

	
	





As Long As She Needs Me

Nicholas Weinstock

[image: logo]








for Amanda









O Wedding Guest! This soul hath been

Alone on a wide wide sea:

So lonely twas that God himself

Scarce seemd there to be.

Coleridge
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The Ring



TO BE A PERSONS ASSISTANT is to be, of course, her boss. While she trumpeted the orders and wallowed in the recognition, it was he who quietly decided her weekday schedule and predetermined her weekends; who owned all her secrets, orchestrated her life. She was the Dawn of Dawn Books, commander of a quavering staff of dozens of adults; but without his scurrying support and whispered translations she was nothing. She was a cracked figurehead, an empress without clothes, to be mended and swaddled daily, as we do for the least and most powerful of our species. As he did particularly well.

He dodged a herd of tourists outside the Empire State Building and wove a path through the summer traffic. It had been months since hed wandered the city beneath its bright blue rectangles of daylight, as it was dim at the hour he got to the office, black by the time he left. He hopped over the curb and yanked at his tie, hunching lower and closer to the bobbing heads of pedestrians, looking harder around their feet. With luck it would still be there, undiscovered on the simmering pavement by any hunter or gatherer other than him. He would find it before she got out of her meeting. He would be back at his desk in time to photocopy her AmEx bill and chronologically order her messages, to call her limo service and confirm that there would be none of the smiley driver chitchat of last time. He checked his watch. He had thirty-four minutes. A tall order, he thought, and mustered a smile.

She would have eaten at the customary five-star landmark, as it was a Thursday lunch, walkable weather. He knew her schedule and preferences better than he knew his own. At the moment he could barely remember his own. Had he ever slept late? Gone to plays? Worn a hat? An entire imagined life sparkled before hima mirage of four-course brunches and late-night swing dancing, of lounging about in extra-large pajamasbefore the vision winked shut. He reached the darkened entrance of Le Pouvoir, swam through the air-conditioning and past the bronze columns and lemon-draped tables to her usual corner. But it wasnt there. He dropped to a knee, shoved a chair. Nothing. After double-checking with the busboys and stooping to question the matre d, he hurried back outside and downtown toward the office, eyes on the sunny blur of the sidewalk. Stomach in knots. She would have walked in the shade, it occurred to him, and he loped across the street.

And there it was, by the foot of the mailbox. Hundreds of thousands of dollars recovered. But that was a bottle cap. A circle of spit on the manhole cover. A plastic earring in the green-rimmed puddle by the curb. He dabbed his shirt against his chest and glanced again at his watch. He had been away from his desk for thirty-eight minutes. Forty-six by the time he had almost picked up a condom, inspected and tossed a Canadian coin. Fourteen, now thirteen, before shed be out of her paperback meeting and bawling his name. Ten years of this; but that sort of counting was no help. This was fun. That was more like it. A field trip. A scavenger hunt. Lucky me, he reconsidered. He mouthed the words down Madison Avenue. Lucky me, lucky me.

At first hed hated the job. Fresh out of college, tender to the touch of injustice, he used to name and keep track of her offenses as if compiling a case to impeach. Nailfilegate. The Cuban Memoir Crisis. Unnamable was the time shed had him FedEx her tropical fish, unforgettable the day she took up fencing. His official duty was to keep track of her statistics and deadlines, to keep her authors and employees and neuroses at bay; yet his chores went well beyond that. Between runs to her dry cleaner and re-reorganizations of her files, he pored through all her submissions and edited every one of her books. In tense meetings with top executives she crushed budget proposals and title ideas with sneering condescension; but thought e-mail was a gender until he had explained it, and tried to speak aloud to an ATM machine before he hushed her and showed her how to work it. Dawn needed himdesperately, confidentiallyand it was this need that had kept him tied to his post all these years. Who else got the chance to be needed like that? Who else had shopped for her deodorant, met her ophthalmologist, seen her cry? Contrary to company-wide opinion, he was not enslaved by her famous outbursts but rather moved by them, and therefore unmoved. He had become dependent on her reliance on him. Having spent so long at her side, under her thumb, he couldnt budge.

He had gone into book publishing for the usual reason, the silliest of reasons: for books. As a college English majorscanner of verse, skimmer of classicshe had vowed to aid in the creation of works of art while his fellow graduates manufactured meaningless dividends and portfolios. Underpaid by the company and overwhelmed by the mystique, he had set out to toil in the diamond mine of literature: to unearth treasures and hand them over, to limp home empty-handed but lit and warmed by their glow. He was flagging by the end of the first year, dead broke by the start of the third. The mine was airless and wracked by explosions as its workers scrabbled to find something pure.

Yet it no longer pained him, he thought as he walked. He had grown stronger by now, or else weaker; numb to the paper cuts at his dignity, the stapled holes in his self-esteem. Plus the job kept him busy. Single people needed to keep busy. Not to mention the fresh air and exercise (thishe breathed deepis fresh air and exercise) whenever she misplaced an item outdoors. He read books for a living: what could be better than that? But he didnt read books; he only oversaw, or undersaw, the niggling details of their mass production. Although he had been promoted when necessary over the years, the elevation was strictly semantic: from assistant to editorial assistant to assistant editor without a change in rank or location. Most recently, and rhetorically, hed been appointed executive editorial assistant to the editor in chief. A gatekeeper, a rainmaker. A fishmailer. There had been no party to mark the tenth anniversary of his servitude, and the omission that previous Tuesday had come as no surprise. Higher-ups got cake in the conference room, company paperweights as brassy tokens of respect. Assistants got to gather the smudged napkins and pick crumbs from the chairs, lighting and blowing out the notion that they had a good job and were good at it.

He kicked aside a spread-eagled newspaper. Rocked a steel trash bin back and forth. He was short of breath, empty-handed, with time running out. How the hell did one lose something like that? She had to have dropped it on purpose, hurled it at the climax of yet another fight with you-know-who. It must have glittered, airborne, before plinking and rolling somewhere nearby. Somewhere between goddamn lunch and the goddamn officeyou tell me, she had instructed as she strode into her meeting and ordered him out.

That was fifty-two minutes ago.

And thata flicker by the hydrantwas it.

Crouching down, panting lightly, Oscar lifted the ring. Lucky her. Diamonds gleamed the length of the band, chips and boulders of light, sparking rainbows on his palm as he turned it over and over. The woman had taste; or rather, you-know-who did. It had the fiery looks of an engagement ringbut not in this case. Never for Dawn. You-know-who would come and go like her other you-know-whos, vanish like all the dates with divorcs hed had to arrange and confirm over the years, the vacations with wheezy golf writers and weekends with boozy media moguls that hed had to schedule and cover up. Such ungainly side-steps would be the dance of Dawns life; and he was her permanent dance partner, handling her as she stomped. They were stuck with each other, left to each other by default. Husbandless and wifeless. Raging boss and aging assistant. Until death did them part.

Oscar was back at the doors of the publishing house with two and a half minutes to spare. He turned, fist closed in his pocket, to look over the fran tic population of Midtown: over all the men and women heading toward each other, just missing each other, moving along. We are hunting a ring, he thought, every one of us, without directions. He closed his eyes to the clashing symphony of life in New York, the horns and percussion of people not quite getting what they want. The faint refrain of the same old question.

How could a city crammed with so many millions of people remain, for so many of them, precisely one person short?












The Proposal



THE PITY OF modern romance lies in the depths to which one sinks in an effort to fall in love. The groping buffoonery of singles bars. The long-shot quiz shows that we call blind dates. Self-respecting individuals find themselves scrawling personal ads and bodysurfing the Internet, walking borrowed dogs and joining humiliating support groups in the bleak hope of bumping into someone who wouldnt be caught dead there either. And Oscar had been one of them. But no longer. He had waded through the litter of street fairs and the subtitles of foreign film festivals, forced himself to figure skate in winter and taught himself to rollerblade come spring, attended church and templeand was done. He had decided. He would enlist in the ranks of the chronically lonely, and thus unlonely; embrace his solitude and thus cease to feel it. His father had lived all these years on his own, and there was dignity in that. Even a sort of contentment, hed bet. It had to be better than the floundering struggle for more.

Oscar? Sweetie?

He lugged the manuscript down the hallway and into the copier room, ruffled and blew on both sides before dropping it in. Over the years he had become a connoisseur of such taskwork, a black belt in the martial art of getting stuff done. He hit Collate with his right thumb, tapped on Number of Copies with his left. He was a pianist in concert. A pilot in the cockpit. He adjusted the contrast lever under his pinky. After elbowing the Start buttona hockey goalie in the playoffshe stepped back.

Babycakes?

Be right there, he yelled over the chunking of the machine.

The office was only slightly calmer with the drowsy arrival of August. Most publishing executives were loafing at their beach houses and country retreats; but Dawn, who owned one of each, saw the daze of late summer as a chance to hotfoot it ahead of the competition. The season only seemed to raise her temper, and she leaned on her underlings with the violence of the sun.

Oscar? I need to borrow your body.

Coming.

He hauled himself down the hall to Marions doorway, the warm stack of twelve copies cradled against his chest. Seated at her desk and sporting a plunging blouse, she was surrounded by half-written pitch letters, taped-up tour schedules, and snapshots of herself arm in arm with celebrity writers. Tacked to her bulletin board was a scrap of paper signed, during a slow moment at the Miami Book Fair, by John Grisham. Beside that was a cocktail napkin kissed, backstage at the David Letterman show, by Danielle Steele. The largest framed photo showed her squashed and grinning between Oprah Winfrey and the Tibetan monk who had become the first Dawn Books best-seller. The monk was looking sideways at the twin pontoons of Marions breasts.

She ran a hand through her ruby-red hair and pointed at his papers. Are those for Dawn? Is she out of that sales meeting?

Not yet.

Thank God. How bad today?

Her mood? Hard to tell.

Give it to me straight. On a scale of civil toI dont knowhomicidal.

Grumpy, he judged.

Grumpys not good. A schedule flapped in her hand. I have to talk to her about this sixteen-city tour thats supposed to start next week. National TV. Major store signings. And the author wont fly.

Isnt acceptable, you mean?

Refuses to travel by plane.

Despite her outrageous miniskirts and hourglass figure, Marion fell somewhere short of sexy. As the forty-year-old director of Dawn Books publicity department, she was a soldier of the industry, a knight of the round conference table, and her clumsy feints at seduction did nothing to hide her greater passion for liaisons of the corporate variety. An unconvincing flirt and incorrigible gossip, clanking in her armor of peek-aboo half-shirts, she cantered from lunch to lunch in search of any rumor worth lancing and hoisting like a flag.

Did you need me for something? he reminded her.

I do, Oscar. I need you. I want you. She was dialing her phone. She listened for a moment, changed her mind and hung up. Her fingers trailed provocatively, robotically, up her throat. Whats a handsome young man like yourself doing this weekend?

I have a wedding, he said. In Maine.

Another wedding?

Another college roommate.

But I thought the last wed

It was. And the one before that. He shrugged. I had five college roommates.


Sheesh. Someone should hire you as a reporter for the Aisle of White.

He blew upward at an itch on his nose. Whats that? He was handsome, it was true, with boyish bangs and a gallant chin; only his height made too much of him, he had always felt with an embarrassment that matched the adolescent ache of his bones. Six feet tall at twelve years old, he had added an inch a year until graduation, another few centimeters in college. Simultaneously hed developed a mitigating slouchthe cringe of a passenger on an up elevator out of controlthat he corrected, now, to better bear the load of manuscripts.

Aisle of White? Its that incredibly annoying magazine column about weddings. Youve seen it. Every month a different couple with a new shtick: Having met in the Caribbean, Fred and Wilma decided to have a pirate wedding! The photo of Fred in the eye-patch. Wilma kissing the parrot. Youve definitely seen it.

I hate weddings, he said. Why were you asking about this weekend?

Oh, nothing, she sang. She lifted her legs onto her desk and crossed fishnet stocking over stocking. Nothing at all. She watched him roll his eyes. I was just thinking of setting you up with someone.

Not again.

This girls taller.

Marion. Please. The last thing I want is to go out with a fellow pituitary case and reminisce about our eleventh-grade basketball careers.

She happens to be the cousin of a friend.

Im sure shes terrific, he said. Im just not doing that anymore. Its nothing against your cousins friend.

Friends cousin.

Whoever. I wish her the best. She should date someone whos dating. Im not dating. I told you.

I know you told me, Oscar. But its not right. She fixed him with a stare. Everybody dates.

Not me.

I see. And thats final.

Thats final.

The past year, in fact, had finalized it. The world can be divided into two types of people: those who get married and those who get more and more single; and it had become increasingly obvious that Oscar was one of the latter. The preceding few months had been a matrimonial onslaught, as every one of his former roommates paired off and settled down in a panic of flashbulbs while he looked on benevolently from a foot or so above. Four grueling extravaganzas in four states in as many months; tomorrow would make it five. He had never quite fit in with his roommates, and felt even less a part of the rented splendor of their occasions. The race to get married was a game of musical chairs, complete with hired music and assembled chairs, that he appeared to have lost without playing. Hed had girlfriends in high school and women friends in college, but the sudden silence of real life appeared to have scattered them in all directions but his. He was too polite to grab attention. Too tall to be seen. Too busy, these days, to bother and come up with a reason why not him. Tomorrow he would head to Maine to applaud the other type of people, the marrying type, for the very last time before returning to live out his single existence in a one-room apartment in the most pluralistic city on earth.

Im going to level with you. Marion took down her legs. Youre nice. Youre handsome. She was tallying his traits on her painted fingernails. Youre helpful. Youre nice.

You already said nice.

Youre tall. Dont interrupt me.

He longed to set down the manuscripts; but that would have only prolonged his stay, with Dawn about to emerge from her meeting and assign him the ominous project she had mentioned more than once. It could be anything. Couldnt be good. A bandage that needed changing. A toilet that needed unclogging. His arms were exhausted. He held firm.

My point is this: Youre about the best guy around. She paused. As a matter of fact, youre about the only guy around.

Well, theres Carl.

You see my point. She had lowered her voice. You cant let yourself go to waste like that. You dont want to end up like Carl. You should be a hot prospect these days. You package yourself a little better, shop yourself around, and youll generate interest. Believe me. She spoke of him as if he were a book proposal. Youll get snapped up. Promise. Nibbles at first, few bites.

Sounds painful.

Could be, Oscar. It usually is. But how else are you planning to find someone?

Maybe Im not planning to find someone.

Everybody finds someone.

Then I have nothing to worry about. His wrists were starting to cramp. I really have to get moving, Marion.

Yes, you do, baby, she said. Thats my point.


His desk was in the hallway, a shadowy cubicle by the bright threshold of the giant corner office that was Dawns. This prompted employees like Marion and Carl to loiter frequently in his periphery, pretending at careless gab while they waited to bow and scrape before his boss. He pulled the manuscripts off his pile of them, binding each in turn with a stretched and twanged rubber band. As he worked, he couldnt help venturing a few more dreadful guesses at the project. She had lost her wallet, and he would be required to slay a cow, cure its hide, and stitch her a new one. She was plotting a romantic adventure with you-know-whothat was it, a trek up Everestand he was to serve as her Sherpa. He was picturing himself waist-deep in snow, head strapped to a trunk of white clothing, when Carl appeared from down the hall.

Afternoon, my boy.

While Marion continued to strive to be chic, Carl had long since tumbled into disrepair. He had lived in his dingy office, griping and jotting at the pages of books-in-progress, since the earliest days of the company. He didnt appear to possess social acquaintances, to need the nourishment of outdoor air, to be a citizen of the larger and less predictable world beyond the building. This was his domain, these dung-colored walls and fireproof carpeting. He carried himself with a kind of stilted hauteur behind his foggy glasses, despite his sour button-down shirts, beneath the pompadour of silvering hair that he lowered, now, in salutation.

Shes not back yet, said Oscar.

Not a problem. Carl held a copyedited manuscript, its pages slashed and curlicued with his grammatical corrections in red. He plucked a candy from the basket at the corner of Oscars desk. Not playing fetch today on Fifth Avenue, I see.

Not today.

Nevertheless, you found it. The ring. He popped the candy into his mouth. Good show.

Thanks. How did you

Marion told me everything.

Oscar stretched another rubber band around another manuscript. Marion tells everyone everything.


Poor lad.

The phone rang sharply. Hello, Dawn Books. He took the message from an L.A. agent begging to take Dawn to lunch. It rang again. Hello, Dawn Books. He noted the apologies of her pedicurist, hoping to reschedule their appointment on Wednesday. Hello, Dawn Books. Please hold. Dawn Books.

Poor, poor lad.

These occasional gifts of pity were like punches to his stomach. It was a relief when Carl retreated to the far wall and changed the subject as he hung up the phone.

Word has it that Dawn has purchased the rights to the autobiography of thatahem. Rock singer.

Yup. Tommy Gunn. Deal went through this morning.

I presume that the agent, he said, was Gordon Fox.

Oscar was careful to avoid any visible reaction to the name of you-know-who. He signed a cover card with Dawns double-D and paperclipped it to the top manuscript, placed the package aside.

And I suppose he charged a million.

The advance? A million six.

Yeegads. Agents are vultures, my boy. Never forget it. The scourge of the system. Eaters of their young. Hooligans with stationery. And Fox is the very worst of the lot. The man is responsible for more synergetic flops and multimediocre barbarities than the rest of them combined.


After signing and clipping the last of the notes, Oscar restacked the copies beside his phone. You dont seem to share the excitement of the company on this one, Carl.

As copy editor, I can only foresee a torrent of unnecessary commas and split infinitives. The author is an entertainer, need I remind you, and entertainers tend to express themselves rather, well, loosely. Unfortunately. In one-sentence paragraphs. With triple exclamation points. He tugged at the seat of his trousers. Night without the g and the h. You without the y and the o.

I get the picture.

Although it could hardly be worse than this fiasco. He spanked the manuscript in his hands. This will have to be sent back to the writer for another attempt at the English language. Dawn must be told. Its a travesty. A mockery. He lifted a page to examine the damage. A botanist, this person. Atrocious.

Marion approached and slid a letter to be faxed into Oscars In box. Soon as you can, she instructed, pursing her lips in a kiss. She pointed past Carl at Dawns doorway. She back?

Not yet. The phone trilled again. Dawn Books. He watched Marion line up against the wall beside Carl and wrinkle her nose discreetly. Dawns in a meeting right now. May I take oh hey, Gordy.

He saw them both give a start. He lowered his head. He had said the name out loud. Why had he said the name out loud? Quickly he unfolded Dawns appointment book, walked his fingers through the weeks.

The twenty-fifth, thats right. Until the twenty-eighth. The pages were a mosaic of commitments: black ink for business, blue for personal, tentative entries in pencil. Super. He erased a sketchy gray weekend and made it blue. Ill tell her. Thanks. He started to put down the phone and caught himself. Me? Nothing. Going to a wedding. Small talk with the assistant, he thought: that bungling crowbar of a tool. No, Maine. I know. Guy named Justin. Some kind of seaside theme. Yup. Lot of them lately. I seem to be at the age where Right, right. So, good. He closed the book, worked through the patter. Okay. Shell call you. What? No problem. You too. Sure thing. He fiddled with his tie. You said it. All right, take care. Absolutely. You bet. Bye.

Gordy? Marion shouted as he replaced the receiver. She lunged forward to slap both hands on his desk. As in Gordon? Gordon Fox?

He concentrated on straightening the pens in his pen jar. How could he have said the name out loud?

Answer me, Oscar. Level with me. Im only asking because someone from Sterling Lord was asking me about it today at lunch.

Asking you what? Carl blundered into the discussion, his glasses askew. Asking Oscar what?

About Dawn dating Gordon, she shot back.

Gracious. Gordon the agent?


Gordon who just called. Who just spoke, at great length, to our good friend Oscar. She leaned closer. Her cleavage gaped. Lets have it, kiddo. I work here too. I have every right to know absolutely everything about Dawns sex life.

I dont know what youre

Bullshit. She was on to something, gripping it with her teeth in what might have otherwise looked like a smile. I dont mean to pry, she said sweetly, but if you dont tell me what the he Hello! She leapt away from his desk. Oh, thank God. Dawn.

Dawn arrived as a bustle of white, striding between her employees and into her office.

Ive just got oneDawn? Can I come in?

Ahem. Dawn? Carl toddled into position beside Marion. Might I inquireDawn?

They stood in her doorway, grown-ups whimpering for attention, baby-stepping forward and back. Oscar took up her phone messages and calmly placed them atop her appointment book. He inserted a clean sheet of paper into his clipboard. Selected a pen. She crashed audibly into her chair. He stared at the unlit intercom button. A-one. And a-two.

Bwahhh.

Co-ming, he called. He rounded his desk and headed for her door, walking past and above his coworkers and into the white-hot core of Dawn Books.


Marshmallow couch on mayonnaise carpet. Icy marble desk, bone-white table, bleached walls. Not a spot of color to muss that alabaster temple, apart from the rainbow spines of Dawn Books that filled the shelf against the back wall. Oscar spread her messages into a semicircle at the center of her desk.

How was your sales meeting?

Fucking waste of time.

With her fashionably short hair and well-sculpted, resculpted face, Dawn gave the impression of faded and born-again beauty; of that strain of American royalty that runs, when injected, in the blood. Of the homecoming queen of some tedious hometown who left to win bigger stakes and fewer popularity contests in New York. She picked at the lapel of her cream-colored pantsuit. Tapped on the desk. She was looking for something.

Wheres my water? I had a water right here. Dammit, Oscar, what did you do with my water?

Theres a new six-pack in your fridge.

She disappeared behind her desk. The door of her minirefrigerator opened and closed with a plastic smack. Just make sure I have water, Oscar. Thats the one thing I ask. A sip of water. Im like a goddamned prisoner, begging for water. She cracked off the top of the bottle and drank desperately. Where are my messages?

Right there.

Where? Where?

Here.
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