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Per Cristina, nella sua infinita varietà





Go together,

You precious winners all; your exultation

Partake to everyone.

—The Winter’s Tale







ACT ONE


PAROLLES

… Captain I’ll be no more;

But I will eat and drink, and sleep as soft

As Captain shall: Simply the thing I am

Shall make me live.
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On the outlines of Milton Katz’s accomplishment, the general shape and structure of his achievement, there was a single point of agreement: not even the most fervent of his enemies denied that the Disorder’d Rabble owed to Milton the remarkable good fortune that was possession of 107 Avenue C.

The story now was company legend: how in 1966 Milton found the abandoned glove factory, little more than a burnt-out husk, victim of the decline in women’s formal handwear and a suspicious fire. How squatters were occupying the building: an anarchist commune on the first and second floors, a shooting gallery on three, and on the fourth floor, a Maoist revolutionary organization. How Milton and his guerrilla Shakespeare company seized the fifth floor. How the company rehearsed there during the week and put on free shows every Friday and Saturday night for anyone hip enough to know where to go and brave enough to make their way down to Alphabet City after dark, wriggle through 107 Avenue C’s boarded-up ground-floor windows, and mount the unlit staircases. How Milton slept in the space to keep it safe from looters, scaring off thieves with prop swords. How the city shut off power to the building, so those legendary early shows were lit by candlelight, hundreds of theatergoers crammed cheek by jowl to watch a samizdat Hamlet, Tempest, or Merchant. How the fire marshal closed the building in 1970, the front entrance sealed in cement and a security guard stationed out front. How Milton lobbied, solicited, fundraised, cajoled, and pleaded, how he and he alone made the company a New York cause célèbre. How an editorial in the Times called on the City of New York to find a permanent home for this “intriguing, avant-garde, thoroughly modern theatrical company, who deserve a place in our city commensurate with the place they have earned in our hearts.” How Alphabet City was by then more dangerous, more degraded, and less attractive to investors than it had ever been, how the owners were desperate to sell. How Milton assembled a consortium of company supporters who bought the building and sold it to the company for one dollar. How after three years in the wilderness, the company returned to 107 Avenue C, and Milton had a large brass plaque installed in the lobby, and how on it Milton listed the names of the donors who made the acquisition of the building possible. How above the plaque, he engraved the lines from which his company would take its name: “Your disorder’d rabble / Makes servants of their betters.”

But half a century after the Disorder’d Rabble’s founding, real estate was just about the only terra firma in the nonstop, still-ongoing in-house debate on the subject of Milton Katz. They fought about Milton in the rehearsal rooms, the admin offices, in the dressing rooms, at fundraisers and at after-parties. That Milton wasn’t dead made the whole debate that much more intense. The idea of Milton just sitting at home in exile… his hair unkempt… maybe even drooling—the thought of Milton neglected in his old age would rile up those who still loved him. “We should do something for Milton,” they would say, as if discussing the renovation of the crumbling statue of some long-forgotten Civil War hero. “It isn’t right about Milton. After everything he’s done.” The very same thought—of Milton lingering, judging, lounging around in his bathrobe—would produce a wave of equal but opposing outrage among the Miltophobes, who favored tearing down the damn statue in its entirety. Between the extremities of love and hate there was no common ground, no place for nuance. Just mention his name and all the old wounds would reopen, and the two camps, like baboons startled by thunder, would squawk and abandon peaceful grooming to bare their fangs and fist each other vigorously upside the head.

If only Milton would just have the common, human decency to die! Then everyone could settle down. The people who, despite everything, still loved Milton could go back to remembering him fondly; the people who, despite everything, resented him could let it all go; and everybody, wherever they stood on the subject of Milton, could trade their best Milton Katz stories over post-show saketinis at the Get Bento Box.

Sometimes the debate over Milton took place in the space of a single soul. Mona Zahid, for example, had a toe in both of the rival camps: when the company squabbled over his reputation, she was an out-and-out, unabashed Miltophile. Asked to quantify her debt to the man, she would have spread her arms wide and said, “Milton made me.” But she was happier, she had discovered, with Milton out of her life. This made her feel treacherous, unsure of herself. She was not sure that she was a better actress without Milton (it wasn’t a judgment for her to make) but she was certainly a freer, more spontaneous one. Milton had been for decades of her life a boarder in a psychic spare bedroom. Now that he was moved out, she enjoyed the extra space. Milton had opinions on everything. Not visiting him avoided the question, sneering, knowing, and judging all at once, “And how’s it going with your doctor?” The doctor in question was Phil, and Milton had not approved of the marriage—and why should Milton even have had a vote? Still, for a long time, she had been planning to visit Milton, she sincerely had. Then she had felt guilty about not visiting him. Then she had justified her guilt—she wasn’t Milton’s daughter, after all—and then she had forgotten her guilt, and then more months had passed. It had been who-knows-how-long since she had visited Milton. Maybe even a year.
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A stripe of spotlight-sunlight draped across her eyes. She blinked. Her first waking emotion of the day was irritation. She had pulled down the blinds at night, intending to sleep in, and Phil, who had left the house early, had pulled them back up. Then she remembered her dream. It had been very funny. “That’s not meat, that’s Milton!” She should write that down. She had been so outraged—that was funny too. And there had been the joke about Milton’s penis, something about a side dish.

Now Mona was a little more awake, and none of it made as much sense as it did just a minute ago. Barney, sensing that she was conscious, climbed on the bed and burrowed his snout into the small of her back. She wanted to drift back to sleep and laugh again but she was hopelessly awake. She heard Sheila snap, “Well, I don’t know where your glasses are.” A moment later, there was a loud and improbably long bellowing noise. That was Bruce blowing his nose. Then he turned the television on and she could hear the angry voices.

Mona flopped back onto her pillow, the day already feeling like defeat. She leaned over, rummaged through her bedside drawer, and found the small yellow bottle containing the last of her sister’s hospice kit. She opened the bottle, shook out two pills, and swallowed them.

Mona had exactly six pills left of the stash Zahra had left her. She had started out almost a year ago with one hundred and fifty, plus the lollipop thing. Only a dope fiend, Mona thought, could understand the self-discipline implicit in that last sentence: a lesser woman than herself (not that Mona was being judgmental, mind you) would have surfeited on happiness in weeks. She would have been addicted herself but for the fact that she simply could not act under their influence: she couldn’t stop grinning, at low dosages, or, if the dosages were high, she slurred. Milton had stepped in immediately when, years ago, she tried to act while high. “You’re flat and out of tune,” he said, mid-rehearsal. “Go home and come back better.” Implicit in this was a threat. So Mona kept the yellow bottle in her bedside drawer, breaking out a pill or five now and again when she didn’t have to work and didn’t think she could get through the day otherwise. She could indulge today because she didn’t have a show until Friday night.

Bruce’s voice boomed through the closed door. “I can’t find them anywhere. Are you sure you packed them?”

“Is she still asleep?” Sheila said.

Mona shook out another pill and swallowed it too.

How small the apartment seemed to Mona with her in-laws on the prowl! Bruce and Sheila occupied the apartment as if it were their own—which, in a sense, it was: Phil and Mona had bought the apartment from them when they migrated south after Bruce’s retirement. It was Phil’s childhood home, a pleasant, roomy, somewhat dilapidated prewar six in Morningside Heights. Phil and Mona were able to swing the deal only because Bruce and Sheila had deeply discounted the sales price, with the expectation that they could use Phil’s office with its comfy foldout couch as an occasional New York pied-à-terre. “You’ll never see us,” Bruce lied. “We’ve had enough of the city,” Sheila fibbed. They had flown in the night before, letting themselves in after midnight with the extra key.

How long, Mona wondered, could she hide in the bedroom, pretending to be asleep? After a certain point, feigning sleep was like feigning a coma, then you were just feigning death.

Mona lay in bed waiting for the narcotics to work, thinking wistfully about her phone. It was locked in the mailbox in the lobby. The idea was that she’d only be able to get at her phone by dressing herself sufficiently to ride the elevator, so she wouldn’t look at it before bed or first thing in the morning. She had banished it from her bedroom because of the advertisements for real estate, mainly. Every time she saw one of those stupid advertisements for real estate, she felt like Barney when he saw a squirrel: she had to tug at the end of the leash and bark. Mona figured that over the last year she had taken the virtual tour of half the available housing stock in Manhattan. One house inevitably led to another, each more empty and more beautiful than the last; none of the apartments featured Bruce and Sheila. Mona was aware that her desire to explore empty apartments was a compulsion, and still she couldn’t stop, no matter how many times she swore that she would put the phone away in five minutes exactly, until finally, bleary-eyed, she drifted off to uneasy sleep. Locking up the phone had been an emergency intervention.

Barney whimpered and rolled on his back. There was a fine brisk breeze blowing, slipping in through the crack of the window, full of sea smells and roasting meats. A fat pigeon, sassy and proud, strutted around on the fire escape. Barney studied it attentively. He began to nudge at her collarbone with his wet nose. Mona thought, “Daffodils / That come before the swallow dares, and take / The winds of March with beauty.” She didn’t know why she thought that. The words just made her glad.
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On the one hand, Sheila was happy to see Mona in the morning; on the other hand, Sheila was happy to see Mona in the morning.

“Good morning, lazybones!” she cried.

Sheila was already, despite the early hour, dressed for her day in a pink sweat suit, her hair carefully lacquered with hairspray, a slash of lipstick in place. Nobody had ever embraced spry old lady life with quite the enthusiasm of Sheila. She preceded Mona into the kitchen. Across her butt, in bright large letters, was the word JUICY.

“Welcome back, Sheila,” Mona said.

Mona found the remote control on the counter and turned the television off. Rachel, her niece, home from college for the holiday and asleep on the couch, had remarkably slept through the noise.

Then Mona poured herself a cup of coffee. As always when Bruce and Sheila made the coffee, they used the wrong kind. The pair of them must have gotten down right onto their creaking knees and delved like cunning ferrets to the back of the cupboard, slipping past the aged ramen, traversing the great wall of antique cereal, to the place where expired coffee lived in an old Maxwell House tin, when just inside the refrigerator door there was not one but two bags of fresh beans from Whole Foods. Mona imagined the two of them chuckling at their daring complot. Mona would have thrown out the pot and started all over again, but then she would have had to have a twenty-minute talk with Sheila about why she was throwing out the pot of coffee, and she would need to drink a pot of coffee before she could have that conversation.

Mona wondered if she had really medicated herself properly before leaving the bedroom. She wanted to be positively soused with happiness. The coffee wasn’t just bitter and tasteless—it had no kick to it. Mona felt as if she had hitched the wagon of her consciousness to a skinny gray mule. She and Ol’ Bad Coffee had acres and acres of stony conversational ground to plow this morning. Mona knew how the morning would go; it always went the same way. In a moment—Mona would so rather not talk about it—there would be a question—here it came!—about whether Mona was enjoying her new show. “Why, yes, yes I am,” Mona answered, and wondered why she found it so difficult simply to tell the truth. She reckoned that a good half of what she said was a lie, in one form or another. Sheila asked if Mona’s back was still doing that thing Mona had once complained about a decade ago; and whether Aaron ate beets. Mona didn’t know, but she thought she might look like a bad mother if she said so. Before she could answer, Sheila said, “I found a recipe online for roast beets with burrata and thought about you. Aren’t you the one who likes burrata?” Mona tried to remember what burrata even was, while Sheila recalled a long-ago holiday that she and Bruce had taken in Puglia, where burrata was apparently produced in vast, fluffy clouds, and how fun that vacation was until Bruce’s wallet was stolen on the train.

Then Sheila said, “People are so funny.”

Mona knew from experience that this was Sheila’s way of changing the subject. Now Sheila would begin an anecdote that would not be funny, featuring herself as protagonist in the latest installment of the multi-episode podcast entitled How Sheila Was Insulted by Her Book Group Again. Every episode featured a ferocious middle-school-style feud rifting “the Gang” into warring factions of peeved old ladies, which argument Sheila would recount to Mona in meticulous detail.

Mona flicked the reins at her mule. He thought sadly of the carrots and mash back in the stall.

“Are they?” she said. “I love funny people. But I rarely meet them. Who’s the funniest person you ever met?”

But Sheila was not fooled. “Can I ask you a question? Where do you buy your smoked salmon?”

“Nora Weiner wasn’t happy?”

Nora Weiner was Sheila’s nemesis, her counterparty on the side of darkness.

“Well, people are just so funny. We had my book group last week at my house, and before the Gang came over, Nora Weiner sent me two whole pounds of smoked salmon. From Russ and Daughters.”

Mona was always confused by Sheila’s stories, which involved slights and insults so subtle as to be inexplicable outside the context of the prison yard or the court at Versailles.

“That was nice of her, wasn’t it?” Mona said.

Sheila’s flashing eyes revealed that it wasn’t nice, it wasn’t nice at all. Apparently Nora Weiner’s salmon was a shot across the bow of the battleship that was Sheila’s hospitality.

Despite the acrimony of the group, Sheila was forever badgering Mona to join them, as if the cycle of argument and reconciliation was as fun as salsa dancing. Mona was supposed to sit in on the sessions via Zoom, which Nora Weiner’s daughter-in-law just loved to do. “We read classics too, you know,” Sheila said, implying that Mona’s reluctance to join was the result of being some kind of highbrow snob. In recent months Sheila had begun sending Mona copies of whatever the group was reading from Amazon, the books piling up on Mona’s bedside as a testament to her inadequacies as a daughter-in-law and wife.

Mona thought about those unread books while Sheila talked. She was just getting into the meat of her story—“Now isn’t that the funniest thing you’ve ever heard?” she said all over again, the word “funny” used to describe an emotion probably more like hurt or sorrow than good humor—when Bruce toddled into the kitchen. There was something in his manner that suggested a strong-willed three-year-old, a defiant thrust of his chin.

“Oh good morning, lovely ladies!” he cried.

Barney rushed to Bruce’s side. Barney’s passion for Bruce was inexplicable, the stuff of family lore. Barney ran around in small circles, then threw himself on his side and cried. Bruce rubbed Barney’s head and said, “Oh you son-of-a-gun you, you son-of-a-gun.” Those words thrilled Barney, who rolled on his back and squirmed, shaking his head from side to side, his tail waving wildly.

It was thanks to Bruce that Mona had met Phil. Since long before Mona had joined the Rabble, Bruce had been on the board of directors, one of those gray-haired eminences that legally ran the theater but in practice did little but fundraise their brains out and approve Milton’s contract and sort out the theater’s complicated real estate deals. When Mona joined the Rabble, all eighteen members of the board had set to work at finding Mona the husband they believed she needed. She had been flooded with offers to meet nephews, sons, and junior colleagues. Bruce had invited Mona to a dinner in this very apartment. Phil had arrived with a bottle of very good wine and a pleasing air of emotional stability. By the end of the evening, they were having sex in Phil’s childhood bedroom, Phil ostensibly showing her his high school memorabilia. “So you want to see my yearbook?” was still, even after all these years, Phil’s preferred way of initiating a romantic encounter.

Bruce pulled a high-backed stool up to the kitchen counter, while Sheila continued to talk about her book group. Bruce glowered at her. He didn’t like it when his wife monopolized the conversation, or if she conversed at all.

“Would you like half a bagel?” Mona asked him.

“A bagel?” he said suspiciously, as if breakfast were some sneaky ploy on the part of his enemies.

“I’ve got plain and sesame.”

“Plain, I guess.”

Mona reached for the bag of bagels and a serrated knife.

“So how was the flight?” she asked.

“Well, it was so funny…” Sheila said, hoping to get back to her story. She was growing desperate. Like Mona, Sheila could hear the timer of Bruce’s patience ticking. When it sounded, she would be abandoned by the conversational herd like a sick and boring wildebeest and no one would listen to her again all day.

Mona sliced the bagels and inserted them into the toaster. She took a swig of the second-rate coffee and felt a shiver of sympathy for Nora Weiner, always eating Sheila’s cheap-ass smoked salmon at what was supposed to be a gourmet book club. Mona wondered if she could make it out the door and down the hallway and into the elevator before Bruce and Sheila could get off the stools on which they were so precariously perched. Mona had chosen the stools precisely because in the Crate & Barrel showroom they had looked like they would be inaccessible to the elderly. Mona could make it to the elevator, she figured, but what then? She was in a bathrobe and slippers.

It was too late. The toaster announced that the bagel was ready, and Bruce’s timer sounded also, not with some dire knell, but with the words, “Mona, I read something that would interest you.”
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There was a yellow Post-it note on the counter. It read, “Ultimate.” Had it read, “Ultimate!” or “Ultimate…” Mona would have known that things were fine with Phil. Nine days out of ten he would have added a little heart, or sometimes, if he was feeling goofy, a sketch of himself, smiling. But the underscore—heavy, solid, and unrelenting—told her that she and Phil were still fighting.

Both Mona and her husband held grudges that to the outsider would have seemed trivial, or even incomprehensible, but were in fact deep icebergs of discontent.

For his part, Phil was upset that Mona had not gone out to the Hamptons to play Ultimate Frisbee with his high school chums and their kids, as she had agreed. Phil and the Chums had been close as teenagers, drifted apart, and then in the age of Facebook and the group text, become close once again. When Mona and Phil were first dating, Phil and his friends would meet up on Thanksgiving morning in Sheep Meadow, the way they used to as kids. Then Mona would show up for an hour or two with a cup of coffee, and wander home when she started to feel like biting someone. But a few years back, as more and more of the friends had moved out to various suburbs, the event, in the interests of traffic and parking, was relocated to the lawn of Ralph Perrimeno’s house in Bridgehampton.

It was only the kids who could sustain interest in running around a muddy field tossing a Frisbee for more than a half hour, so in recent years the adults treated the game as an opportunity to stand around, drink coffee, and vape pot. They would talk about how weird it was that they were turning into their parents; their parents, in turn, had turned into their grandparents, and their children were beautiful aliens. There was always a lot of talk about investing, the subject naturally encouraging everyone to look hope-eyed at the host. Ralph had been this fat, not-too-popular kid back in high school, who had made a boodle in finance. (Mona was sure that she wasn’t the only member of her social circle to drop into incognito mode to submit the shameful phrase “Ralph Perrimeno net worth” to the judgment of her search bar, or looked up the Zestimate® on his numerous tacky houses.) Now all of Phil’s friends hung on his every word, hoping that Ralph would drop some hot stock tip, thus baptizing them in cascading showers of cash. Ralph, for his part, displayed an almost admirable simplicity of spirit, wanting nothing more out of his long weekends than to relive the worst years of his adolescence and gloat over his success. Uniquely among the Chums, Mona suspected, Phil actually liked Ralph, enthusing with genuine geeky enthusiasm about how impressive his car collection was, as if Ralph, in acquiring a half dozen vintage Jaguars, had been clever rather than rich.

Mona’s refusal to attend Ultimate (or any of the other Chum-related events that pimpled up over the course of a year) had been for a while now a source of tension: Phil wanted Mona not only to present herself at these events, but exuberantly to enjoy herself. She just couldn’t do it, no matter how she tried. It wasn’t that the Chums, even Ralph Perrimeno, weren’t nice or something. They were nice enough. They just made her feel so lonely. They talked for hours about building out wine cellars and filling them with Sangiovese and Hungarian varietals from Ralph’s snooty-ass wine dealer, who asked you to fill out a ten-page questionnaire and whose minimum order was a half dozen cases.

Mona was always getting in trouble when the Chums got together, offending them somehow, like when she taught all the kids at the Memorial Day Brisket Roast to walk around limping, drooling, and palsied. Mona had in mind Richard III, but Melanie McDowell, who apparently had kissed Phil in high school, asked Mona to stop, saying that she found imitating the physically challenged problematic and offensive. “It’s also very difficult, if you want to do it right,” Mona said, which Melanie McDowell pretended not to hear. Then there was the Camping Trip Incident, where Mona stayed in the tent the whole time binge-watching Shoah on her iPad.

Mona had a newspaper article on the fridge, held in place by a magnet shaped like a panda bear. She had found the article attached to Zahra’s fridge cleaning out her apartment. It felt like it had been left there for her, both a commentary on her sister’s life and a warning on her own. Mona could pass hours puzzling over its significance. In its entirety the article read:


‘MISSING’ WOMAN MYSTERY SOLVED

A mix-up at the Glen Marnoch distillery led a group of Brazilian tourists spending a rainy Saturday night searching for a missing woman who was actually with them the entire time.

The group was visiting distilleries and had stopped to enjoy drinks at sunset. A head count revealed someone was missing. The woman, who had changed her jacket and scarf, didn’t match the missing person’s description and pitched in to help look.

Confusion ended just before dawn when they figured out that the “missing” woman had been with them all along.



Whenever Mona found herself around Ralph and the Chums, she found herself transported to a distant Scottish loch, where an unnatural mist rose up from the black water, blotting out the hills, the sun, herself. Frisbees were flying and Chums were asking Ralph what he thought about the pharmaceutical sector, and she heard herself shouting her own name, only to hear it echoing back in the fog.



MONA AND PHIL had been arguing over the Chum question for several years now, Mona wavering like a leaf on the tide between tentative agreement and absolute refusal to attend these events, but the issue had seemed to come to a decisive resolution just last week in “marriage counseling.” Mona put quotation marks around the phrase because the “counseling” was something Phil’s mother had bought them off Groupon for Christmas last year. Sheila had got them ten sessions, not on account of any particular crisis, but because the sessions were 72 percent off. Sheila had never seen couple’s counseling at such a good price before. Mona had been dubious about the whole enterprise until the “counselor,” this older guy with a ponytail who called himself Dr. Billy, asked them five minutes in if they minded if he blew a little bud while they talked. Mona had to admit that Dr. Billy was actually a pretty good counselor, chiefly because he looked so upset at any sign of tension that Mona and Phil would just back off out of basic human decency whenever they approached any maritally sensitive subject. He worked out of his apartment in the Sixties on the far East Side, the walls of which were covered with hand-painted portraits of naked women with jungle bush and big butts, some of them posing on the very couch where Mona was now sitting. Mona was trying to figure out if the couch was actually hygienic when she heard Phil denounce her unwillingness to spend time with his friends.

“I just don’t get it, how a woman who has three roles in repertory can’t even remember my friends’ names,” he said.

“I can remember their names, I just can’t remember which one is which.”

“You know everyone likes you,” Phil said, wildly misunderstanding the cause of her unease.

“I like them too, I just don’t like being around them.”

“It feels like you draw these lines around yourself, and you won’t let me or anyone else in. I want everyone to get to know the real you.”

“Why? Why should anyone have to know the real me but me?”

“Because I’d like to know the real you,” Phil said, a response that simultaneously touched Mona for its inept sweetness and alarmed her, because, after all, if Phil didn’t know the real Mona—then who?

“How much would you say this matters to you?” Dr. Billy asked Phil.

“Well…” he said.

Mona understood: Phil just needed a win. Sometimes in marriage it mattered more that you won than what you won; sometimes in marriage you just needed a victory to look yourself in the eye while you were flossing in the morning. Earlier that year, Phil had been offered a job in Bethesda at the National Institutes of Health. The thought of leaving New York and the Rabble and moving to suburban Maryland had horrified Mona. Mona, never admitting even to herself either her intentions or her strategy, pursued a course of constant passive aggression. “Of course you should go if you want,” she said. “Maybe we could do things long-distance for a while and see what happens.” Mona knew that suffering the loss still smarted, not because he particularly wanted to take the job—the salary was only okay and Phil was equally reluctant to leave the city—but because he wanted to be the one who decided, for his reasons. Now Phil needed a few points on the marital scoreboard.

Mona looked over at Dr. Billy. The look in his eyes—kind of red-rimmed and sad and nervous—persuaded Mona to reach out and hold Phil’s big hand, a gesture that wasn’t technically promising to go to Ultimate Thanksgiving with him, but very close.



FOR HER PART, Mona was upset about Twelfth Night, Mona’s third Twelfth in fourteen years: she had been Viola, she had been Olivia, and now, in another sign that Time had devoured, was devouring, and would continue to devour, she was Maria.

Clara Huskins had directed the show. Back when Mona was just starting at 107 Avenue C, Clara had been one of Milton’s protégées. The pattern over the last four-plus decades was that every few years, Milton would find some promising young director, generally female, announce that she was the second coming of Peter Brook, make her his new director-in-residence, hint broadly that she would take over the whole shebang just as soon as he retired, pay her peanuts, string her out for years, criticize her relentlessly, praise her sporadically but lavishly, drive her to the ragged edge of incipient insanity, and then denounce her as an ingrate and a traitor when she got tired of the game and moved on. Everyone in the profession knew this, and still Milton had found, year after year, brilliant young directors to take up residencies, a testament to Milton’s uncanny ability to look women in the eye and say with absolute sincerity the words, “I need you.” Mona could remember many a night with Clara, Clara’s eyes teary, Clara talking about becoming an accountant. Her father was an accountant and it was a damn good, stress-free, productive life. She had finally quit Milton and 107 Avenue C, two years past her breaking point, and Mona didn’t know if she had ever spoken with Milton again.

Now she was back at 107. Theater-world considered Clara’s return some kind of galaxy-brain move on the new artistic director’s part, to mend fences and make statements and be inclusive, especially now that Clara, in her exuberant post-Milton phase, had gone on to direct The Fault in Our Stars on Broadway for Disney, for which tourists regularly splurged four digits.

Mona loved Clara Huskins, but oh God, she hated her show. She had been bored since day one of rehearsals. Clara had the entire show blocked out before they even began, which some directors did but Mona loathed. “I’d like you to come sashaying in stage left,” Clara said. “Do I have to?” Mona said. “Just try,” said Clara. From that moment on, Mona had been bored all through rehearsals, Clara’s rehearsal room everything Milton’s rehearsal room wasn’t: efficient, stress-free, professional, collegiate, cordial, respectful, even fun.

Then Clara’s show was boring too, at least from Mona’s point of view, although audiences seemed to love it, grooving on the rowdy songs and Roaring Twenties gangster costumes, the more adventurous of them going down the slide Clara had installed from balcony to stage, until at the end everyone stood up and sang along to the chorus Clara had Feste teach them. But Mona knew that the audiences were wrong, as they often were. Twelfth Night was a cavalcade of cruelty, grief, and loss, not some Elizabethan meet-cute rom-com. Mona was dreading the run of the show, which looked to be a great success.

Phil saw the show for the first time last night, and in the Uber on the way home, before they could talk, he said, “Hold on. I’ve got to call Patty back.”

Patty was the nurse at the hospital. Now they zoomed up the FDR, traffic fluid, his voice seeming to drop a half octave as he took Mrs. Wong off IV Lasix and put her on oral, then reduced her DVT prophylaxis to standard heparin dosing. Mona snuggled up to him when he said to keep Mr. Cohen on the IV vancomycin but to add levofloxacin PO for a possible atelectasis. Phil said they needed to bring in a liver doc in the a.m. for a consult on Mrs. Tommasino.

When he hung up, Mona leaned on his chest for a moment. Then, hesitantly, she asked, “Was I okay tonight?”

“You were great,” he said, his voice now returned to its normal timbre.

“Really?” she said.

“I loved it.”

“Was I funny?”

“Everyone was laughing.”

“What about you?”

Phil looked out the window a moment. Finally he said, “Do you want the truth?”

“Of course I do,” she lied.

“I didn’t always get what you were doing up there. This was such a goofy show. And you just seemed a little out of step.”

Scholars of Mona and Phil’s marriage will now recall the Great Fights of 2002, 2007, and 2011, the Peace Conference of 2013, and, just a couple of years back, the Very Serious Discussion. The casus belli in every case was Phil’s insistence on giving Mona notes. All of those conversations and this one too went something like this: “What exactly are you trying to tell me, Phil? Are you telling me I was awful? Do I come to the hospital and tell you how to scrub in?” “I wouldn’t mind if it made me better at what I was doing.” “And killing what little confidence I have is going to make me better at what I was doing?” “I was just trying to say that you seemed happier doing other things than how you seemed tonight.” “So I was supposed to play ‘happy’? That was my role? Maria is ‘happy’?” “Why are you so angry at me?” said Phil, genuinely perplexed. Because I hate throwing a Frisbee, Mona didn’t say. Because Vikram is coming, and I’d like to have an excuse at least to consider sleeping with him, Mona didn’t say. Because sometimes the only time I feel anything with you is when we’re fighting, Mona certainly didn’t say. Instead Mona said, “I don’t want notes from you. I tell you this and I tell you this and I tell you this and still you want to tell me what I should do when I stand onstage. I need there to be one sphere of my life for which I, just me, am responsible. Where I am the grown-up. That is my work.” “I’m not giving you notes. I’m just telling you what I thought.” “All I need from you is confidence. I’ve got a director and an audience and critics to tell me I’m terrible. I know I’m terrible. I just want you to give me courage.” “So you want me to lie. Sorry. I’m not good at lying.”

What more was there to say? Phil wasn’t good at lying, one of the very qualities of Phil that had made him so attractive as a mate. Still, it drove Mona bonkers that Phil couldn’t lie to her with sufficient skill that she did not immediately understand that she was being lied to.

She had gone to bed last night furious. She might have clubbed him to death with the bedside lamp if she’d been able to muster the energy. Mona thought that everything was a disaster: her performance, her marriage, her life. Phil lay on his side of the bed watching college basketball highlights on his phone.

“Why are you so angry?” he finally said.

“Do we have to discuss it again?” Mona said.

“I just want you to be happy,” Phil said. She did not understand how Phil could fail to understand the cruelty in such a remark, how slippery and manipulative it was. Phil did not want her to be happy; Phil wanted a happy wife. There was a difference. “I just think you could—” he continued.

“No no no no no no no,” Mona said.

Phil put his phone down, stunned. There was a place of hot emotion in his wife that did not exist in himself. It was like a sixth sense that he did not possess: he did not understand it, he could not interpret it. Whenever he touched it, he was at once frightened and hurt and aroused.

“I don’t understand what’s got you so stirred up,” he said.

“Exactly.”

She turned off her light. She lay in the dark room a moment.

“I’m too tired,” she finally said. “You and Aaron should go to that thing tomorrow without me.”

A few minutes later, still lying in the dark, still angry, she heard Bruce and Sheila let themselves in with their spare key.





5

Bruce was staring at Mona, like those creepy posters of Uncle Sam. No matter where she went in the kitchen, his eyes followed. She took Phil’s note, crumpled it into a small ball, and tossed it into the garbage. Bruce watched the garbage pail open, watched the little yellow projectile tumble through the air, watched the lid of the garbage pail close. He watched Mona rub her nose. He opened his mouth, Mona stared at him, he paused.

Then he attacked.

There had been a time when Bruce had been a conversationalist if the occasion required it, as someone of a certain age might once, before the knees were totally gone, have rallied a tennis ball on weekends. His best subjects had been theater, shows, Chinese politics (about which he was strangely knowledgeable), actors, modern art, and, believe it or not, tax reform. His work as a corporate lawyer took him to London frequently, so he knew all the latest London shows. Mona never trusted Bruce’s Anglophile taste—everything he saw was “extraordinary,” “marvelous,” or “brilliant,” provided the show was pronounced in sufficiently incomprehensible working-class accents—but she took pleasure in his enthusiasm, and he deferred to her expertise (“Of course I don’t know the play the way you do…”) in a way that she found appropriate and flattering. All of this came to an end maybe five years back, roughly around the time of his retirement, when arthritis of Bruce’s conversational joints set in and he became interested exclusively in what he called “the authorship question.”

Bruce’s latest trick was to corner her and argue both sides of the “question” while Mona mutely stared on. “So I found myself thinking about what you were saying,” he began, apropos of absolutely nothing that Mona had ever said. “And what you say has its merits,” he conceded. “But I’ve done a little more research,” he transitioned, the word “research” in this case nothing like scholarly endeavor but referring instead to the days spent on Facebook with his fellow obsessives, then to some wormhole he had fallen into on Reddit. “And I think that there’s something here you should consider,” he concluded, the word “conclude” not entirely le mot juste, as the words from “and” to “consider” were actually prelude, not conclusion, to a disquisition that could endure the better part of sanity; but neither was the word “conclude” wholly irrelevant, as the phrase concluded Mona’s active involvement in the conversation. Now she was fixed like a butterfly to a corkboard, unable to escape, unwilling to reply for fear of coaxing him into yet more speech, as Bruce began slowly, methodically to expose the latest fruits of his investigations.

For his part, Bruce was convinced that he and Mona had been locked for years now in thrilling intellectual combat, a battle of wits and minds in which he gave as good as he got; that Mona enjoyed this debate as much as he did; and that his views on the authorship of the plays of William Shakespeare were not utterly insane. On each of these points, Bruce was wrong.

There had been every variety of argument over the years between them on the subject. Back in the day, they had traded emails into which were embedded dozens of links that neither party ever clicked. When Mona had not heard from Bruce on the subject for several months, Mona thought gratefully that Bruce’s interest in the subject had finally died. Then, like a subterranean forest fire, the brawl re-exploded into incandescent life, after Bruce watched a YouTube video on the subject, then, in the way of YouTube, many other videos as well, somehow all affirming his deranged point of view. This had led to a series of conversations so rancorous that two years back Mona had shouted at Bruce at his own eightieth birthday party, “Would you shut the fuck up about it? Would you just do my mental health that small favor?” Phil hustled her out of his parents’ presence and said, “I know it’s hard but he’s old and he’s got his ideas, could you just bear with him?” So Mona apologized, Bruce hugged her—and then recommenced his speech, like a good actor interrupted by a heckler, from the very syllable where he had been interrupted.

But this Thanksgiving Day, the drugs, finally kicking in, did wonders for Mona. Ol’ Bad Coffee was galloping around the corral like Secretariat. He hadn’t felt so good since he was a foal. The painkillers produced in Mona a wave of ease and joy, her self-absorption abated, and she tolerated Bruce, she tolerated Sheila, she tolerated all of struggling humanity. How great it was to have the family together! Just to live was such a privilege! “That’s so interesting,” she said to Bruce, awarding herself a shiny medal for Goodness. “I can tell you’ve been doing your reading.” What Mona appreciated most about the opiate’s warm glow was that, released from the pain of her own preoccupations, she could consider the preoccupations of others. Mona never wanted to be sober again. It wasn’t Sheila and Bruce’s fault that they were Sheila and Bruce, after all, any more than it was her fault that she was Mona; they had rebelled against their Sheilaness and Bruceosity for as long as human beings possibly could. She had known Bruce long enough now to remember a time when her sister called him the Stone-Cold Silver Fox, because for a guy his age, he was pretty hot, you know? Mona remembered what an air of authority Sheila exuded when she was still working. She had been one of New York’s leading book publicists. It was as if at the end of a long show they had finally taken off their costumes to stand in front of their audiences and be revealed in all their tedious glory.

Bruce’s antique eyes glowed. Mona could tell: he was alive.

“The evidence! the cover-up!” he cried. “Fraud! Impostor! Phony!”

Mona listened to Bruce prattle and began to chop onions and celery. She took pride in her ability to dice an onion. When she had played the Scottish Lady for Milton, he had insisted that Mona learn to chop an onion with the easy dexterity of a trained chef. The entire audience had been rubbing their eyes all through the show while Mona whacked away. She handed cutting boards and knives to Sheila and Bruce also, and they began to chop too, happy like dogs and children to have an important job. Mona was amazed as always how kindness and serenity, albeit drug-induced, could calm a room; how much easier everyone was when their hands were occupied.

Bruce was peaceful now, concentrated on cutting onions and not his fingers. He was settled down into an easy groove of paranoid discourse, his pleasant baritone no more than background noise.

Mona’s thoughts drifted here and there. Bruce said something about Prospero and the Earl of Oxford and she thought about old men. That’s where she’d be headed next, she supposed. There were so many of them, after all. Shakespeare had been fascinated by the old farts. Still, there was something sad about the thought that with Cleopatra she was coming to the end of the line of his great women. She had played male roles (her Richard II had made quite a splash
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