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To Kent,

 

who’s been there, but didn’t do that. (Bless him.)




No dark and evil story of the dead
 Would leave you less pernicious or less fair—
 Not even Lilith, with her famous hair;
 And Lilith was the devil, I have read.

 

I cannot hate you, for I loved you then.
 The woods were golden then. There was a road
 Through beeches; and I said their smooth feet showed

 Like yours. Truth must have heard me from afar,
 For I shall never have to learn again
 That yours are cloven as no beech’s are.

—Edwin Arlington Robinson, “Another Dark Lady”

 

 

 

When I see birches bend to left and right
 Across the line of straighter darker trees,
 I like to think some boy’s been swinging them.

—Robert Frost, “Birches”

 

 

“Have no attachments. Allow nothing to be in your life
that you cannot walk out on in thirty seconds flat
if you spot the heat around the corner.”

—Robert De Niro, Heat




A FRIEND OF LONG STANDING




ONE

Paul Giverney aimed a paper airplane at the window of his small office (“off. bdrm 3” in the rental ad) and watched it nose-dive to the floor. The Giverneys’ apartment was in the East Village, not quite as trendy as the Village itself. The rent was unbelievable, the agent a scam artist, but they loved the apartment, especially (for him) the “off. bdrm 3,” which was the perfect size for bookshelves, desk, and computer, a couple of chairs, and with a window that looked out on leafy branches. Hannah was seven and loved the park. Molly was thirty-six and loved the Dean & DeLuca on the other side of it. Paul loved the hungover, brassy scene of the East Village foot soldiers who always appeared to be walking off a morning after, bits of metallic conversations stabbing backward as they passed in the cold air. People couldn’t understand it about the Giverneys; they were extremely rich and yet chose to live in a rental in the East Village. Why didn’t Central Park West beckon to them? Why didn’t they succumb to the siren song of Sutton Place or the Dakota? Why? Because they didn’t. Paul gave a lot of his money to  charity, a good third of it. Another third to Dean & DeLuca, but they still managed on the million or two left.

The paper airplane was one of his lists of publishers, one he had stricken several names from. Publishers on the left side of the page, writers on the right side. The airplane he had fashioned was the long list. Now the lists before him were the short ones—five writers, four publishers. He struck one of the publishers off, two of the writers. Three publishers, three writers. What he was doing was matching them up.

“Are you still fooling with that list?” asked Molly, standing in the door and wearing an apron. She might be the only wife in Manhattan who wore aprons to cook. “Dinner’s ready. Anyway, what’s the problem? You know you don’t like any of them, the publishers, except FSG, and you keep saying they wouldn’t publish you. So you might as well keep on with your old one.” She stood there with a wooden spoon in her hand, looking very much the cook. He always liked the props—and preps—apron and spoon—when she was only microwaving Dean and DeLuca.

He said, “Process of elimination.”

“Of what? I mean elimination down to what?”

Well, she didn’t know what he was doing, did she? All Molly thought was that Paul was trying to decide on his next publisher. If Molly knew, she’d give him one of those and-I-thought-I-knew-you looks. Paul shrugged, not knowing exactly how to answer.

She said, “You always say there’s no difference, that there’s not room enough to swing a cat in.”

“Swing a cat in? I never used that metaphor. It doesn’t even make sense, not in this instance. Maybe ‘shake a stick at,’ but not ‘swing a cat in.’ Surely.”

“Just tack that list”—she pointed with the spoon—“up on the wall and throw darts. Come on. Hannah’s famished.”

Hannah was always ‘famished.’ It was her current favorite word.

“Just ten more minutes,” he said.

“The food will be a ruin.”

“Then I’ll go to Dean and DeLuca and get us another ruin. Please.”

“Okay. But I’ll have to feed Hannah.”

But Hannah was right behind her. Hannah said, “Just another minute, pul-eze” in such a copy of her father’s tone, Paul wanted to laugh.

Molly sighed. “You, too?” She left.

Hannah produced another chapter of her book. She would ask him to read it before officially including it in the book. “Would you please read this?” she asked, solemnly. It was a grave request.

“Of course,” said Paul, with a frown to match hers as he took the single page. This was chapter 99. Hannah had been writing this book for a year, ever since, at the age of six, she had gotten wind of her father’s astonishing success. Now she was seven and even more determined to be nominated for an award. (“Either that National Book contest one or one of those others, I don’t care which.”)

Her book was titled The Hunted Gardens. Originally, Paul thought it must have been the “haunted” gardens and Hannah had simply made a spelling error. But she did refer to the gardens as “hunted” and he didn’t know what she meant. Also, he pointed out to her that the gardens were oddly bereft of flowers. Why were there no flowers? That had given her pause for a moment. But only a moment. “It’s winter,” she’d smoothly said.

And there seemed to be a lot of dragons lately in this book, hunted by a curious person, the Dragonnier. (Perhaps the gardens were, then, really “hunted” rather than “haunted,” but he still thought it was a Hannah error.) Now, all of this potential slaying was causing her anxiety. But more anxiety came from being afraid  “somebody” might steal the idea. More than once she had probed her father about this, whether he ever thought of writing a book about dragons.

Solemnly, Hannah waited while Paul read the chapter. All the chapters were short. Even though this was chapter 99, the book itself was still only eighty-some pages long. Paul read that the Dragonnier “gave the dragon a good thrashing.” Paul told her it was very good, but suggested that she supply a few more details about the “thrashing.” You know, how the Dragonnier does it, for didn’t she want her reader to actually see it in his mind?

Hannah lay her hand across her brow, thought for a moment, and said, “Okay, I’ve got it. He ‘gave the dragon a good thrashing back and forth.’ ” Pleased with this, she turned and left.

She vanished from the doorway. Oh, for fuck’s sake, he told himself, not everything has to be a life-or-death matter. He sighed and with one finger coaxed a book forward. It was the new book, the one that, along with its cover blowup, crowded Barnes & Noble’s window. Another best-seller, another two plus mil. Don’t Go There,  the book was called. Despite the fact that its protagonist was not the mild-mannered, brilliant detective Paul had used before, and despite there being no murder, no gunplay, the book would still be stashed with the mysteries or thrillers. He studied the jacket. It was the jacket he had insisted upon in spite of the art department’s hemorrhaging all sorts of objections, the main one being that its moody jacket—shades of gray edging into black, one retreating gray figure—couldn’t be seen across a room. The chains didn’t much like it, either. Barnes & Noble tried to shoot it down and would have done if his sales weren’t stratospheric.

Paul’s present and soon-to-be-past publisher, Queeg and Hyde, wasn’t on the list because there were no writers there who would do in the situation Paul had dreamed up. He looked at the two lists on  which he’d matched up four publishers with five writers. The publisher he really was dying to choose was Mackenzie-Haack because of its snob appeal (unwarranted) and its venal, underhanded president, Bobby Mackenzie. What Paul was looking for in a publisher was one who would stop at nothing and if there was anyone who’d do whatever it took to get whatever he wanted, it was Bobby Mackenzie.

Two of the writers on the shortlist were published by Mackenzie-Haack: Barbara Breedlove and Ned Isaly. He crossed out one of the listed writers—Saul Prouil, who was no longer under contract to Colan Meilly, so the plan wouldn’t work. Also, Saul Prouil was rich; family money, certainly not from royalties. He was just a superb writer who’d won the National Book Award, the Pen/ Faulkner, the Critics’ Circle, and several smaller ones.

Back to his other two writers: Breedlove and Isaly. Paul had met both at a Mackenzie-Haack cocktail party to launch a first book—“debut novel” (a phrase that made Paul want to retch)—by a twenty-year-old writer named Mory or Murray-somebody. Paul did not go to publication parties, but he did to this one, following the inception of his little plan. Barbara Breedlove was a good writer, though not as good as she thought she was. She was also too full of herself, too much a networking writer, too much a summer conference person, turning up at Bread Loaf or one of the others, too much a scene player and much too much a snob about genre fiction. A conversation with her had been like sitting on the down side of a child’s slide. She was the one up in the air.

He needed a writer of a certain kind, one who didn’t really think about the arena of publishing. Not that this writer didn’t want to be published, but that he didn’t think about it. Ned Isaly had been short-listed for the Pen/Faulkner for his last book and therefore had a certain amount of cachet. Power. But not nearly the power of Paul Giverney. Paul knew that Isaly was a much better  writer than he himself, but the quality of writing had little to do with the plan.

What Paul needed was hard to find: a pure writer.
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“How long have you been with Mackenzie-Haack?”

This conversation had taken place at the Mackenzie-Haack cocktail party for Mory or Murray. Both he and Ned Isaly had stranded themselves like a couple of frogs on a lily pad (Ned’s metaphor) while the social scene swam around them.

Ned frowned slightly at the question, as if he really had to dredge up the answer. “Two books ago, so I guess seven, eight years.” He was carrying a brown leather case, which he shifted from one arm to another as he looked for a place to put his empty glass.

“A book every three or four years?”

“That’s about right. I’m pretty slow.”

“Slow? Flaubert was slow—if that’s even a meaningful word.”

“By comparison—”

“You don’t want to make that comparison,” said Paul. Ned smiled. Paul went on: “So, what do you think of Mackenzie-Haack?”

“Oh. I guess they’re all right.”

“Do you think they publish your books well?”

Ned frowned again, mining for answers. “To tell the truth, I don’t pay much attention to that end of things.”

“Your agent takes care of that?”

Ned shook his head. “I don’t have one, actually. I don’t much care for agents.”

“I couldn’t agree more. But you must have someone to intercede, somebody who yells when they want to print your book backward or make it a pop-up. Things like that.”

Ned laughed. “Well there’s my editor.”

Paul feigned astonishment. “You mean you’ve got an editor who actually looks out for you?”

“Tom Kidd.”

Paul felt a stirring of envy that he hadn’t felt since fifteen years ago when a friend had landed a publisher while Paul’s own first book was still hanging out in the slush of unsolicited manuscripts. Christ, he thought, just try that today. “The fabled Tom Kidd.” One of a few—a very few—who actually edited and would turn a script over to a copy editor only after he and the writer had decided it was all right. “The bane of all copy editors. I’ve heard he even does line editing.”

“He does.”

A waiter passed with more flutes of champagne. They exchanged their empty glasses for fresh ones.

“Do you think Mackenzie-Haack is better than, say, oh, I don’t know, Delacroix?” This was a small house known for literature of the highest standard. But it was in the process of being taken over by a Dutch conglomerate.

“I don’t know,” said Ned. “I haven’t really had much experience with different publishers. My first book was with Downtown. Then I went to Mackenzie.”

Downtown had tried too damned hard to be elitist and had folded barely a year after it had opened. They’d hardly had time to get Ned Isaly’s book through production. But it had gotten a lot of good critical attention and that, in turn, had brought several publishers to his doorstep.

“Twelve years ago, that was published.” Ned moved the leather case again, from one side to another, where he clamped it under his arm.

“You know, even twelve years ago it was possible to send in an  unsolicited manuscript. Try that today and you might as well try to fly a pig over the transom. What’s in that case you’re guarding?”

“Oh, this? Part of a manuscript.”

“You’ve brought it here to shop around? You’ve sure got enough book people here to make it worth your while.”

Ned smiled. “No. Not likely.” He didn’t explain. He said, “The only time I think about publishing is in wondering what it must have been like fifty, sixty years ago. But, then”—he shrugged—“I like to imagine what everything was like sixty years ago.”51

“You don’t really—”

“Don’t what?”

Paul hesitated. Care, he’d been going to say, but that was the wrong word. “I was going to say—if you were to find yourself minus a publisher, how would that affect your writing?”

Ned frowned. “Should it?”

Should it? Jesus Christ, here was a writer to give one pause. “If that book”—Paul tipped his glass toward the leather case—“wasn’t to be published, how would you feel about it?”

“This book?” Ned looked down at the case.

“Yes. Would you keep on with it?”

Ned appeared genuinely puzzled. It made Paul smile inwardly, the way Ned was regarding him, as if he, Paul, were a man of stunted intellectual power and limited imagination. “Of course. Wouldn’t you? Anyway, publishers come and go.”

Paul thought Ned Isaly didn’t give a damn. It was as if he were turning up occasionally in life—as he’d turned up at this party—just to be polite.
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Paul sat in his office now looking down at the shortlists and remembering that conversation. He crossed the other publishers and the  other two writers off the lists. He was left with Ned Isaly. Mackenzie-Haack.

Over the sushi, Molly asked, “Did you ever decide on a publisher?”

“Yep. Mackenzie-Haack.”

“That’s the best one?”

“No. It’s the worst.” Paul grinned and went on eating his sushi.




TWO

There was a small park not far from Saul’s house, nearly always empty of people except for a tramp and his dog, a soulful-looking pair to whom Saul always gave something (a surprisingly large something), which probably accounted for their not going farther afield. The dog (an old golden retriever that looked purebred) always sat up and pounded his tail against the grass when he saw Saul coming.

Saul liked this park, the sheer emptiness of it, as if he and his friends (and the tramp and dog) were the only ones who knew it was here. It was unaccountable, for in Manhattan, any green space was immediately overrun by people. Yet the only others he saw here were Ned and Sally. Ned’s apartment building and Ned’s apartment faced it, and occasionally, Saul could look up from his bench and see Ned waving. The three of them—if he counted the tramp, the four of them—sometimes used this park as a meeting place.

The tramp had little to say, but what he did say he said cogently: “I’m a tramp, not one of your ‘homeless.’ ” He seemed almost proud of this calling a spade a spade. He also seemed proud to be one of a dying breed and not this yuppie-invented one. But, ordinarily, the tramp said not a word, just nodded his thanks to Saul. The dog did more talking with his tail than his owner did with his mouth.

When the three of them were here—that is, Saul, Ned, and Sally—the tramp would move closer, listening but never speaking, never interrupting. He was keeping what seemed to be a “respectful distance,” with his head down and his hands working a section of rope, taking in the conversation. The dog would listen, too. He’d lie down and put his head on his paws and watch them carefully in case they might say something about him. At least, Saul liked to think of the dog that way.

He stopped on one of the gravel paths that crisscrossed the park and put his hand against the bark of an oak. Every so often, he felt compelled to carve tiny initials in the trees. He did not understand this. There were tiny SPs all over Chelsea. He walked around this tree trunk, looking it over for other initials, not wanting the oak to take too heavy a hit.

Every year, he sent the park service an anonymous contribution of two or three thousand to make restitution for the trees. He hoped the trees could take it. If they had the constitution of writers, they could.

It wasn’t as if Saul were giving them bad reviews.




THREE

Clive Esterhaus drew the back of his tie through the knot, pulled it down, pushed the knot up, and straightened it. He looked at himself, still with chin lifted and turned slightly to the right to check on the tautness of the neck. He gave the flesh under the chin a few quick pats. He considered himself in the mirror: gray-on-gray silk tie, subtly striped gray worsted suit that had cost him fifteen hundred, white shirt (always the best choice). Everything muted and bespeaking a senior editor who pulls the strings quietly behind the scenes.

He was sure he was on his way to being associate publisher or vice president. Bobby Mackenzie had said as much. Bobby had been on his third whiskey when he’d said it, of course, but Bobby didn’t forget. Bobby never forgot; his memory for conversations, incidents, names, places, all of these details was legendary. What Clive had to worry about was whether Bobby would keep his word. Sometimes he did, sometimes he didn’t. He’d just look at the person confronting him with past promises and say, levelly, I changed my mind, didn’t I? or he’d simply give the person one of his cold looks, freeze him where he stood.

In this case, though, Clive thought it was a promise Bobby would keep because there was no reason not to. The titles meant little but looked good, and the hike in salary made up for the impotence of the new title. Not that Clive was plagued by feelings of impotence, not today, certainly. Especially not today. He had invited two people to lunch, two counterparts from other houses. He had told them Mackenzie-Haack (modestly deferring to the house itself, though he was the one responsible) was celebrating signing up a new author. He had not told them who; they would have at least some reason to believe it was Paul Giverney, since he was the author all of them were trying to snare. Clive’s fantasy delighted in their insincere smiles dissolving and hardening into something quite different.

What if he were precipitate, though? There was still Giverney’s mysterious “condition” that had to be met before he’d sign. What it could be, Clive had no idea. Certainly not more money; they were offering him $7.5 million for two books. This was easily as big an advance as they’d paid out to Dwight Staines (the leading execrable horror writer in the country). Both of them, Staines and Giverney, sold in the millions. The house wouldn’t earn it all back, but what Mackenzie-Haack was buying was the cachet of publishing Giverney. That in itself was money in the bank. Giverney was one of the few best-selling authors who could actually write (“an oxymoron” Tom Kidd called it).

Paul Giverney had cut loose from Queeg and Hyde (his present publisher) and had been in a state of what the sports world called “free agency.” Every publisher in New York was trying to get him  under contract, but Giverney’s agent was playing his cards close to his vest. He’d passed the word around that Paul was “taking a breather” and didn’t really want to discuss business.

The hell he didn’t. Giverney was simply waiting for the publishers to raise the ante. Which publisher Giverney would go with was the one offering the most money and a lot of sweeteners. But Clive was too smart merely to wait, hands folded on his desk. He began to turn up at places Giverney frequented, which, actually, were few. The man always seemed to be in Dean & DeLuca or a kid’s store just off Fifth. Still, it had paid off, or something had. It had happened almost overnight. Mortimer Durban (the agent) had called Bobby Mackenzie to tell him Paul was ready to sign a two-book contract with Mackenzie-Haack.

And Clive assumed he would be Giverney’s editor. An easy assignment since Giverney didn’t need much editing. That was fortunate, since Clive had pretty much forgotten how.

His intercom buzzed with its irritating fly-diving sound and his assistant, Amy, said, “Mr. Giverney is here to see you.”

Clive rose and extended his hand to Paul Giverney. He smiled warmly, imagining this writer’s stroll past offices with open doors and through the honeycomb of assistants’ cubicles. He’d already have created a stir. It wouldn’t take the people who recognized him long to get the word out. Or perhaps they all recognized him from his book jackets or the Times art section or even television. The publicity and promotion departments adored him. It meant that they could spend money hand over fist because Bobby Mackenzie would want it that way. It was one of publishing’s mysteries: those writers who didn’t need publicity or promotion would get it in awesome quantities; those poor stand-alone books that could hardly survive without a little promotion had to do without.

Giverney took his hand and Clive was a little surprised by the hardness of the handshake, as if the writer were only just resisting splintering the small bones. He was also surprised by the suit—definitely off the rack and not a top-of-the-line rack, either, such as Façonnable’s or Ferragamo’s.

“Delighted to see you, Paul.” Clive waved him into a chair.

“Save your delight.” The smile didn’t leave Giverney’s mouth, but something distinctly unsmiling had crept into his voice.

Clive straightened the knot of his tie, silently cursed himself, lowered his hand, said, “I can’t imagine any condition you’d set that we’d be unwilling to meet. More money? Different scale of pay-outs? Both of Barnes and Noble’s windows?” He leaned back in his swivel chair as Giverney returned a smile, but not Clive’s smile; the smile was returned to the ether. Writers like Paul Giverney commanded huge advances and had a good deal of power. These were the writers whom foreign conglomerates understood. The men at the top didn’t know books, but they did know money, and money drove publishing just as it did everything else. Literary quality had little to do with it.

“I’m not worried about B and N’s window or front-of-store placement. I’m sure your guys in promotion will take care of that.”

Was there, wondered Clive, a tinge of irony there? Was he being a little tongue in cheek? The “guys in promotion” at Mackenzie-Haack were notorious for fuckups, such as getting writers on wrong trains, switching tour stops, and so forth. “I really wanted Anne Law to be here—she’s head of promotion, you know—”

“Oh, please.”

Clive raised his eyebrows. “I’m sorry?”

“I know Anne Law. She couldn’t promote a case of Macallan to Bobby Mackenzie.”

Clive had no rejoinder to this; he thought Anne Law was incompetent, too. Why was Giverney fixing him with that unswerving stare?

“You want to know the condition.”

“Yes, of course, we—”

“You publish Ned Isaly, right?”

Clive was baffled. What in hell did Ned Isaly have to do with it? He asked the question aloud, or started to: “What’s Ned Isaly—?”

Giverney stepped on the question. “Everything. Did you think I chose Mackenzie-Haack because it’s the best ‘home’ for my books? Hardly. We’d probably get along because you’re as arrogant as I am.” His smile said no one but a fool could believe Mackenzie-Haack the best publisher. Then he said, “It’s because you publish Ned Isaly. Isn’t Tom Kidd his editor?”

Clive was extremely confused. Why on earth would Giverney—one of the most commercial writers around—why would he want to align himself with Isaly, one of the best writers, the least commercial, to say nothing of Tom Kidd, whose writers were as literary as writers could get. “I just don’t see—”

“What I’m driving at? No reason you should. My condition is that you drop Ned Isaly.” Giverney leaned forward, feigning the utterance of a confidence. “Then I’ll sign a three-book contract instead of two. Come on, don’t look so speechless.”

Clive had opened and closed his mouth a couple of times. He tried an abrupt laugh and a head shake, stalling. Was Giverney kidding? Or was he crazy? Yet he sat there on the other side of the desk looking quite sane. “Paul, I’m sorry, but I don’t understand all of this—”

“You don’t have to. Just drop him, dump him, whatever. Mind if I smoke?” He had his cigarettes out, a pack of Marlboro Lights, offered the pack to Clive.

Clive almost took one. He didn’t even smoke. “You’re serious?”

Giverney didn’t seem to think that warranted an answer. He lit his cigarette, sat smoking awhile.

“Assuming, just assuming we would do this, I don’t see how we  could. The man’s under contract for his next book. We can’t just tear it up.”

“Why are you hiding behind the legality of a contract? Because it suits you; it suits you now. When I walk out the door, it won’t suit you. There are ways, there are means. This isn’t Chrysler we’re talking about; this isn’t Microsoft. This is publishing. You guys can always find ways and means.”

“Such as?”

“Well, Christ’s sake, try not to be completely stupid. You and Bobby can come up with the ways and means. Just find something in the contract. They’re all written to favor the publisher, not the author. And what I heard is Ned Isaly doesn’t even have an agent.”

“He doesn’t, no. He doesn’t need one, he says.”

Giverney laughed. “Nobody really needs one. It’s like being mobbed up; it’s like paying protection money.” Giverney leaned forward. “Listen to me: if Mackenzie-Haack wanted to drop a writer, you’d find a way.”

“May I ask why you want to see Ned dropped?”

“No.”

As he had done several times during this encounter, Clive ran his hand through his hair, shook his head. “Honestly, Paul, I just don’t think I can do that.”

Paul Giverney held up both hands, palms out. “Okay, I’ll take the books to some other house.” He rose, smiled. “But I think you’re being a little precipitate about refusing without even giving the deal any thought. Do you know what Ned Isaly’s sales figures are?”

Clive could feel the flush burning his face. “Of course I do.”

“And mine? Of course you do. To say nothing about your own career—right? Getting me to Mackenzie-Haack would hardly be a blemish on it.”

Dumbly, Clive nodded. He simply could not let Giverney slip from his grasp; signing Paul Giverney meant too much for his career. He said, as if this might save him, or at least buy him time: “Tom Kidd wouldn’t stand for it; he’s Ned’s editor and he’d probably resign.” Probably? To a certainty. Clive knew what Tom was like.

Paul pursed his mouth, reflecting. “That would be bad. He’s one of the three editors in town who know what editing means—”

Clive wondered who the other two were.

“—and I want him for my books.”

“Yours?” Oh, Christ, thought Clive. It gets worse and worse. Anyway, he shouldn’t sound so astonished by the notion of Tom Kidd’s editing Giverney’s books. “I assumed I was going to edit—”

It was Paul who laughed. “You? Oh, come on, Clive. You’re an acquisitions guy. I’ll bet you haven’t edited anything in years.”

“You don’t really need a line editor, Paul.” What good was this flattery doing? Even if they could dump Ned Isaly, Kidd would scream the house down. He loved Ned Isaly’s stuff. Clive tried to regain a little ground. He leaned forward, gave Paul his best smile. “Look, Paul, we’ve got no clause we can invoke to break this contract, which is, incidentally, for only one more book.” Clive was sure he was on the right track now. “One book. Then of course we don’t have to offer another contract. Tom Kidd wouldn’t like that, either, but we’d have a dozen reasons for refusing to sign Ned again. I know Bobby would be perfectly okay with that, and—”

“You’re not hearing me, Clive. I’m not asking what Bobby would be okay with. I’m not negotiating.”

Christ. Clive took it from another angle. “Ned would find another publisher with no problem—”

Paul shrugged. “Not if you did it right.”

“Right? What on earth do you mean? Are we also supposed to see he gets blackballed by every other publisher in New York?” Clive fell back in his chair.

Paul shrugged again, smiled. “Well, that part of it we’ll see when we get there.” He stood up, checked his watch. “I’m doing lunch with my agent. He’s all in favor of the move, thinks he’ll get another sack of gold. Frankly, I don’t really care about the money. There’ll be no quarrel about that, though I’m sure Mort will haggle to get you to throw in the Chrysler Building. Let me know and you’d better not moon over this for a year. I don’t sign the contract until you drop Ned Isaly, that’s all. But I’m reasonable, I’ll give you guys enough time, you being a publisher and publishers having such a weird view of time.” Giverney sketched a salute and made for the door.

Clive was on his feet. “Paul—”

Paul was gone.




FOUR

Ned set the coffee on the flat part of the drawing table and lit an other cigarette, looking at it, at the burning tip of it. He’d stopped smoking, hadn’t he? Why was there a lighted cigarette in his hand? He stubbed it out in the small metal tray he used for paper clips. He had tossed out all of the ashtrays. A bottle of ink, two sharpened pencils, two fountain pens, notebook. Every morning he arranged this little hoard and every afternoon filled the pen and resharpened the pencils. He always wrote first with a pen; ink could make weaknesses stare you down that a cursor barely glanced at.

Paris. The Jardin des Plantes. Nathalie spent nearly all of her time either here or in the Luxembourg Gardens; she favored gardens. She had a lot of time on her hands, and she seemed to spend most of it in waiting. A cloud of birds lifted from the fountain in the center of the Jardin des Plantes, blown away by the morning breeze.

Nathalie—

Like the flighting birds, Ned’s thoughts lifted from the gardens and darted everywhere but the Jardin des Plantes: to Sally and her acrobatic lunge one day to capture his blown-away manuscript page; to Tom Kidd—what was he doing right now? Sitting at his desk, behind his towers of books, editing a manuscript?

He could go to the kitchen—it was only four steps away, for God’s sakes—and make a cup of coffee. No. He could make the coffee after he’d figured out what was happening to Nathalie at this moment, while she sat on a bench by herself in the dusty and somewhat decrepit gardens. (There was a tiny ragged zoo there. Nothing terribly interesting, an afterthought of a zoo. She had wandered around it sometimes.)

No to the coffee. The bigger time increments—what writing he had to do before lunch or by dinnertime—were peppered with tinier ones, such as in twenty more minutes or after the scene in the Jardin des Plantes. Only in this way could he get through the day’s writing, by making small bargains with himself. It made surprisingly little difference that he was at the end of the book, rather than at the beginning. Every writing day was like the beginning; it was as if he’d never written a word in his life until that moment and didn’t know how the hell to go about it.

In the Jardin des Plantes, Nathalie—

She could walk around to the zoo, but that didn’t seem to fit her mood. Mood? Nathalie was always the victim of mood, of time, of place. Ned inspected his two pencils to see if the points were sharp. He used the pencils for making changes, for adding words above lines or in the margins. Was his pen running out of ink? He’d hardly written a dozen words, how could it be out?

In the Jardin des Plantes, Nathalie’s face—no—Nathalie’s pale face lifted to the birds . . .

Yes, he liked that phrase as he wrote it; he was pleased with it. That was before he recognized it was W. H. Auden’s: “. . . pale, no—child’s hands lifted to the birds.” He had always liked that poem, the sadness of it. “. . . of hands across the tablecloth . . .” Lines like that never failed to knife him in the gut. Auden’s poem was heavy with nostalgia.

Nathalie. There would be, there would be—

He put his head in his hands. How had he ever written his other two books? Of this one he had written 402 pages and still found himself in that same state of nervous suspension as he’d been in when he’d started. Why would anyone in his right mind choose this as his work when there were hundreds of people out there who were better at it? Saul, to name just one. There were thousands who were worse, of course, but that was no consolation.

Nathalie sat on a little iron bench in the Jardin des Plantes. If it had them. If there were little iron benches in the Jardin des Plantes. Would that detail be in a guidebook? He doubted it. Here he’d been writing about Nathalie in the Jardin des Plantes as if there were no tomorrow and now it was tomorrow. Would he have to go to Paris? He hated to travel.

He looked at the neatly stacked pages. The pages reproached him. Each one had burning eyes that watched him sink into his talentless bog of uncertainty and not one page would lift a finger. Not one.

Not one single page. Just like them, he thought, just like a bunch of already written pages, thinking they had nothing else to do but relax and sit there. This was after all the care, all the trouble . . . From her black iron bench in the gardens, Nathalie watched the wrens wheel above the fountain, thinking, There is no telling, no telling at all.





Ned got up and went the four steps to the kitchen counter to make a pot of coffee. While he was measuring grains into the filter, he thought of Hemingway in the Brasserie Lipp on the Boulevard St.-Germain, which was not far from the Luxembourg Gardens. Nathalie spent some of her time in the Boulevard St.-Germain. He must stop being flippant about Nathalie’s plight. He was really concerned about her. It would all end badly; it had to, given the direction in which she was going. These affairs always did. He thought about this as he poured water into the well of the coffeemaker. He measured out coffee.

Nathalie looked across the wide gravel path at the little metal tables where old men sometimes sat and played chess but where now a tall man was sitting, writing. She wondered what he was writing, sitting with his elbow on his knee, his head propped in his hand, and a pipe in his mouth. A letter? A book?


Ned stared out of the window above the small kitchen counter, scarcely aware that it was dusk and the magnificent crown of the Chrysler Building was lighting up. Wispy layers of pink and blue and a bottom of molten gold. What he was making of this mise-en-scène was the little park below his window turned into the Jardin des Plantes or the Luxembourg Gardens (depending on which one Nathalie was sitting in). He remembered them from twenty years ago, the colors in the borders of flowers melting into one another, fusing with the grass and the walks. Sixty years ago, Hemingway was here, and Joyce and Gertrude Stein, whose lives Nathalie’s own would never touch, and yet be touched by, as if the air she breathed had drifted toward her from the places inhabited by these wondrous writers. He saw Nathalie below in the park, sitting on one of the benches. She was as still as a statue, thinking.  Across the path, a man, real or imagined, rose from one of the benches.

Patric’s other life. They did not talk about it; she was afraid to know about it, yet also afraid not to. Not knowing canceled out that part of his life; if she knew about his separate world she would be able to imagine it—his wife, his children and what they were like. It would expose that other side of his world that was now left safely in darkness, like one of those lamps with a turning cylinder one sometimes sees in a child’s bedroom that illuminates cut-out figures in the turning shade. Now, the cylinder didn’t turn and the other side of the shade lay in darkness.

And it was, of course, much more than half his life, for she saw him only on Thursday afternoons and sometimes Tuesdays as well. Looked at one way she felt grateful, for there was regularity in their meetings. She could depend on Thursdays. But then it was difficult to ignore the weekend that followed. She reminded herself that it could be much worse; it could be a constant shuttling around among days and times so that she couldn’t enjoy the exhilaration of a day or even two preceding Patric’s arrival in the gardens—the Jardin des Plantes or the Tuileries or the Luxembourg Gardens—places where she spent much of her time even when he was not with her because in these places she could think of his sitting or walking beside her—

And the cafés—



Ned stopped writing. The cafés. He took up his pen again.

Most of the ones they liked were on the Boulevard St.-Germain (the Brasserie Lipp, the Café de Flore) but sometimes they visited the Right Bank cafés when they’d been in the Tuileries. They would walk up the Rue de la Paix to the café of that name to look at Americans who had found this street that they’d heard of in that  old wartime song about Mimi, Mimi on the Rue de la Paix. Patric liked Americans more than other foreigners because they were so much brighter, so much more enthusiastic, and, in Patric’s words, “starry eyed.”


Ned listened to the water hiccup, hiss, and burp its way through the Braun system. “Starry eyed.” Was that too much of a cliché, even for Patric? No, he was like that.

Paris, sixty years ago.

Here it came again, that revenant, that sack of shadows, the past, lighting up like the tops of Manhattan’s skyscrapers, cascades of lights and colors, deceptive as a tinhorn fair. The past—there was hardly anything it wasn’t, or couldn’t be. It could aim straight as an arrow, or walk like a drunken lout, cavort, dissemble, deceive, seduce: anything to be let in. It could find him anytime, for he was always thinking about it in trying not to.

The man across the path had gone; the sky eased from dusk into darkness. The huge hulk of the past lumbered on.

Nathalie sat alone in the Jardin des Plantes.

He left her there, he felt, at his peril.




FIVE

 That’s his condition,” said Clive. “That’s it.” He seemed to be trying to convince himself even more than he was trying to convince Bobby Mackenzie.

Bobby’s office was not a reflection of Bobby himself; it had an almost cabin coziness brought on by the big, soft sofa against one wall, the upholstered chairs, a couple of Audubon-like paintings of birds in flight, a very good and very worn Karastan carpet, and a zillion books. But the thing that separated publishers from assistant editors in the pecking order was a view of Central Park that could be better seen only by one of those flighting birds.

Bobby snorted. “That’s crazy.”

Clive nodded. He usually did when he was talking to Bobby. So did everyone. “I said as much.”

Bobby’s eyebrows danced upward. “You told Giverney he was crazy? Good career move.” Bobby wheeled his swivel chair over to the liquor cabinet, which was nearly within arm’s reach. He grabbed up the bourbon and a couple of glasses and wheeled back again.

Now Clive snorted. “Not in so many words, of course not.” Christ, he wished Bobby would stop connecting everything Clive did to the furtherance of or the setback to his “career.” It was like blackmail. Why was he surprised? “I simply pointed out what would happen.”

Bobby unscrewed the bottle with the finesse of a sleight-of-hand artist (which in many ways he was), raised one of the glasses in question to Clive, who nodded, and then poured a couple of fingers of bourbon into each glass. He sat back, rolled the glass between his hands across his chest as if to warm a frostbitten heart, and said, “Of course Tom would leave. Of course Ned would find another publisher. This is what would happen: Ned gets the heave-ho, Tom resigns, Ned waits to see what house Tom goes to, and then goes there himself. Giverney gains nothing—at least as far as we can see, Giverney being not only crazy but an egomaniac—and . . .” Bobby drank and shrugged. “Beats me.”

“At least we’d get Giverney.”

“Believe me, I intend to. But Isaly and Kidd, that’s not all we’d lose. Tom Kidd has the four best writers in this house. You know what would happen; they’d all follow Tom. Tom would get his own imprint, deservedly so, no matter where he went, and in that imprint would be included four of the perhaps dozen honest-to-God writers we or anyone else has.”

Clive sighed. He hadn’t thought that far. Of course, Bobby was right. He usually was. Clive took another sip of the velvet bourbon and remembered he had a lunch date. He looked at his watch; he could still make it, but what on earth was the reason for it now? “To say nothing of there not being anything in that contract which would let us slide out smoothly.”

Bobby was staring at some point over Clive’s shoulder, deep in thought. He shook himself and said, “Oh, that’s the least of it.”

Least of it?

“Isn’t the date for the delivery of his new book nearly up? He’s got another couple weeks, from what I remember.”

How in hell did Bobby remember all of these details? “I think you’re right, yes. But, good God, we’ve never invoked that clause in the case of a writer as important as Ned.”

“No, but we could. Or demand to see part of it and reject it. Though that wouldn’t go down well either with Tom. There are a lot of ways I can get out of a contract, but none of them private and none of them without repercussions.”

Clive thought for a moment. “And we haven’t even mentioned the acrimony it would stir up in the publishing community.”

“ ‘Acrimony’? I don’t think so. More like laughter. More like Mackenzie’s loss of face, a lot worse. We’re famous for publishing good books, literary books, not Giverney-style books. In the wake of getting him, we lose not one but four”—Bobby held up four fingers as if Clive couldn’t count—“writers. To say nothing of the best editor we or anybody else has.” Bobby shook his head and held out the palms of his hands as if to forestall an unbelievably evil image. “No, no.”

“Then I’ll tell him it’s no dice. After all, we just signed Dwight Staines.”

“Don’t remind me.” Bobby slugged back his drink.

Bobby hated that science fiction-horror writing genre, except for Stephen King. Oddly enough, though, Bobby wasn’t a book snob; he’d read anything. And Dwight Staines, phenomenally popular, would have sales high enough to offset any triviality such as artistry.

Clive was considerably disappointed in throwing the Giverney contract to the winds. He wanted to be the editor who signed him  up. What was he going to tell his luncheon companions now? “I’ll tell Paul it’s a nonstarter, then.”

“A nonstarter? Did I say that?” Bobby unscrewed the bottle again.

“I certainly infer that’s what you’re saying; signing Paul Giverney wouldn’t be worth losing Kidd, Isaly, Eric Gruber—” He stopped.

Bobby sat there, eyes closed, shaking his head. “No, Clive, what I said was breaking the contract wouldn’t do it.”

“I must be dense.”

Bobby leaned way back in his ergonomically designed chair. “Think about it, Clive.”

Clive frowned. He felt the onset of a migraine. “I don’t—”

Bobby sighed. “You remember that Bransoni snitch? We did his book—probably got his dog to write it—a couple years ago.”

“Sure. Danny Zito. Actually, he did write it himself.”

Bobby tossed back the rest of his bourbon. “Believe that, you’ll believe anything.”

Clive smiled. “No, I’m telling you. Fallguy. It sold much better than we thought it would. Why?”

“Well, you could look him up.”

“ ‘Look him up?’ ” Clive gave a laugh that turned into a choke. “Zito’s been in the witness protection program ever since the trial. You know the way they do that. Change of name, change of home, change of everything; buried so deep he couldn’t find his own ass.” So what in hell was Bobby doing, bringing up Danny Zito?

“Come on, all you have to do is put it out that we want another book from Zito. You can find anybody that way. If you were lost in an African jungle and said, ‘I’ve got a book contract here,’ half a dozen people would pop out of the bush to sign it. Wiesenthal  should have come to us when he wanted to find Himmler. Make it known a publisher wants a book out of someone and suddenly”—Bobby rat-tat-tatted on his desk with his hands—“you’ve got them on the phone or the doorstep. Magic.”

Clive rose, walked around the desk to peer out of the window, down at Central Park. Yellow cabs beetled along so slowly it was hard to believe these were the same death traps he took every morning and evening. He turned, brows knotted. Magic maybe, but why? “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

“And what would that be?”

Clive stared at the ceiling, doing a sort of little half-turn dance step as if this might shake off what could only be a bad dream.



SIX

The only thing Clive could do at lunch was to be mysterious. He had made the foolhardy gesture of insisting the meal be “on him” and “on him” at one of the more expensive restaurants in Manhattan. He had wanted so much to enjoy the sheer delight he could take in gloating. Now, of course, he had nothing to gloat about. Lunch would be a trial.

His two companions were well-established editors at two other publishing houses. Nancy Otis was at Grunge. She was almost unfailingly right in the projects she signed on, purely on the basis of a skimpy outline, but more often nothing but the naked and unembellished “idea.” (“For God’s sakes, if you’ve got Tom Cruise saving the lives of an entire Nepalese village, do you have to see a fucking manuscript?”) Rarely, rarely was she wrong. But there had been those rare occasions, and Clive had basked in one or two of them.

Bill Mnemic’s success was in getting his nose in other publishers’ bags of oats and then leading off their prize horses in what he called “a moonlight flit.” Bill was British; he was at DreckSneed  (Sneed having been the once venerable British publishing house, now part of American Dreck, Inc.).

Both of them (especially Bill, for raiding another house’s writers was his specialty) had put everything on hold when they’d heard about Paul Giverney’s wanting to make a move away from Queeg and Hyde, his publisher for the last decade. It started out as gossip and, as was generally the case in publishing, had not risen into verifiable fact, probably wouldn’t, until the deed was done. Folks in publishing rather preferred it that way; it led to much more interesting huddles over lunch. The three of them had, in a sense, “grown up” together in publishing. Nancy had been in the publicity department of Hathaway and Walker, long since embalmed and raised to life again by the Dracula of foreign conglomerates, Bludenraven; Bill had started out in marketing, at which he was brilliant; Clive had always been in editorial, had started out as an editor’s assistant. That was twenty-five years ago and the three of them had risen on the corporate ladder almost nose to nose. A competitive spirit was hard to avoid, then, and it had been at first a friendly one. But as the stakes got bigger and publishers were shelling out higher and higher advances to less and less deserving writers (nonwriters, most of them), the spirit had changed. Changed slowly, but changed. It became harder to conceal (and it had to be concealed) spite, rancor, enmity. But these three were good at such concealment.

There were times when his memory turned to the lunches of twenty years ago, then held in whatever deli was nearby, and he felt threatened by sadness, a great wave coming over him that he barely managed to outrun before it crashed on an empty shore. Feelings like that were bothersome, and he didn’t really understand them.

The waiter had come and taken their order for wine and food. All three of them always ate the same thing. Today, Nancy came down hard on the grilled swordfish, and, after wading around  through the monkfish baked with ginger and the steak and shiitake mushrooms, both Clive and Bill had said, yes, they’d have the swordfish, too. They did not do this because they were so closely bound in temperament that they were bound in taste; no, each was afraid that a dish would be brought which was obviously superior to the ones the others had ordered. It was simpler to get the same thing.

“Come on, Clive,” said Nancy, leaning toward him until her bosom nearly flattened on the table. “What?”

Over the years the three of them had grown as cagey and monosyllabic as illegal aliens.

Bill gave him a razor smile and said, “Yeah. What’ve you got?”

Well, Clive hadn’t got anything, had he?

Both Bill and Nancy had X-ray vision and mirror eyes good enough for a Village of the Damned remake. Because of that, Clive might have believed they could see straight through him had he not known their vision was clouded by their own predilection for sham and subterfuge. So, having nothing at all, he resorted to a wide-eyed innocence designed to pique their curiosity even more about the coup they thought he must have brought off.

His
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