloid headlines read on the front page. Thank God they didn’t know the real story: Meghan and Marriage, Over and Out. Tequila had finally somehow gotten Harriet’s number, and I had gotten Harriet’s machine. Harriet, according to her slightly breathy message, was in Kenya at a conference on malaria. “Meghan!” I yelled after the beep. “Meghan! Pick up right now!”

Meg Mum on Marriage, and everything else. It was Tuesday evening, less than two days since the Greenstreet interview, three since the dinner at the Waldorf, and yet I felt that a crack in the sidewalk had opened and swallowed my life as I knew it. I would not have been surprised to find my apartment building in flames, my furniture on the street, the subways stopped, the park gone. Instead I saw Irving Lefkowitz swinging down the street toward me, and the blanket of dread lifted. He had a spring in his step, a song in his heart, and a bottle of middling California chardonnay, proving that even the least kempt among us are not immune to the wine impulse.

“Talking to yourself,” he said with a grin.

“What are you doing here?”

“I live here,” he said. “You live here. I like it here. What the hell’s the matter with you?”

“We can talk when we get inside,” I hissed. My sister once told me that you never know where a reporter might be hiding.

The good thing is that my apartment is on the top floor of a five-story building, with a view of carefully landscaped town-house yards. The bad thing is that it’s a walk-up. More than once Irving, who is twenty-four years older than I am, has predicted a coronary and an ambulance trip to Roosevelt Hospital on the third-floor landing. Then he gets inside, bends at the waist with his hands on his knees, breathes deeply a couple of times, and is all ready for a drink and a cigar.

“Look, you’re overreacting to this,” he said, putting the wine in the fridge and pulling out a beer. “Everybody’s overreacting to this. It’s got a day or two more in the news cycle, and then it’s over. It’ll follow your sister around for a year or two, and then before you know it people will be saying, Yeah, what’d she say?”

“Did you actually see the show?”

“Nah, you know I can’t watch that crap. I slept on the office couch and took a shower in the commissioner’s bathroom. Then I went out for a jumper on the Brooklyn Bridge, which turned out to be nothing.”

“They needed you for a jumper on the bridge?” I took his beer and took a sip. The cat sat on the couch just behind Irving’s left shoulder. They say cats can always sense those who hate them. Irving took the beer back, put his hand under the cat’s behind, and flipped her onto the floor.

“Whatever,” he said enigmatically.

Irving is the deputy commissioner for public information for the New York City Police Department. This is a position that is traditionally held by well-connected former reporters, what the rank-and-file in the department like to call “lame-ass hand jobs.” But for some reason the mayor appointed a serious hard-guy cop as commissioner, and the commissioner appointed Irving, who is frequently called in the tabloids “a cop’s cop.” Much of this is because he looks, shirtless, as though he has a third nipple just below the one on the left. This is the scar of a bullet hole. Legend has it that, spewing blood and clearly on his way to a splendid police funeral, Irving nevertheless managed to kill the guy who shot him, who turned out to be a serial rapist who had used his gun in a fashion that was apparently impossible for him to use his penis. For this act of bravery, Irving won the department’s highest honor and was christened by the Post “The True Blue Jew.”

There are very few Jewish guys in the department. “Because,” Meghan had once said tartly, during one of our many disagreements about Irving, “Jewish boys tend to go to college and then find remunerative work with regular working hours.”

“Wait a minute,” I’d replied. “Most of the guys you know work seven A.M. to nine P.M. when they’re not on a plane to Bonn. Those are regular working hours?”

“None of them sleep on their office couches,” Meghan said.

It was true that Irving led an irregular life. Often I kept track of him by watching the news and seeing him behind a bank of microphones, trying to wrap his mind around the word perpetrator when he would have preferred scumbag. If he’d been up all night, he looked it, with a dark jaw and a tie that appeared to have been recently balled up in someone’s fist. He was good-looking, but in an old-fashioned way, with a thatch of gray hair and a big, square face full of nose and brows.

“I ordered a pizza,” he called from the kitchen, where I heard him pop another beer. The cat strolled across the back of the couch and curled up on the spot where Irving had just been sitting. “I’d move if I were you,” I said.

“Why’d you ask if I saw her this morning?” he said, executing a lacrosse sweep that landed the cat on the other side of the coffee table.

“You understand this stuff better than I do, but I’m pretty sure she made it worse. She was supposed to give this apology, but she did it as though she thought they were all morons. And I don’t think I was the only one who knew that.”

Irving clicked the TV remote and went to one of the cable stations. The retired anchor of a defunct morning show was talking. “Jeez, she’s had a bad lift,” Irving said, cranking up the volume with his thumb. “I’m not sure she can survive this in terms of her credibility with the American people,” said the woman, her plumped lips pulled into a tight little O-ring. “It seems to me that the line between outspoken and inappropriate—”

“A line which she’s always been in danger of crossing,” said the host.

“Shut up,” I said to the TV.

“Well, certainly there are those who think so. And there are many people who think it has now been crossed. She will probably have less supporters in-house and out.”

“Fewer!” yelled Irving and I simultaneously. One of the things Irving and I have in common is a powerful affection for grammar.

“Sources at the network say they are putting Meghan Fitzmaurice on leave until the FCC takes a look at this,” said the host. Then they ran again the clip of the end of the Greenstreet interview with the appropriate bleeps. The New York Times, in its inimitable fashion, had referred to Meghan’s use of two barnyard epithets, which I thought sounded lively. Naturally the Times had not done a story on a network news personality swearing on air. That would have been beneath them. The paper did a story on whether standards had slipped in what they called “the everyday tenor of public conversation.” Meghan was exhibit A, and the answer was yes.

The tabs just said she had a potty mouth and should be soundly spanked.

“What’s Meghan say?” Irving asked.

“I haven’t talked to her since Sunday. I can’t reach her anywhere. I’m going out of my mind. I’ve left messages everywhere, and she won’t call me back. She could be dead in a ditch for all I know.”

“She’s not dead in a ditch,” said Irving. “I’d know if she was dead in a ditch.”

“It gets worse,” I said. “Much much worse. Evan came to my office this morning.”

“Your office? Evan went to the Bronx?”

“He’s left her. He says—Oh, God, I don’t know what he said. They don’t talk anymore. They have nothing in common.”

“He’s got a girlfriend. Bet on it.”

“That’s what I said!”

“Well, that explains everything. That’s why she blew. She’s got a mean temper. You know she’s got a mean temper.”

The bell rang. The pizza guy and Irving had a deal; Irving buzzed him in, then met him on the third-floor landing. Then Irving gave him twenty bucks for a ten-dollar pizza. It worked for them both, and Irving never worried about letting a strange man into the building since he tended to be wearing a shoulder holster when the pizza handoff was made.

“It’s not really about the woman,” Irving said around a mouthful of cheese. “It’s just that, to have the balls to do it, he’d have to have another woman. Guys can’t do the alone thing. Or straight guys can’t.”

“I asked him over and over who it was. If it’s someone we know I’m going to kill him.”

“Yeah, but who it is isn’t important. It’s someone ordinary, someone normal. She’s someone not too famous. She’s someone not too busy. That’s the main thing. I’m surprised the poor bastard has hung in there that long.”

“Hey! That’s my sister you’re talking about! And what I always thought was her supposedly happy marriage.”

“Baby, I love you. But if people were always elbowing me aside to get to you, that could change pretty fast.”

“It’s Meghan’s fault that her husband is bailing on a twenty-two-year marriage?”

“It’s not anybody’s fault. It is what it is. No guy wants to feel like he’s a bag carrier for his wife.”

“Which women have been doing for men for centuries.”

“If we’re going to have the interchangeable argument again, I’m going to come out where I always come out. It ain’t so. The important thing is to figure out what kind of bounce this will take in terms of your sister’s situation. If the brass knew she was under stress because of marital troubles, would they cut her a break?”

“It doesn’t make any difference. She’d sooner cut her own throat than go public with something like this. Meghan Fitzmaurice, ditched? No way. That’s why she’s avoiding me. Actually, there’s probably a lot of reasons why she’s avoiding me. She knows how much I love Evan. Or how much I used to love Evan.”

“Whoa,” Irving said.

“And I talked to my aunt today and it seems like Meghan’s been upset for a while, anyhow. Apparently she’s been going up to Westchester and having grilled cheese sandwiches with Maureen once a week for the last couple of months.”

“Is the grilled cheese sandwich symbolic?”

“Yes, wiseass,” I said, hitting him in the shoulder. “It’s what Maureen makes us when we’re sick, or upset.”

“So she saw this coming. The Evan thing. Not the work thing.”

“How can that be? If she did, why wouldn’t she tell me? We ran six miles Saturday morning!”

“Your sister doesn’t do failure,” Irving said. “Especially with you.”

He narrowed his eyes. I’ve always suspected that it’s the way he looked when he shot that guy, the last sight the guy ever saw: Irving Lefkowitz on his knees on a narrow street in Brooklyn outside an auto body store, bleeding into an oil slick, raising his weapon like a third eye.

“I gotta cogitate,” he said. It’s one of Irving’s favorite expressions.

“This isn’t your problem.”

But he was making it his problem for my sake. He didn’t like Meghan, and she didn’t like him. Maybe that was inevitable, but it wasn’t helped by their first meeting, which had been a disaster. Six months after I’d begun to go out with Irving, I brought him to a dinner party at Evan and Meghan’s apartment. For so long she had been demanding that I find the right man, a man who was accomplished, secure, intelligent, mature. Irving was all of those things, as well as authorized to carry a gun at all times. And in New York City, where psychobabble, half-truths, obfuscation, and downright lies are the order of the day, he always, as he likes to say, calls a spade a spade. So does Meghan. That’s precisely what she thought she was doing at that dinner when she called the senior senator from New York a moron. It was the sort of pronouncement she was used to having greeted with rapt attention.

“Nah, he’s not,” Irving said flatly, turning his fish fork over in his big fingers. “He’s done a lot of dumb things and he’s got a problem with how he handles himself in public, but he’s actually a pretty smart guy.”

Meghan assumed her attentive television face. A child could have seen that her neutral expression was insincere. “I appreciate that someone in your position would have to give him the benefit of the doubt,” she said, “but I’ve interviewed him at least a dozen times on various topics, and I can tell you unequivocally that he’s a moron.” She began to turn to the man on her left.

“Nah, he’s not,” Irving said, a little louder this time. “We went to junior high together, so I’ve known the guy almost fifty years. Smart guy. Reads a lot, thinks a lot. Like I said, the problem is with how he handles himself, but even in junior high he was smart.”

“Junior high?” Meghan asked, as though it was a technical term.

“Yeah, in Coney Island. I remember even at his bar mitzvah the old guys were talking about how he should go into politics. Funny, right?” Irving looked around the table. I remember that Evan gave him a grin. Meghan was flushed beneath her makeup. “The kid glad-handed everyone in the temple reception room. And he gave some great speech during the service, something about his Torah portion and Adlai Stevenson, maybe? The New Deal? Jeez, am I that old?”

Meghan replied sweetly, “I guess you must be.”

“She’s everything people told me she would be,” Irving said afterward. And the more I pushed, the less he said. From time to time he had accompanied me to Meghan’s house, but not very often. Four years in, and the two people I loved most were still in a battle for my soul, although Irving’s chief weapon was passive resistance. Meghan preferred the barb, about his cheap cigars and rumpled clothes. Most of the time she simply ignored his existence, as though if we did not discuss him, he would cease to be. All the young lawyers and college professors and stock analysts and junior executives she’d fed and cosseted at dinner parties on my behalf, watching their eyes glow with the combination of merlot and proximity to power. And somehow I’d run through a personal trainer, an actor who worked as a bouncer at a club, the guy who made bread for a chain of caterers, only to end up at Irving, whose signature line, faced with a phalanx of microphones, was “Yo! Listen up!” He usually said this while pulling at his mustache, his mouth twisted to one side. When Irving thought deeply, he seemed to be acting out deep thinking in a game of charades. Ditto pissed off and reaching orgasm. It was one of the things I loved about him. There was no nuance. I have a red couch and a bed surrounded by mosquito netting and twinkle lights and a cat named Kitty Foyle. I hate subtlety. My least favorite color is beige.

“Are you married?” I’d asked when Irving first asked me to dinner.

“Not currently,” he’d replied.

He’d been standing outside a burning building two doors up from our shelter screaming at the public affairs guy from the fire department over who was going to do a briefing. There was no doubt that a fire was involved, but it had apparently been preceded by the murders of a woman, her common-law husband, and three small kids. “Which is a goddamn police matter, unless you guys are suddenly investigating crimes, Jimmy!” Irving had yelled.

I insinuated myself between the two of them. “Can one of you gentlemen help me? I’ve got nine families standing out in the cold here in their pajamas and I’d like to send them back inside but I don’t know if it’s safe.” Irving turned his face to mine with an exaggerated expression of rage. It was very convincing, and I took a step back. But behind me I could hear one of the little girls in our shelter, who had been burned out of her own house the year before when her father tried to set her mother on fire, wailing at the top of her lungs. I stood my ground.

“Lady, that’s the fire department’s call,” he said and stalked off toward a knot of reporters.

Later, when two cops came up the steps of the shelter to find out whether any of the residents knew the victims and might know who had wanted them dead, Irving came with them to apologize. We made all the cops and firefighters coffee in the communal kitchen at the back of the shelter house, and Irving sent a car out for sweet rolls and more milk around dawn, when the burning house had gone from incandescent orange and blue to dead black, its paint blistered, its windows blown out. His third cell maxed out as the sun was coming up and I let him use our phone. Some of the kids were already downstairs foraging in their family cabinets for cereal, jazzed up on the combination of crisis and fear that had been their birthright.

“You want some instant oatmeal?” I asked him. His shirt collar had gone gray from the smoke, and his eyes were red. “Miss Bridget, is this your maaaaaan?” sang a boy named Taurus, and he did a little dance move.

“You leave that lady alone, Taurus,” his mother called from the stairs.

We went outside and sat on the steps of the building, coughing a little in the smoke, our white breath mingling with the steam from the coffee cups. Irving ate three bowls of instant oatmeal and put a twenty in the locked donations box by the front door. The house had been a convent before we bought it, left over from a time when the Catholic schools in the Bronx had nuns to teach in them.

“You like Italian food?” he said.

“Who doesn’t like Italian food?”

Irving had the best kind of black car, a police sedan driven by a rookie officer named Valerie Morales. He took me to a little red sauce place in Little Italy. After four glasses of wine, I said we probably needed a check. “I can tell you don’t date cops,” he said. There was no check. There was never any check.

He walked me to the door of my building. I’m tall, but Irving is taller, over six feet, and he looked down at me, his eyes glittering and his lower lip held firmly in his teeth. “The next time I take you out I’m gonna have you for dessert,” he said firmly and walked away. But the next day a Circle Line boat crashed into a tennis pier in midtown, killing nine people, including a mixed doubles foursome from the East Side, and I didn’t see Irving for more than a week except on television. Which seems to be a pattern in my life. Days go by and I don’t see or hear from Irving. And then there he is at the door, pulling at his mustache, pulling off his tie.

“I don’t get it,” Meghan once said while we were running together on a Saturday morning.

“I don’t think you want me to go into detail about this.”

“Jesus, please don’t.”

“And aside from that, he loves me. He really loves me.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Bridge, everyone loves you. You’re the last lovable person on earth.”

“Well, thanks. And yet somehow you make that sound like a bad thing. Besides, Irving’s honest.”

“Irving’s crude. There’s a crucial distinction between the two.”

What Meghan doesn’t understand is how much Irving and I have in common. Much of our work life consists of seeing, hearing, and resolving the kinds of situations that most people would turn away from in disgust. Neither of us is a stranger to the body bag or the room spattered with blood. Irving lives in the same New York that I do, the New York that Meghan and her friends will never know. They walk through the elegant foyers of their apartment buildings, through the limestone surrounds, into the car with its paper and skim latte waiting, then out and into other gleaming lobbies and up into their offices. This makes it possible for them to think that New York is a wonderful place and the mayor is doing a wonderful job.

There are three kinds of people who live in New York City. There are the ones who will leave as soon as they can, and the ones who will never leave. There are two groups of that second kind: the ones who are trapped by circumstances, and those who are trapped by love. I am of the second variety. So is Irving.

A disproportionate number of us live in Manhattan. Like a thief with his fist behind his back, the other four boroughs are clenched around a core of gold, and the gold is the island. Irving has an aunt in a nursing home in Elizabeth, a city whose name is a lot nicer than its reality, and when we drive back from visiting her, there is one steep curve on the highway that leads to a sharp rise, and when you are atop that rise, Manhattan suddenly spreads itself out. And I always think to myself: There it is. Irving shares the feeling, with more reason: He was born in Queens, lives in Brooklyn, spends most of his time on West Sixty-ninth Street. But like a convert, I am more overwhelmed and outspoken about my faith. I, too, think that New York is a wonderful place, but the mayor is an incompetent who cares only about the zip codes of Manhattan in which there are Prada boutiques and big-ticket donors to the Republican party.

“Meghan Fitzmaurice is one of the most illustrious residents of this great city,” the mayor said that evening on the local news. “I’m confident she’ll do the right thing.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked, holding a pillow to my chest.

“It means nothing. He always gives saying nothing his best shot. He only gets in trouble when he says something that means something. Nothing works for him long term.”

“He hates her. She says he hates her.”

         

The next morning we both rolled over in bed when the alarm went off, and Irving clicked on the TV. Tom McGregor was wearing a tie with a small pattern that flickered on the screen like a disco ball. “Good morning,” he said. “Meghan Fitzmaurice is off today.”

“That is it!” I shrieked. “I need to talk to her now! And when I do, I am going to rip her limb from limb! How can she do this to me?”

“Calm down,” Irving said, sliding out of bed. “I’m a cop. I’ll find her. Let me make some calls.”

But I’d underestimated the investigator I’d already assigned to the case. Tequila was on the phone when I got into the office. “Yeah, honey,” she was braying, with a big, barking laugh. “I sure know that.” Out back, to one side of our parking lot, two kids were blowing bubbles sitting on the stump of an ailanthus tree, the weed tree of the city so resilient that I once saw one growing out of a slag pit of chopped concrete at an abandoned urban renewal project. It was a sweet, old-fashioned scene, the puckered lips, the lifted chins as the kids followed the flight skyward. By the trajectory of their gaze, I could tell that the bubbles were flying into the fire escape on the back of our building, there to burst into little smears of soap. But it was a raw March day, with a steel gray cloud overhang, and the kids had no coats. “You two come inside and put on warmer clothes,” I called out the window, a disembodied adult voice that froze them both.

Tequila let out a loud whoop. “Oh, girl, I know what you’re talking about. Times I say to myself, Tequila, you’re gonna get yourself in trouble. But the Lord sets a bar on my tongue.” Tequila belonged to an evangelical church, but she was reasonably fluid in her piety. My feeling was that she liked the singing. She had a beautiful alto voice; to hear her sing “Natural Woman” full-throttle was an almost otherworldly experience.

There was a long whistle from outside my office. “Oooh, baby, you got the president on your tail, you better be careful. Cause if there’s one thing we know around here, it’s that the government, they don’t care. They don’t care about truth. They just do what they do. What. They. Do. That’s all. They gonna twist up everything. That happened to me once with the police, they were trying to mess me up every which way—”

“Who are you talking to?” I asked, standing by her desk and digging in her candy jar for a Tootsie Pop.

“Hold on, honey.” She put her big hand over the receiver. Tequila wore more rings than Liz Taylor, although it was hard to tell exactly what sort of metal they were made of, especially the older ones. “It’s your sister. The president of the United States is after her. She better watch out.”

“Meghan? You’ve been on the phone all this time with Meghan?”

“We been visiting.”

“Put her through. Now.”

A volcanic “huh,” a muttered explanation, and then my interoffice line bleated feebly. We’d had our phones hot-wired by a former client who’d been recruited by the telephone company for a minority hiring program. “Good morning,” Meghan said.

“Good morning? Good morning? I am not the television audience at home. This is your sister. Where in the hell have you been?”

“Put Tequila back on. She was much nicer.”

“Meghan, I haven’t talked to you since Sunday. I left messages everywhere. I’ve been beside myself. I almost had the police looking for you.”

“I bet the police you know didn’t want to find me.”

“Oh, shut up. Why haven’t you called?”

“Honey, in case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been busy. Kissing the brass’s ass. Making nice to the lawyers. Although I draw the line at Ben Greenstreet. If that little jerk thinks he’s going to get a private apology out of me, much less a public one, he’s stupider than I thought he was.”

“I’ve been so worried about you. Are you all right?”

“Me? Of course.”

“Don’t ‘of course’ me.”

“God, Bridge, you’re starting to sound like Aunt Maureen.”

“And don’t try to change the subject. Why weren’t you on the air this morning?”

“I was not on the air this morning because apparently there is some feeling at the highest level of the network that a cooling-off period is called for. For whom I am not sure. I certainly don’t need a cooling-off period. I’m perfectly cool. But since I was leaving on vacation Saturday anyhow, it has been decided that I should begin my vacation a few days early. It would have been nice if anyone had informed me of this fact so that I wouldn’t have gotten up at four in the morning and called the car service and found out from them that I wasn’t on the schedule for a car this morning. But the network guys probably figured that if I could scream at some stranger named Ramon at daybreak it would cool me off a little bit so they’d get off easy. Which is not the way it eventually happened, but that was probably their thinking.”

“Oh, God,” I said.

“I can’t even run,” she said, and her voice seemed a little thin, as though that monologue had exhausted her. “Or swim. Yesterday was the first morning I’ve missed swimming in eleven years. When I covered the Sydney Olympics, I got off the plane and swam double laps to make up for the twenty-three hours in the air and the time difference.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Never mind. It’s such a relief to talk to someone who doesn’t go like this”—and turning her voice into something between a moan and a croon, she said—“Meghan, how aaaaaare you? Which of course really means, Jesus, girl, you are so screwed and I can’t wait to report back at lunch about what a shadow of your former self you’ve become almost overnight. Which reminds me. Want to have lunch?”

“Where are you, anyway? I tried you at Harriet’s and no one answered.”

“How did you know I was at Harriet’s?”

This is my particular area of expertise. I step in it. I am the person who once asked a woman who was not pregnant when she was due, who congratulated Meghan’s producer on the great job she was doing at a party fifteen minutes after she’d been fired, who thought Meghan was joking when she said she was going to name the baby Leo.

“Bridge-et? Bridget Anne Fitzmaurice?”

“Evan.”

“Evan called you?”

“Evan came up here to see me.”

“Up to the Bronx. Evan?”

“Yesterday morning.”

“Black car, I assume?”

“Duh.”

“And he said…?”

“He was upset.” Oh, no. I let my head drop into my hands. I am the woman who asked the wife of the Nobel Prize winner in Literature whether she critiqued her husband’s poetry three months after her husband had left her. For a twenty-two-year-old waiter at Repaste. A male waiter.

Perhaps I only imagined that the silence on the other end was vibrating. It might have been the connection. “Do you have a pen, Bridget? I’m at three thirty-two Central Park West, at the corner of Ninety-fourth Street. Apartment eight-N. I’ll order out. Indian?”

“Sounds fine. Do you want me to bring anything?”

“Not a thing. Put Tequila back on, please.”

From the other room I heard Tequila say, “Here, baby.” Then there was a long silence. “I’ll say a prayer for you,” she finally added.

“What did she say?” I hollered out to reception.

Tequila came in unwrapping some Dubble Bubble, her eyes lifted heavenward. “She say if her husband come back here, I oughta cut his thing off.”

“Oh, Jesus Christ.”

“Taking the Lord’s name never improved a damn thing.”

“I have a date in housing court I’ve got to cancel.”

“No you don’t. That woman went to North Carolina. She called this morning, said to hell with this city and everybody in it. She say she going where it’s nice and warm.”

“I get that.”

“Me, too,” Tequila said.

         



HARRIET’S BUILDING WAS right around the corner from a building I’d lived in for two years when I was still working as a potter. In fact, there are few Manhattan neighborhoods in which, sooner or later, I do not walk past a vaguely familiar stoop and realize with a pleasant shock that I once had an apartment there. The tiny floor-through in the Federal house in the south Village with the fireplace in the living room out of which a terrified squirrel had erupted one day. The one-bedroom in Chelsea on that seminary block with all the trees that I’d had to vacate because a venture capitalist bought the house and wanted all six thousand square feet for his family of three. The place on Ninety-sixth Street where I’d lived while I was getting my master’s in social work at Columbia and working nights at a restaurant on Columbus Avenue, making more in tips than I was now making as a social worker. Over the course of twenty years, it is possible to bounce through New York City like a stone skipping across the surface of the reservoir. You don’t leave more than ripples. The first of every month the moving vans and U-Hauls double-park on the streets, and the new people come, identical to those who’ve just left.

“Hey,” said Meghan when she opened the door. Without her makeup, in a T-shirt and sweatpants, my sister looks like a teenager. But she looked like a very tired teenager, and I didn’t like the look in her eyes.

All the way up in the lurching elevator, with its smell of Windex and wax, I had wondered how to greet her. Perhaps this seems simple to you. Your sister has been publicly disgraced at work and, more important, has been ditched by her husband on virtually the same day. All evidence suggests that she has been unhappy, or at least unsteady, for some time. So you wrap your arms around her, pat her back, murmur comfort. But all those actions assume that sympathy is welcome. Meghan did all those things for me upstairs after all the people had cleared out when the after-funeral lunch for our parents was done. Meghan did all those things for me when my apartment was robbed and when two of my clients were killed in a home invasion and when I was on a subway car that derailed. Meghan did all those things for me. It was not a reciprocal transaction.

I had done the same for her only twice. Once was in the hospital after her second pregnancy ended at eighteen weeks. The other, ironically, was the morning of her wedding, when I was fastening her veil. “What the hell am I doing?” she had wailed, turning in my arms. “I’m only twenty-five years old. I have no business getting married. Why did I let him talk me into this?” I’d patted her silk-satin back and offered to call a cab, and then she’d pulled away. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Bridget, be practical,” she’d said. The moment gave new meaning to the direction to pull yourself together. The window of opportunity to see Meghan Fitzmaurice undone was, I had figured out, approximately five seconds. The next thing I’d known I was standing at one end of the college chapel and she was at the other, coming down the aisle looking utterly composed.

“Hey,” I said back, reaching for her arm, still wondering what to do. She took it out of my hands. She moved forward and bumped me. Bumped me twice, and I bumped her back, and then we both made the face that went with the bump, a kind of rueful frown. The bump is how we show solidarity, camaraderie, one of us throwing shoulder and hip slightly into the other. It is a guy thing, I guess, the kind of thing men do to show physical affection when a hug is too much. I can’t remember its genesis, but certainly Meghan must have invented it.

Harriet’s kitchen, just large enough for a tiny table and two chairs at its end (but with a window, sure enough), smelled sharply of cumin. Meghan pulled containers from a shopping bag on the counter, and we put out all the food and filled our plates before we began to talk. I looked in the refrigerator. There was Tsingtao, Grolsch, Sapporo, Kirin, a United Nations of beer. I held up a bottle, and Meghan shook her head. She rarely drinks except when she has Mexican food, when she will hold up the beer between bites and grin. Dos Equis and enchiladas—perfect together. If only the manufacturers had known. Although she doesn’t do commercials, either. A panty-hose company once offered her a million dollars to do one. Meghan always goes bare-legged.

“Tell me everything,” she said.

“Wait, you’re the one with the story. What’s going on at work? Why are you at Harriet’s? If you couldn’t stay at home, why not the Carlyle?”

“Where the bellman would have sold the information to the tabloids, and a photographer would have managed to bring up my room service tray and take a shot of me in my robe? Get real, Bridge. Use your head. You’re the one with the real story. Just talk. Start with the moment when Evan walked into your office, and talk straight through to the end. In detail, please.”

“You know what he said. He said he already told you. I don’t know, the two of you never see each other, you’ve grown apart, you’re busy, he’s busy. Isn’t that what he said to you?”

“That’s exactly what he said to me. And it’s all bullshit. What planet is he beaming this in from, Planet Greenwich, Connecticut, where Mr. Man comes home every night on the six-thirty-two and someone is waiting in an apron to hear about his day? Is he going to be the only guy in New York who doesn’t go out at night, whose wife doesn’t travel, who has a schedule too busy for pillow talk? I didn’t invent this. And I tried to cut it down years ago, when Leo was young, I’d say, Let’s stay in tonight, I’d say, Let’s not make plans. Half the time he would say we had to go to someone’s house for dinner and they’d be upset if I didn’t come along. It wasn’t my fault that the Israeli prime minister had a heart attack and I had to fly to Jerusalem, or the president made a speech and I had to go to Washington. That’s what I do. Did he think I liked being away from home in some lousy hotel room? Did he think I liked missing things at school or having to read over clips at night? That’s what I do, and I’m not going to apologize for it just because he suddenly wants to go back to the fifties and play Ozzie and Harriet. I made certain choices over the years. He made certain choices over the years. His job was just as responsible for this as my job. And suddenly I get all the blame. And I’m not taking the blame. I’ve done the best I could under difficult circumstances. I went to the soccer games. I went to the school plays. I gave dinners for his partners. I acted like I was interested in their boring wives. It’s not like he didn’t know. This is me. This is the me I’ve become and it’s too late for me to be any different now.”

There are sights you see that shock you so much your mind refuses at first to process the information, like the old line about the unfaithful husband caught in the act by his wife who asks her, “Who you gonna believe, me or your lying eyes?” New Yorkers are pretty unshockable, but I’m sure there would be plenty who would have been stunned to see Meghan Fitzmaurice put down a piece of nan bread, bury her head in her greasy hands, and begin to sob. She cried with the gasping, repetitive sound of a child left at kindergarten on the first day of school, and just like that child’s, her gasping gave way to a long, horrible wail. I went over and knelt at her feet and held her in my arms. I could feel each vertebra shivering under my fingers, and I tried to will warmth into her broad shoulders, the only broad part of her narrow, trembling body. After a minute she blew her nose into a paper napkin from the take-out place that said “Good karma” on it below the image of some goddess, the one with all the arms.

I’d often thought before that the distance from Saturday night to Monday morning is greater than thirty-six hours would suggest. From dinner date to desk, from house party to 9:00 A.M. class, from drunken sex with a stranger to numb on the subway. It’s as though one has nothing to do with the other, as though the woman in the slip dress dancing in Chelsea with her hair unfurled behind her like a signal flag is a different person from the woman in the black pantsuit and dark glasses standing on the corner two blocks over flagging down a cab as the wan light of a city sun wavers over the line of buildings looming to the east.

“Bridge,” she sobbed. “Bridge, I’ve been with him my whole life. My whole life.”

“I know, sweetheart,” I said.

The two of us had come a long way, from the shimmering paillettes of Saturday night to the profanities of Monday morning and the tears of this Wednesday lunch. And Meghan had come so far, from tucking her arm into Evan’s in the car after that dinner to mopping her face with a paper napkin from the Indian restaurant. She blew her nose twice, hard, and then she lifted her chin, and it was as though she was suddenly another woman. I moved back onto my heels and then up into a chair.

“There’s someone else,” she said in a flat, dead voice, and it was as though she’d never, ever cried, not for a moment.

“I asked. He said no.”

“What if I said I didn’t care?”

“What do you mean?”

She sighed. There were lines in her face that you never saw when she was smiling, or when she was on television. Ten years of getting up when it was still dark, and she’d never looked as tired as this.

“Honey, half the women I know in this city have husbands who cheat on them. Half the women cheat on their husbands, too. The stories I’ve heard. In detail.”

“Yech,” I said.

“You have no idea. Did you know that Sam Borows once left Kate?”

“What? Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Are you freaked out?”

“Totally.”

“Then why would I have told you?” Meghan said wearily.

It was as though the door that had momentarily opened was slamming shut again, the door to the room in which I protected Meghan rather than the other way around. She stood up and began to clear the table, dumping everything into the take-out bag.

“Has anyone told Leo yet?” I asked.

Meghan shook her head. “That’s the last thing I said to Evan. I said, If you’re going to do this, then you’re going to be the one to tell Leo.” It was a terrible idea, a terrible idea that brooked no disagreement.

I could tell that Meghan regretted her tears. She put on the kettle for tea and sat back down at the kitchen window. “I like this place,” she said. “It’s a nice size. I suppose we’ll have to sell the apartment, which doesn’t really kill me. It was always too big. With Leo at college, it feels enormous. I like this place. Two bedrooms, one bath, a little den, a living room with a view of the park. Maybe I’ll get a place like this.”

I looked around. It was a lovely apartment, furnished by someone with a good eye and no money for a decorator. There were two striped couches facing each other across a glass coffee table, a leather chair, and some African tribal masks. Harriet was an executive at UNICEF. The last time I had seen her, two or three years ago, we had had an interesting discussion about female genital mutilation in Africa. Hers was the apartment of a woman of a certain age and a certain income and a certain situation. Meghan would never buy an apartment like this.

“What about work?”

Meghan waved her hand in the air through the halfhearted steam from the kettle. “Josh is nervous, but then Josh is always nervous. He’s a producer, that’s his job. The numbers are through the roof, which makes him less nervous. I’ll go on vacation. The numbers will start to go down when the viewers realize it’s only the two guys. Anyway, you know the news cycle. Someone will die, someone will get married, a train will derail, war will break out. I’m going to Jamaica, and I will return lightly tanned with copper streaks, and when I’m back on the air, everyone will write about how well I look. Did I tell you Ben Greenstreet’s wife sent me flowers? A big bouquet of delphiniums and stock. My assistant said it looked like a lobby arrangement.”

“And you can talk to Evan and work all this out.”

Meghan poured the water in mugs and brought them back to the table. Then she narrowed her eyes and looked at me. “That’s what I thought at first. Save the family and all that. But I’ve changed my mind. Leo is at college, and he’s a strong person. He’ll be able to handle this. And I can, too. If Evan doesn’t know what a great life he has, that’s his problem. And it is so going to be his problem, because in two or three years he’s going to be talking up some big contact, and the guy is going to say, Didn’t you used to be married to Meghan Fitzmaurice? And he’ll know that he’s a nobody, and that he made himself a nobody, and that he’s going to be a nobody for all time.” Meghan gulped at her tea and yelped, “shit!” and her upper lip began to bloom red. Underneath it all she has a redhead’s vulnerable skin.

“I’m just going to go away for a while,” she said. “I need a vacation. I’m entitled to a vacation. A vacation will do me good.”

“What about Leo? I don’t think it’s such a great idea to have Evan tell Leo himself. Maybe you could both tell him when he gets back.”

Meghan got a flinty look in her eyes as she looked at me over the rim of the mug. “Bridget, I know things seem a bit chaotic at the moment, but I’m still able to look out for the best interests of my son,” she said.

“I’m just trying to be helpful.”

“I know you are.”

         

“I’m at a loss,” I said to Irving that night when he crawled into bed at midnight smelling of cigars and Scotch.

“You taste like curry,” he said. “You see your sister?”

I nodded. “It was like Sybil,” I said. “She was about five different people in the space of three hours. I kept wondering which one will get possession of her body.”

“It’s got to be weirding her out. All these years she’s got the world by the tail, everything just where she wants it, and in one fell swoop she loses her job and her husband.”

“She didn’t lose anything. She’ll go back to work after she goes on vacation, and everything will be fine. And Evan needed her a whole lot more than she needed him.”

“That the party line?”

“What?”

“Is that the party line? Because I’m not sure I believe a word you just said, and I’m pretty sure you don’t believe it, either. You make it sound like this is a fender bender.”

“It was an accident. She didn’t know her mike was open.”

“Yeah? There are no accidents, except maybe at stop signs. Maybe your sister was tired of being herself. Maybe Evan was tired of being her shadow. I know I get tired just being around them for five minutes.”

“Where’d you get your psychiatry degree, Dr. Freud?”

Irving hooked an arm around my neck. “Both of us are more qualified to shrink people than the shrinks we know. We both spend way too much time figuring out why people do the crazy things they do. Except for you, when you deal with your sister.”

“Now you’re really making me angry.”

“Okay, then, stop being the little sister. You’re too big to be the little sister anymore. And a little sister is a drag. Like pulling a wagon, or something. Stop being a wagon.”

“Since when are you an expert on family dynamics?”

“I’m going to sleep,” he said, and then after a few minutes, “Nobody wants a wagon, kid.” He snored softly right after that, the snore of the semihammered, and the sound of it put me to sleep.

         



IT IS A testimonial to the topsy-turvy ethos of social welfare programs that I teach parenting classes. Actually, mothering classes would be more accurate, since in the three years I’ve been doing it a father has never attended, and only a handful of the women there had men in their lives on a regular basis. Tequila wasn’t allowed to teach the class because she didn’t have a bachelor’s degree, and Alison because she didn’t have some arcane state certification, and Jasmine, who runs the shelter and has looked out for so many kids that the photo display in her living room looks like the record of a smallish elementary school, has a criminal record from a time in her teens when her boyfriend was selling crack out of their apartment.

So I wound up teaching parenting skills one evening a week in the community room at the Harriet Tubman projects, north of Yankee Stadium, which happens to be where Tequila lives. Luckily, the community room is on the ground floor or none of us would ever make it to the class, since like most housing project elevators, the ones in Tubman break with some regularity. Fat women are always making applications to the housing authority to get moved to the second or third floor so they don’t have to lumber up the stairs a couple times a week when the elevator is broken. Tequila scored a three-bedroom apartment there by saying she didn’t mind living on the top floor.

If the world made sense, Tequila would have been teaching the course. She was one of our success stories. She had come to us ten years before, a high school dropout with four kids, all of them in foster care. She had called the police to make the father of her youngest one stop beating her, and when they came, they took the man to Rikers, Tequila to the station house to make a statement, and the kids to temporary foster care. Temporary in social welfare parlance means something different than it does in the actual world. Tequila showed up at our office six months after they took her kids. I wasn’t there yet, but my predecessor said she was the angriest person she’d ever met.

The people at Women On Women told her to do all the things we always tell people to do. Find a decent apartment. Make sure there are enough beds and food in the fridge. Go to church and to AA or NA or whatever the hell your particular A happens to be. (“Someday I’m gonna set me up a Being Goddamn Poor Anonymous,” Tequila said one day.) Enroll in a GED program and get a high school diploma. Tequila did every single one, and one at a time she got her kids back. One day when the unreliable receptionist called in sick with her regular Monday morning whiskey-sours-at-an-all-night-club flu, Tequila sat down at her desk and started answering the phones. That chesty “huh” was her signature sound. Every bureaucrat in the Bronx hated it, and her. “You know you got space for me,” she would tell a drug treatment center, or “You hold up her food stamps, that baby’s gonna starve and you gonna wind up on page five of the Daily News,” she’d say to a petty bureaucrat with a paperwork deficiency. One of her sons was at the Police Academy, one was in community college, and the youngest one was on the honor roll at a charter school near the housing project where Tequila had scored a decent-size apartment on a high floor. Our biggest fear was that she was going to get shot by some drug dealer, since when she walked her kid home from the after-school program she was always calling them names. Not under her breath, either.

And then there was Princess Margaret, her only daughter. When Tequila had first gotten her out of foster care, she had despaired; the kid would leave for fourth grade in the morning and not come home until 7:00 P.M., her eyes red, her hair disheveled. She refused to talk about what she’d done or where she’d gone, and Tequila, using the skills she’d acquired in parenting classes, reluctantly decided not to beat it out of her. Then one Saturday when Tequila made the kids accompany her to the nail parlor, where she indulged in her only vice, the painting of flowers on her talonlike acrylic tips, they had run into the wife of the pastor at the Living Rock Church of the Merciful Jesus, which Tequila attended. “I have never seen a child read in my life the way that child reads,” said the pastor’s wife, who also worked part-time at the branch of the library on Mount Morris Avenue, on a block Tequila had told the children was dangerous. And that’s how Tequila found out, first that Princess Margaret was a crazed reader, then that she was a genius. First, Tequila got her into a program for gifted kids in upper Manhattan, then a program that sent poor kids out of their neighborhoods and into the most exclusive private schools in Manhattan.

The idea of it gave me a feeling of falling off the high dive backward, but Tequila insisted that Princess Margaret was perfectly happy at the Carlisle Benedict School for Girls on East Eighty-eighth Street. This may have been because Princess Margaret was never forced to attend the social events that would have made the differences between her and her classmates so clear. Tequila almost never let her out of the house except for school. “The warden,” Princess Margaret called her mother. “Ms. Fitzmaurice, tell her that a junior in high school needs some freedom. What’s your nephew’s curfew?”

“No nephew gonna get pregnant, mess up his life for once and for all.”

“For the millionth time, I am not going to get pregnant. I just want to go out on Saturday night.”

“You go out on Saturday night when you go to college,” Tequila said. The college counselor had told Tequila that the Ivy League was Princess Margaret’s best option. At the moment, Tequila was leaning toward Princeton.

From Tequila’s apartment window, the Bronx looks every bit as magical at night as Manhattan does from atop Fifth Avenue. While most of the people I meet prefer to focus on the differences between where I work and where I live, I’m often struck by the essential similarities. Most days as I walk from the subway station to our buildings, I’m lulled by the ordinariness of life. Partly it’s because it’s morning, and most of the worst things take place under the soft, mottled cover of big city darkness, in the pockets of black between the streetlights and around the footings of the projects. Partly it’s because the Bronx is just like anyplace else, only poorer. Sometimes I’m walking behind a gaggle of girls from Maria Goretti High School, their legs long and shimmery beneath the plaid uniform skirts that they have rolled up and will roll down when the school door is in sight. And I remember how we rolled our skirts at the Harper School, how Miss Means would stand in the doorway to shake our hands and say, one eyebrow cocked into an accent grave, “Have you forgotten something, Miss Fitzmaurice?” until I tugged my skirt down and moved on. And there are two little boys on our shelter’s block who go to school together, their mother watching from the window with a baby in her arms, the two of them hand in hand. They are a little closer in age than Meghan and I were, but still the older boy, who can’t be more than eight, has that proprietary sense and a rich quiver of demands: Come ooo-nnn. You’re slooo-ooow. We’re laaa-te. The old woman in the community garden rises stiffly and watches them as they go past. There’s nothing for her to do in March except walk the perimeter of the lot and dream of May: tomatoes here, peppers next to them, marigolds to keep the bugs away. Bugs feast on vegetable gardens in the Bronx the way they do in Connecticut or Iowa or anywhere else, and boys walk to school, and girls show their legs. It’s just ordinary life.

One day I abandoned my predictable adult conversation with Princess Margaret about her classes and her teachers and her friends to ask her if she didn’t find it difficult to ricochet between a school at which most of the students considered it a tragedy if a cashmere sweater had a moth hole and a neighborhood in which a school shooting was a commonplace. (“You know why this is such a big story?” Tequila had said when the lead in every paper was two boys shooting up a school in Nebraska. “I give you three guesses. White, white, and white.”) Princess Margaret has a fierce and dignified beauty that means boys of her own age will not see it until they mature, and an implacability that borders on torpor and that is surely a response to her mother’s pogo stick of a personality. Flatly she replied, “It’s pretty easy, Miss Fitzmaurice. You’re just two different people. One there, the other here. And you have the whole ride on the train to turn from one into the other.” I knew exactly what she meant, but I suspected even she didn’t understand the full cost of life as a social Janus, one side facing the bright white limestone of Fifth Avenue, the other the grimy bulk of the Tubman projects, in which she lived but would never now be at home.

As housing projects go, Tubs, as the kids call it, is not in the first ranks of the truly terrible, mainly because there is a core group of pissed-off women who give hell to miscreants, at least the miscreants who are young and haven’t yet taken to carrying weapons tucked into the back of their boxer shorts. The elevator that works smells like urine, which is the signature scent of housing project elevators everywhere, although in my years in social work I have never actually seen someone peeing there. Fortunately, the community room smells most of the time like frying chicken and cake because of the elderly woman who lives next door and who salves her loneliness by cooking as though her children are still at home, or at least likely to visit. I love the smells of grease and sugar; if I were to create a signature perfume, it would be called Donut Shop and would smell just like the community room but without the overlay of industrial cleanser. Unfortunately, the community room is also right next door to the laundry room, which means people are always coming in and asking us for quarters when we’re talking.

“Can’t you see we having a meeting here?” Charisse said, as she did every week to some teenage girl who would wander in with a crumpled bill in her hand, desperate to launder her low-rise jeans in advance of a big date.

Charisse had been coming to parenting class for two years, but it didn’t seem to have stuck. Her fourteen-year-old had gotten his girlfriend pregnant, her twelve-year-old was in a youth facility because he’d been caught boosting computers from the charter school, and her eight-year-old had hyperactivity disorder so bad that a cocktail of meds that would have left most kids drooling in a corner barely made a dent. The fact that he adored his older brothers did not bode well for the future.

Yet still Charisse came on Thursday nights and discussed nutrition and boundaries, communication and directed play, just as she had the year before. She’d walked out with me one night on her way to the overpriced and filthy grocery store that served the Tubman projects and told me she was taking other courses, too. Yoga. Computers. Cooking. Somewhere along the line, someone had come up with the bright idea that the residents of the Tubman projects would be enriched by learning to do things that had meaning in the greater world but none whatsoever in their own, exercise classes in lieu of health insurance, job training in lieu of jobs, parenting classes to bring up kids who would soon be dead, pregnant, or in jail.

“Let’s talk about corporal punishment,” I began.

“It’s not good,” said one woman. “Not fair. Only the black men be getting it. None of the white ones, not even that one that killed all those people and put them under the floor. How is that fair? It’s racial.”

“You talking about capital punishment,” said Charisse smoothly. “This is corporal punishment. Corporal punishment mean you be hitting the children to get them to behave.” Charisse gave no hint that she’d made the same corporal/capital mistake the year before. (She was for capital punishment, racial or not. Eye for an eye, baby, it’s in the Bible.) I’d considered changing the nomenclature, but I hadn’t yet figured out how to begin: let’s talk about whether we want to hit these kids or not.

“It depends,” said Maria, the only Latina. “Like with Gabriella, I don’t do nothing but look cross-eyed at her and she behaves. Cries, too, lots of times. But with Tomas, I started giving him a swat when he was real little because otherwise, he do exactly what he want to do.”

“You got to hit the boys,” said a woman who had four sons. “The boys don’t mind otherwise.”

“Spare the rod and spoil the child,” said Charisse, who sang in the choir at the church located in a former synagogue on Mount Ararat Avenue. “You can’t argue with the Book. The Book says it, it must be right.”

“But does it work?” I asked. My handbook says that I’m supposed to use the Socratic method, to use “intellectual investigation to bring participants to a common understanding of the limitations of corporal punishment in molding behavior.” It didn’t say anything about the Book.

“With the boys it works. The girls don’t need it,” said Maria.

“By the time they need it they too old to do it,” said another woman. “They give you this evil look. Hit you back, maybe.”

“Girls are hard,” said a woman who had three daughters and sent them back to live with her mother in South Carolina the moment they began to menstruate. Maybe they don’t have sex down south.

“Boys hard, too,” said the mother of sons.

“But are there better ways to make them mind than to hit them? And are you teaching them that violence is acceptable when you do?”

“See, you misunderstanding, Miz Fitz, because violence is one thing and giving them a tap, that’s a whole ’nother thing,” said Charisse. “We not talking about beating the children. Beating the children’s not ever the thing. You be beating on them, you go to jail, they go to foster care, that’s bad, nobody okay with beating. But swatting is different than beating. Swatting just the flat hand, just saying, listen up there, you in trouble now.”

“When you have kids, you’ll see,” said Maria.

Most of the women in the class had no idea that I was the age at which women in the Tubman projects were usually grandmothers two or three times over, often grandmothers who were raising their grandkids while the generation sandwiched between worked two jobs, Ping-Ponged between rehab and addiction, or put in a deuce at Attica or Dannemora. All of them behaved as though everything else in life was the waiting room, and having kids meant actually getting in to see the doctor. And that despite the fact that some of them were attending parenting classes in the first place because a judge somewhere had decided they’d failed miserably at parenting, had given birth to babies who had cocaine in their blood or brought kids to the ER with cigarette burns or broken bones. Charisse was raising her sister’s two girls, and while I was nattering on about healthy substitutes for soft drinks, she was worrying about whether her oldest son was having sex with his cousin. I’d met the girl, and I’d vote yes. It was also a cinch that Charisse would wind up raising her grandbaby, so maybe it made sense that she was back for a second helping of the class.

“Oh, that’ll be a pretty baby,” said one of the women, looking me up and down.

“Big baby. Look at how tall she is for a lady. That’ll be a big nice-looking child.”

“You got to see who the daddy is. Sometimes the babies take so much after the daddy, it’s like the mama was just one of those things in the hospital to keep them warm—”

“Incubator,” said Charisse.

“Could we get back to corporal punishment?”

“You got no children?” asked a pretty young woman there for the first time.

“No,” I said. When I’d just begun at Women On Women, I would have said, “No, I’m not married.” Now I knew that that would be a rebuke to virtually everyone in the class.

I don’t even have a dog. I tell people I’m allergic so they won’t think less of me. Instead I have a cat, the pet that ranks just above a throw pillow in terms of required responsibility. The closest I’d come to having a kid was Leo, who was my godson as well as my nephew. I’d held him at St. Stephen’s Church, and when he cried as the priest poured water over his bald head, I had begun to sway from side to side in the gentle unconscious rhythm that later I’d learned to recognize in supermarket lines, waiting outside preschools. The unconscious slow dance of motherhood. I’d taken him to the carousel in Central Park, to eat ice cream at Serendipity, to solemnly observe the bears in the Bronx Zoo. Nannies would look from him to me and shake their heads. “You can tell who his mother is,” they would say, and I halfheartedly corrected them in the beginning and then I just stopped. But I knew who I was. I was the maiden aunt, that staple of fiction and movies and real life, the one who is attentive and adoring and just a little odd, who takes the kid the places and has the conversations the parents can’t or won’t. On me Meghan’s auburn hair is carroty, her muscled torso softened and elongated. She’s the color picture; I’m the sepia version. Close enough. Leo called me Bridey because he hadn’t been able to manage the back-to-back consonants of Bridget when he was small. He called me Bridey still.

“I like that kid,” Irving had said once when Leo stopped over after school, before he went away to board at Crenshaw Academy. The two of them had watched a Yankees game on the couch together, talking in that impersonal, strangely intimate way that guys talk about sports. Leo had a mashed Fluffernutter sandwich in his backpack for which he’d traded someone at lunch—Meghan would have flipped at the thought; with all her running and swimming, she was very particular about what she referred to as the fuel that fed her family, even if she couldn’t scramble an egg—and the two guys had split it companionably. “I never had one of these,” Irving had said. “They are fantastic.”

“God, you are so Jewish,” I said.

“I don’t think you should say that,” Leo replied.

“Nah, it’s okay, kid,” Irving said. “Your family gets to make cracks like that. But if a stranger does it”—he smacked his fist into his palm—“to the moon, Alice.”

“The Honeymooners,” Leo said.

“I’m impressed. Went off the air long, long before you were born. Before your aunt was born.”

“I watch a lot of old TV. Gilligan. Hogan’s Heroes. Beverly Hillbillies.”

“Come and listen to a story about a man named Jed,” Irving began to sing in his bass voice, and Leo joined in. Then they sang The Flintstones theme, and Mister Ed. I felt that sensation of physical well-being that bears a passing resemblance to lying on the beach at 3:00 P.M.

“I’m not a big fan of your sister’s, but she must be a helluva mother,” Irving said later.

Meghan is a very good mother. When Leo was a baby, she was living part-time in a garden apartment in D.C. while covering the Justice Department, and by the time he entered school she was doing weekend newsbreaks and a feature called “Real America,” about the lives of ordinary people, that took her all over the country. But she would fly for hours to get back in time for a teacher conference, and he would fax his school papers to hotel rooms so she could read them over. And Evan was a wonderful father, good at roughhousing and reading bedtime stories. There was the nice Scottish nanny who stayed until Leo started school, and the great Filipino housekeeper who’d be around forever, whose name was Mercedes. And of course there was always me. We did look enough alike to be mother and son.

And then when Leo was seven, Meghan became the morning show newsperson. There were family dinners every night at six. Eighteen months in and she was given the big job, for what at the time seemed an astronomical sum and now was slightly in excess of her clothing allowance. Her first day on the air I watched with Leo and Evan, the three of us eating oatmeal. And when Meghan said, “This is Meghan Fitzmaurice. Rise and shine!” I burst into tears. It sounded just as it had sounded when we were children, when the eight-year-old Meghan would slide from her twin bed to wake her four-year-old sister with exactly that greeting. It sounded so promising, as if this would be the day: the day to ride a bike without training wheels, to make it through the afternoon without a stained blouse and a scolding, to persuade the girl next door to like me. To meet a man. To make a mint. To prosper. To love. To live fearlessly.

But Leo had been truculent, and his freckled brow had dropped low over his eyes, as though he was wearing a visor. “She said that on television,” he muttered. “That’s what she says to me, not what she says on television.” It was as though Meghan had blurred a line that Leo had expected she would maintain, a line between work and home. Evan and I had looked quizzically at each other over his head. Finally Evan had said, “I guess it will take some getting used to.”
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