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				“Brilliantly delineated … McInerney’s writing is ironic, penetrating and at times even lyrical. [He] has all the true instincts of a major novelist.”

				—Wall Street Journal

			

			
				“Disturbingly realistic, engaging … Jay McInerney has managed to capture something essential and revealing about this generation.”

				—San Francisco Chronicle

			

			
				“Immensely satisfying … a deftly drawn bestiary of New York society in the go-go ’80s … McInerney paces it all with skill and brio.”

				—Philadelphia Inquirer

			

			
				“Quick and compelling … a rich, detailed panorama of New York City life. The pace is Wolfean, with quick jump-cuts from one charged encounter to the next. It’s hard not to try to squeeze in one more chapter before hitting the lights at bed-time.”

				—Sven Birkerts, Chicago Tribune

			

			
				“Compulsively readable, brimming with wit and ultimately quite poignant. In tone it ranges from the tartly comic to the soberly elegiac. The prose moves with grace and authority … wickedly funny.”

				—Newsday

			

			
				“Brightness Falls shines with McInerney’s twin gifts: a sharp and funny satire of professional life (he captures the craziness of the publishing world with mordant sarcasm) and his ability to make us care even for the self-destructive.”

				—Detroit Free Press
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				All the new thinking is about loss.
In this it resembles all the old thinking.

				—ROBERT HASS
“Meditation at Lagunitas”
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			The last time I saw Russell and Corrine together was the weekend of the final Softball game between the addicts and the depressives. The quality of play was erratic, the recovering addicts being depressed from lack of their chosen medications and the depressives heavily dosed with exotic chemical bullets aimed at their elusive despair. Being myself among the clinically numb, I don’t remember the outcome of the game now, though I submit that taken together we were as representative a group as you could hope to field at that juncture in history. It was the fall of 1987. The leaves in Connecticut were bursting, slow motion, into flame; one night, as we smoked on the porch after dinner, a girl in my unit who claimed to suffer from precognition declared that she could see paper airplanes crashing to the pavement of Manhattan, fifty miles away. Of course she would turn out to be right. But this was just before all that, before the big discount of gross expectations.

			When they arrived at the hospital that Indian-summer day, I was sitting on the grass above the visitors’ parking lot sucking a Marlboro, imagining how I might mince and dice them in their Cuisinart, because they were partly responsible for putting me in that white clapboard Bedlam, and because it was easy to disdain them as types—like a couple in a magazine ad, so patently members of their generation and class. Corrine’s yellow hair and Russell’s yellow tie flying like pennons of bright promise. Begin with an individual and you’ll find you’ve got nothing but ambiguity and compassion; if you intend violence, stick with the type.

			I was sitting with my friend Delia, whose arms were inscribed with a grid of self-inflicted wounds, an intricate text of self-loathing. Totally scrambled by the good life, Delia had once been to a party at Russell and Corrine’s, and as they rolled up the tree-lined drive in their open Jeep, her dead raccoon eyes seemed to flicker with recognition. They sprang lankily from their faux combat vehicle, in uniform faded jeans and blue blazers, and the normally mute Delia said, without irony, “Here’s the Prince and Princess in their six-horse carriage.” Sitting next to Delia on the hospital lawn at that moment, I decided it was almost a viable illusion—such was the contrast of their entitled, courtly bearing as they strode up the hill, with the inverted gazes and the stooped, shuffling posture of the inmates around me. In a sense they had always been that—the royal couple visiting fractured friends in the nuthouse, noblesse oblige. But marriage is a form of asylum, too. When I shacked up myself, I always heard the wild call of the world outside the door. And eventually it seeped under their door, too. But at that moment they weren’t aware of being watched as they sauntered glamorously up the golden lawn toward the hospital, still focused on each other, not having made the transition from their separate world to communal space, and at that moment I almost started to believe in them again.

		

	
		1

		Lemoning the sole fillets in the kitchen, Corrine hears her husband’s voice louder than the rest, perhaps because it is louder, or because she’s especially attuned to it. The voice now approaching from the hall, directed back into the living room but moving toward her: “I like the old version better.” Russell didn’t talk, he boomed.

		“Old version of what,” she asks, as he thumps into the kitchen, nearly filling it with his numerous limbs—one of those pre-war New York apartment kitchens not really intended for serious employment, but rather, it seemed, for the three-a.m. scrambling of a few Eggs Benny Goodman, after the Stork Club.

		“Did I buy enough fish,” he asks, replenishing her wineglass on the counter as he peers over her lightly freckled shoulder at the stove, and then surreptitiously down the front of her dress.

		“Nice dress,” he says. “Birthday girl.”

		“Thanks. Now you can complain about my hair.”

		They often debated her hair before a party: he likes it down, which he thinks is sexy; she prefers to put it up. Tonight it’s pulled back in a loose golden French twist secured with black velvet ribbon, and he likes it anyway, approves of the idea of being married to this elegant creature.

		“I thought we agreed you were positively going to stay out of the kitchen.”

		“What do you think of the Condrieu?”

		“Please, no speeches about the wine tonight. Promise?”

		“Only if you promise not to crawl around under the table orally servicing our male guests. Don’t look at me that way. I know you. Just because you haven’t done it yet doesn’t mean you’re not thinking about it.”

		“I think Jeff’s date will probably beat me to it.”

		“God, I hope so.”

		“Where do you suppose he found this one?”

		“He lifted up the tablecloth and voilà! There she was.”

		“So where’s the colander?”

		“Wash wore it home after the last party.”

		“Do you wish you could date girls like that,” Corrine asks, suddenly serious.

		“God, Corrine, don’t ask me that.”

		“Russell,” she groans, turning away from the counter with a crushed lemon half in her hand, looking up at him with doleful eyes.

		“I like the old version better,” he says again, taking her in his arms.

		She reaches back and unhooks his hands. “You shouldn’t use that word with a girl who just turned thirty-one. God, thirty is one thing—”

		“Which word?”

		“The O word.”

		“You’re still my blonde bombshell.”

		“A mere shell of my former bomb.”

		He grabs her again. “Have I ever told you you look like the young Katharine Hepburn?” He has, of course. That’s why it was important to say it again; like all marriages of any duration, theirs has its ritual incantations. And Russell thought of his wife as embodying certain Kate-like virtues: the flinty beauty suggestive of a sinewy Anglo-Saxon bloodline, the faint smattering of freckles suggestive of a Celt in the woodpile. He is of Hibernian extraction himself, a fourth-generation County Cork Calloway by way of Boston and Detroit.

		“I was trying for Grace Kelly,” she says.

		The formula satisfied, she is self-possessed again.

		“Where the hell is Washington? I’m almost ready to serve.”

		“You know Wash. Probably feeding the dog.”

		“Five years ago this bad-boy shtick had more charm.”

		“So says the den mother of the bad boy scouts.”

		“Is Jeff high?”

		“On what?”

		“That’s what I’d like to know.”

		“He’s fine.”

		“I think you should talk to him.”

		“I talk to him every day.”

		“I mean really talk.”

		“You mean really leak.”

		“Talking’s not leaking. I hate it when you say that.”

		“Drip … drip … drip. Let’s talk about our feelings, girls.” Wielding the wine bottle like a microphone, he croons: “Feelings … whoa whoa whoa, feelings …”

		“You’re so sensitive, Russell.”

		“It’s my curse. I feel everything so deeply,” he says, grabbing her left buttock by way of illustration.

		Corrine and Russell Calloway had been married for five years. They’d known each other eight years before that, having met in college. Their friends viewed them as savvy pioneers of the matrimonial state, as if they had homesteaded one of those formerly marginal areas of the city into which the fashion-conscious were just now beginning to follow. In the years they’d lived in New York, their East Side apartment had become a supper club for their less settled acquaintances, a sort of model unit for those thinking of buying into the neighborhood of matrimony. For the recently conjoined, it was a safe haven in a city that murdered marriages, and the unpaired found relief here from the strenuous formlessness of single life.

		Not even their college friends, of whom there were fewer each year, could quite remember them separately. Individually they were both perhaps a little too attractive, but marriage neutered the appeal just enough that men who had been daunted by Corrine Makepeace at Brown, where she was something of an erotic totem figure, could now flirt with her safely while the women confided in Russell, drawing him into the bedroom for urgent conferences. It was a measure of the trust between them that Corrine seldom thought to be jealous on these occasions; a measure of the heat of her passion that, sometimes, frangible objects were hurled in anger. Sophisticated as they could appear, Russell and Corrine shared an almost otherworldly quality, being so long shielded from the bruising free market of romance, having answered that large question early in their lives. Like Scandinavians, they inhabited a hygienic welfare state the laws of which didn’t necessarily apply outside the realm, and sometimes, when one of them expressed an opinion, an outsider wanted to say, Sure, that might be true for you two, but the rest of us, we’re still trying to find a warm body.

		If it seemed exemplary, their estate also looked attainable. Though it commanded a view of the great city spreading south from a small terrace like a buffet of lights, the apartment was only a one-bedroom rental, the antiques juxtaposed with dorm-room salvage. One of the two couches was beginning to divulge its stuffing, and an overflow of books from the built-in shelves in the living room was housed in a low-income unit made of cinder blocks and unpainted pine planks. Photographs of Russell and Corrine and friends, indiscriminately framed in Tiffany silver and cheap plastic, hung between Galerie Maeght posters and signed lithographs. They entertained in a liberal and stylish manner which to some guests suggested an abundance of this world’s blessings. In fact, their finances were perennially precarious. They had two incomes, but Russell toiled in the historically underpaid field of publishing and Corrine had been a stockbroker for only two years. Their joint tax return was modest by the boomtown standards of many of their friends and neighbors.

		After nearly collapsing in bankruptcy during the seventies, their adoptive city had experienced a gold rush of sorts; prospecting with computers and telephones, financial miners had discovered fat veins of money coursing beneath the cliffs and canyons of the southern tip of Manhattan. As geologic and meteorological forces conspire to deposit diamonds at the tip of one continent and to expose gold at the edge of another, so a variety of manmade conditions intersected more or less at the beginning of the new decade to create a newly rich class based in New York, with a radical new scale of financial well-being. The electronic buzz of fast money hummed beneath the wired streets, affecting all the inhabitants, making some of them crazy with lust and ambition, others angrily impoverished, and making the comfortable majority feel poorer. Late at night, Russell or Corrine would sometimes hear that buzz—in between the sirens and the alarms and the car horns—worrying vaguely, clinging to the very edge of the credit limits on their charge cards.

		Socially acute observers could read in Corrine’s manner the secret code of American pedigree. But the Makepeace fortune had been dispersed when Corrine’s dying grandfather, a quirky liberal, had endowed a science center at a struggling black university, partly out of spite for his only son—and Corrine’s only father. Russell’s grandfather, an Irish immigrant, had been an autoworker, his father a GM executive of middle rank; Russell possessed the open posture and direct manners of the enthusiastically striving middle class. He and Corrine shared a history of fission in the nuclear family, her parents having divorced after years of violent misalliance and his mother having died at approximately the same time, just as their romance was beginning; a sense of the fragility of familial love lent urgency to their courtship and mortar to their marriage.

		Dinner was served. Sommelier Russell managed to refrain from declaiming about the wine as he orbited the dining room table and poured, while Corrine dished up the first course, a pasta. Not really a snob, he was, however, an enthusiast in many areas, tending to throw himself into new pursuits with a convert’s ardor, proselytizing his acquaintances. Russell had little capacity for reticence or restraint. As his occasional doubles partner in tennis, for instance, Corrine was sometimes maddened that he always went for the put-away at the net and refused to temper his second serve, whacking it as hard as his first, though this frequently resulted in double faults. A large man, he bumped into things—the kind of guy who walked into rooms without knocking. Crash Calloway. Luckily for the occupants of these rooms, his voice usually preceded him, a sort of air-raid siren. Corrine often worried that he would embarrass her by saying something intimate in front of a store clerk or starting a conversation with the strangers in an elevator. At present, as he dabbed at some wine he’d spilled on the tablecloth, he was confiding loudly about the mushrooms, which had been sent to him by an Italian author whose novel he was publishing. “It’s illegal,” he informed their six dinner guests, “but he wraps them in plastic and sends them in a cheap leather purse to disguise the smell.”

		“We used to talk like this about drugs,” Corrine said, to clear away the slight whiff of self-satisfied epicureanism.

		“We still do,” said Jeff, on her right, flashing one of his wistfully roguish smiles. Built like a fillet knife, he sported his usual ripped jeans and washed-out untucked Brooks Brothers button-down shirt, over which he wore his coat of many press clips. Jeff had published a successful book two years before, a collection of stories about an eccentric New England clan that, not so remarkably, closely resembled his own. Everyone listened to him just a little more intently these days, as he listened less attentively to everyone else.

		“I used to hate mushrooms so much when I was a kid,” squeaked Dawn, Jeff’s nineteen-year-old date, who looked like a model with breasts—who in fact was a model with breasts. “When we wanted to think of something really bad, like a punishment or something, we’d say, ‘You have to eat a whole plateful of mushrooms.’ ” The Second Law of Social Dynamics, Corrine figured: The single women get younger every year. But what was the first?

		“Now we just send you to bed without supper,” Jeff said. Then, to Corrine, with the air of someone diverting attention: “How’s Mr. Jones?” By which he meant, Corrine knew, the Dow, and the market in general, though it occurred to her that in an earlier era it might have been a reference to the Dylan song.

		“The last time you were here,” Corrine said, taking a sip of her wine, “somebody asked you what you were working on. And you said, ‘Don’t ask a writer what he’s working on. It’s like asking someone with cancer about the progress of his disease.’ ”

		She decided she was unhappy with him for bringing this child to dinner and, having done so, putting the girl down.

		“Did I say that? I must have been drunk. I hope you immediately plunged a steak knife into my kidney, or a kidney knife into my steak.”

		“I should have. But instead I insist that you observe the rules. Rule number one: No boring questions. I don’t allow them at my table.”

		Zac Solomon asked, “Are there any other rules here. I’m not real familiar with eastern etiquette. In California we don’t usually even wear clothes.”

		“It shows,” Jeff said. “You definitely haven’t got the hang of wearing them yet.”

		“If you weren’t my writer, guy, I’d be forced to take grievous offense at that remark.”

		“Hollywood producers are not allowed to take offense,” Jeff said. “They’re expected to give it.”

		“Just to show you what a self-deprecating character I am,” Zac said, “I’ll tell you all the latest joke. There’s this producer driving really fast down Santa Monica talking on the phone, and he has this accident, flips his car over, gets thrown out, and somehow his arm is severed in the process, goes flying.”

		“Is Santa Monica Boulevard a significant detail,” Jeff asked, helping himself to more wine.

		“… So anyway, another car stops, the driver gets out and rushes over to the producer, who’s lying in the street, and he says, ‘Are you all right, guy?’ And the producer’s looking at the wreck of his car, wailing, ‘My Porsche, my Porsche, my Porsche!’ So the other guy looks at the stump of his arm, then points at the other half of it lying across the street and says, ‘But what about your arm?’ And the producer looks across the street and says, ‘Oh my God—my Rolex, my Rolex, my Rolex!’ ”

		“We approve of self-deprecation,” announced Corrine, who before tonight had never met Solomon. Cute, a little beefy, lingering baby fat or premature business-dinner paunch. Late twenties, according to Russell, and he’d already made millions. He played to the stereotype, tongue in cheek, in a way that made it seem almost okay. Not that you’d necessarily have wanted your daughter to marry one. It was business, sort of, Russell said, and anyway, he was an amusing character. The latter being the only valid point for Corrine, who had an old-fashioned notion that business should be confined to offices.

		“Does that mean I can stay,” Zac asked.

		“Only if you pronounce her name right,” Jeff said. “Rhymes with Maureen, a homophone for chorine—that’s chorus girl to you.”

		“And only if you’re extremely attentive to the single women,” said Nancy Tanner, animating her long blond locks with a trademark toss of her head. Russell once suggested the gesture was intended to mimic the effects of a wind machine. She was the ungrounded wire of their extended circle, the single female.

		“Last time I heard that joke,” Jeff said, “it was about agents. The problem is it could also be about most of our friends.”

		Colin Becker, who was not a member of one of the agented professions, was talking to Jeff’s date now about architecture, while Russell considerately entertained Anne, who was a corporate lawyer and thankfully never talked about it. Corrine suddenly remembered they owed the Beckers a wedding present.

		Abruptly, Washington Lee arrived, saying, “Guess who’s come to dinner,” as he inevitably did. His eyes like crazy marbles, all shiny and bright—Corrine had a feeling this was going be a late one. “Sorry,” he announced. “Got caught in a crossfire on Broadway. Bank-robber dudes trying to escape over the rooftops, they had the cops pinned down, traffic stopped cold, spraying the street with automatic fire.” Either because they made allowances for Washington’s hyperbole or because they were inured to the violence of the city, none of them chose to challenge the statement or ask for elaboration.

		Reverting to a primitive male condition, Jeff and Russell hooted at the sight of their buddy, slapping hands and backs.

		“It’s the Righteous Brothers,” said Washington.

		“Now that you’re here,” Jeff said, “we’re the Temptations.”

		“We resist anything but,” Washington responded.

		Corrine sat Washington between Jeff’s girlfriend and Casey Reynes, her freshman roommate, whose husband was out of town. Washington immediately put his arms around both of them, to the obvious annoyance of Casey, who flexed her beautiful-rich-girl hauteur.

		“So what’s the buzz?”

		“How come we never talk about politics,” asked Nancy, tossing her hair and reaching across the table to put her hand on Washington’s arm. “I’ll bet you have some interesting views,” she added, in a tone of voice generally reserved for lewd propositions. Corrine suddenly wondered if they’d ever slept together.

		“Shucks, ma’am, I just minds my own business and leaves politics to the white folks.”

		“Don’t get Russell started,” Corrine said quickly, knowing how Washington liked to exploit these moments. “We’ll be up all night. Russell’s greatest regret is that he basically missed the sixties. He’s been trying to make up for it ever since.”

		“I didn’t miss the sixties,” Russell countered. “I watched them on television.”

		“Russell’s for Gary Hart,” Washington sneered. “Hart and sole?” Jeff sighed, pushing his plate away. “Other topics? Please?”

		“Who else is there?”

		“Gary Hart and his new ideas,” said Washington. “What new ideas? Tell the dude to read Ecclesiastes.”

		Soon they were arguing about Nicaragua. As he was publishing a book about the covert war against the Sandinistas, Russell was armed with facts and dates. A Republican, Zac relied on epigrams and lighthearted xenophobia. Parnassian Jeff disdained politics. Washington, who probably knew more than anybody, preferred to play dumb, strategically letting others betray themselves with earnestness. Jeff’s girlfriend looked increasingly bewildered—and it wasn’t a strategy—almost frightened by this excursion into foreign terrain. It wasn’t her fault she was in over her head, Corrine realized. The breasts and the big pouty lips weren’t her fault, either. At least she didn’t think they were. Corrine was just enough of a prodigy herself to know that this was like inheriting a pile of money at puberty without a trust officer in sight, like climbing behind the wheel of a Ferrari for your first driving lesson. Some generations the little boys got sent to the jungle or the trenches with nothing but a gun, and that was the only way they’d ever begin to have a fucking clue about what it was like to grow up a pretty girl with big tits. If you were lucky you didn’t get to New York or Los Angeles until you’d made the tutelary mistakes.

		Not that she’d ever had breasts like that. Jesus, Jeff. Were they real? These days, hard to say. Reminded her of a girl at prep school who was voted best couple in the yearbook. Without stopping to think, Corrine said, aloud, “I heard a story that if you have breast implants and you take the Concorde they can explode.” Was it her imagination, or did Jeff’s date look worried?

		“Party tits,” said Washington.

		Over at the stereo, Russell cued up Roxy Music’s Avalon and looked over his shoulder to see if Corrine had noticed. She blew him a kiss. “Soundtrack album of our first year of matrimonial bliss,” she explained.

		Jeff’s girlfriend turned to Washington. “Are you married?”

		Washington looked at her as if she were insane; Jeff coughed red wine onto the tablecloth.

		“They haven’t invented the right kind of marriage for me yet,” Washington said calmly. “See, I don’t understand why there’s got to be just one kind of marriage. When you need a place to live it’s like you can get a floor of a brownstone, or a loft, or a few rooms in a big shiny tower with a health club, depending on how you want to live, but when it comes to marriage there’s just this one basic variety. You’re supposed to live together monogamously. You see what I’m saying? One size fits all? No way. Why can’t we have different brands of marriage. Color-coded … the red kind of marriage, say, where you spend four nights a week together and cruise the other nights, or the green marriage, where you have kids together and lend them out to your impotent relatives and—”

		“What color do you want,” asked Casey, whose own marriage was, like ancient currencies, based on the gold standard. She was half British and half Du Pont, her husband a venture capitalist from the same registered social circle in Wilmington, Delaware. Russell thought they were snobs, and referred to Mrs. Reynes as “Her Majesty”; Corrine’s loyalty had more to do with memories of the leveling storm of adolescence than to current compatibility.

		“Please, don’t tell us, Wash,” Corrine said. “We’ve just eaten.”

		“Marriages need a certain amount of slack. A lot of fond-making absence,” said Casey, whose husband traveled incessantly on business.

		Nancy said, “All men need just four things. Food, shelter, pussy … and strange pussy.”

		“I can’t vouch for the first two,” Washington confessed. The other men around the table looked embarrassed, it seemed to Corrine—as if they’d just been caught out.

		In a sudden panic, she glanced across the table at Russell. Looking flustered, he shrugged sheepishly.

		Jeff helped clear the dishes. In the kitchen Corrine said to him, “I don’t think she’s quite your type.”

		“Is that understatement?”

		“Diplomacy, Jeff.”

		He put his arms around her. They were old friends from similar worlds, Jeff the late spawn of a dusty Yankee family whose capital, like the soil of his native Massachusetts, was largely depleted. There was an air of unfinished business between them. She’d always thought him attractive, six-three and bone-thin, slightly hunched with the self-consciousness of those sensitive tall people who prefer not to tower.

		“What you mean,” Jeff suggested, “is that you’re sorry to report that she’s exactly my type and that I am therefore demonstrably a scumbag.”

		She looked into his eyes, as though she might read the health of his soul there. The kind of eyes that might belong to a villager in the Middle East, someone encountered on the banks of the Tigris or the Euphrates, the dark eyes of an old soul. Russell had boyish wide blue eyes and was born the day before yesterday.

		Dodging her gaze, he said, “The trouble with girls who are my type is that I don’t find them attractive.”

		Corrine laughed. “What?” All at once she realized she was buzzed. Felt good. “I thought you found all women attractive.”

		“Or else I find them attractive but they’re married.”

		“Sometimes they’re attractive because they’re married.”

		That, she thought, was a good, sensible response. Deflecting trouble, like a good wife and hostess. Where did she find that? “Are you working? I don’t want to know what you’re working on, just if you are.”

		“Writing a screenplay for Zac, but I’d hardly call that work.”

		“Then why are you doing it?”

		“You’re a stockbroker, Corrine. Why do I have to be pure?”

		Corrine twisted away, feeling dizzy for a moment, almost losing her balance as he let go of her. She moved to the sink and turned on the water. It was true, she sold stocks, bonds, annuities. But in her actual heart she was someone entirely different. A lover and a student of life. God, she couldn’t believe she was thirty-one. What had happened to the last ten years?

		Filling up the coffeepot with water, she felt Jeff still standing behind her. “Some of us had to become regular people so you could have readers.” She turned. “You arrogant shit,” she said, doused him with the contents of the pot, and then—she didn’t know why—sank to the floor in convulsions of hilarity.

		“I was just about to ask for some water,” he said, his scraggly hair and long, untucked shirttails dripping.

		She laughed harder. Until finally she coughed, then paused to say, “Just once I think it would be good for you to be at a loss for words.”

		“Happens all the time,” he said. “Whenever I sit down in front of my word processor.” Patting himself down with a wad of paper towels, he added, “by the way, I haven’t wished you a happy birthday.”

		“Damn you, that’s a secret.”

		“Thirty-one, n’est ce pas?”

		“If you say anything I’ll kill you.”

		“What did Russell give you?”

		“Head,” she answered, laughing uproariously at her improvisation. I must, she thought, be drunk.

		“About time,” Jeff said.

		“Believe it or not,” she said, standing up and brushing her dress off with exaggerated strokes of her fingers, “other men are more than capable of making women happy. Some of them are so good they just take our little breaths away.”

		“That’s more or less what Caitlin said before she split,” he said.

		Dave Whitlock, a colleague of Russell’s, turned up with a blonde Brazilian named Elsa who worked as a scout for Mondadori. At least Corrine thought that’s what she said; it was curious that a Portuguese-speaker would screen books in English for an Italian publisher. Others arrived, people they’d invited for after dinner. The evening broke up into smaller pieces, a mosaic of shiny and oddly shaped fragments grouted with alcohol. Or so it seemed to Corrine the next day. A party is like a marriage, she decided: making itself up while seeming to follow precedent, running on steel rails into uncharted wilderness while the promises shiver and wobble on the armrests like crystal stemware.

		House phone to his ear, Russell asked, “Do you know somebody named Ace? The doorman says he says you know him.”

		“It’s okay, send him up,” Corrine said, blushing. Ace was a homeless man she knew from the soup kitchen where she was a volunteer; buying mixers for the party at Food Emporium in the afternoon, she’d met him redeeming cans and bottles from a noisy garbage bag, the assistant manager looking weary and pissed off as he helped count them into a cardboard box; Ace explained his appearance in her neighborhood by saying that he liked to spread his business around. “Having a party,” Ace asked, seeing her purchases. On a sudden guilty inspiration she asked him if he wanted a job helping with the cleanup. And here he was. She was pleased with herself and with Ace for taking her at her word, but Russell made fun of what he called her Mother Teresa complex. In this case he didn’t particularly notice or remark on Ace’s arrival, though he was hardly inconspicuous—an unwashed black man in a Mets cap and unlaced Nike high-tops, asking the guests if they were finished with their beer bottles. Corrine saw him drink off the residue of a bottle he had liberated from Jeff.

		“Used to be,” Russell was declaiming, “you’d read a good short story somewhere, call up the author in his hovel, you’d offer him a couple thou’ for a collection and a novel, and he’d dedicate his books to you, offer you his mistress, Eskimo style, promise you his firstborn. Now you’ve got to transfer a six-figure advance to a numbered Swiss bank account just to get a first look at some creative writing student’s senior thesis. And his agent’s still all over your back.”

		“Used to be,” said Jeff, “only dweebs, dorks and geeks went into publishing. Second sons and Sarah Lawrence grads. I’m sorry to report that this is still the case.”

		Each with glass in hand, they clenched in an ambiguous bear hug. Corrine watched as the two friends drifted southward across the carpet, this migrating arc finally intersecting the sideboard, Russell’s butt glancing it, unbalancing and toppling a blue-and-white Oriental vase, which fell to the floor, narrowly missing the edge of the rug, and shattered on the parquet floor.

		Russell’s face betrayed his knowledge of this object’s dynastic label and long association with Corrine’s family—a wedding present. But Corrine rushed in to say it was nothing, she’d get the dustpan, watch out for the pieces.

		“Crash Calloway,” Jeff said, using the nickname Russell had borne almost since he could walk, fall or knock things over.

		At the time of night when guests become disk jockeys, sifting through the library of records and tapes, the stereo becomes a time machine, stuck in reverse. Neil Young’s “After the Gold Rush” blasted abruptly from the speakers. Washington was dancing with Jeff’s date, and Ace swayed on his feet like a sailor in a six-foot sea, his hand on Zac Solomon’s reluctant shoulder, talking about his plans to cut a rap demo.

		Casey Reynes drew Corrine aside on her way out and announced she was pregnant. “It’s a secret, Tom doesn’t want me telling anyone yet.”

		Corrine embraced her. “I’m so happy for you,” she said, though her happiness was tinged unexpectedly with envy.

		Elsa, the Brazilian with the Italian connection, was tugging at Corrine’s sleeve. Had she seen David Whitlock, her date?

		“How far can he get?” Russell called over. “There’s only three rooms.”

		“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Corrine said to Casey.

		Jeff’s date was also missing, according to the insistent Elsa.

		“He’s probably feeding the dog,” Russell said.

		“What dog,” Elsa asked.

		“Check the bathroom,” said Jeff. “Until recently, the bathroom was always the center of any good party, as the homely kitchen had been in earlier cultures.”

		Soon Elsa was pounding on the locked door of the bathroom. When she hurled her glass against it, Russell wobbled over to calm her.

		“Broom and dustpan are right inside the closet,” Corrine called out to Russell, thinking of Casey, the same age as she.

		A few minutes later Jeff was passed out on the couch. Strange, Corrine thought. He usually drank everybody under the table. Then she giggled aloud, remembering what Russell had said about under the table. She was recumbent in an armchair, gathering her strength, when the doorman rang. Wearily she picked up the house phone.

		“Black guy down here’s trying to carry a VCR out the door. Says he’s going to repair it. You want me to call the cops?”

		“That must be Ace,” Corrine said. “Just ask him to leave it with you, Roger. Tell him we changed our minds about the repair.” Then she realized she hadn’t paid him and asked the doorman to give him a twenty and not to mention anything to Russell.

		What’s-her-name, Jeff’s date, breasts in tow, emerged from the bathroom, a trifle sheepish, and a moment later so did Washington. Uh-oh. Guilty of something. Elsa, who watched as Russell cleared up the broken glass, said, “Where’s David?” then began pounding the bedroom door, which had gotten closed and locked somehow. Finally Nancy Tanner popped out of the room. Elsa started screaming at Whitlock. It sounded like a real scuffle in there. “London Calling,” high volume, made Corrine think briefly about the financial markets; also, fleetingly, about the neighbors. But no, she didn’t care to think about the markets right now, thank you very much, and the neighbors would have to speak for themselves. How can you like the Clash, punk-socialist band, and sell corporate equity at the same time? That was the inexplicable mystery of being Corrine Calloway at the age of thirty-one.

		Russell wandered over and put his arm around her. “Another successful party,” he said. 

		[image: ]

		“Where’s the jelly,” Russell asked, groping in the drawer of the nightstand.

		“Hell with the jelly,” Corrine said, rolling him onto his back. “Don’t you think it’s kind of a sexy idea, doing it without protection? Wouldn’t it be sort of incredibly sexy to make me pregnant?”

		He stopped moving. “No.”

		“No, really.”

		“Yes, really. Are you nuts?”

		“Nuts?” She rose to her knees and looked down on him. “Nuts? What’s that supposed to mean?”

		“It means crazy. As in, not in your right mind. Not in your sane self.”

		“How dare you,” she said, punching the side of his head with a half-clenched fist, hurting her knuckles. She stood up, tore the quilt off the bed and retreated to the living room.

		“Corrine, I’m too tired to argue,” he called after her.

		“Good,” he heard faintly.

		He meant to go out and get her, but woke a few hours later, at seven, with a bad case of cottonmouth and a vast headache, feeling more or less like a porcupine turned inside out. When he turned to look for Corrine, she wasn’t there. It took him several minutes to remember it was a weekend, and to figure out where his wife was. Walking out to the living room, he couldn’t remember what they’d fought about, but there she was, on the couch amid the debris of her secret birthday party, pictures askew, dead soldiers standing at attention. Corrine curled into a ball under a corner of the quilt. It was not often Russell saw his wife in repose. Usually still talking when he fell asleep, and awake at some hour, like this one, which he preferred not to hear about.

		He picked her up and carried her back to bed. “Where were you?” she murmured, as he bumped down the hall with her. “I was lost in this crowd, a big party, and I kept calling you and you weren’t there. It was so real. It started out this wonderful party, all our friends and all these interesting new people, and then we lost our friends and I lost you and the party became ugly and sad.”

		“I’m here,” he said, laying her down in bed, where she immediately returned to sleep.

	
		2

		“You don’t think it’s news that the administration’s been running drugs? What do you call news over there?”

		“We just think there’s nothing real new in the story, Russ. These allegations have surfaced before.”

		“Don’t tell me about allegations. I’m talking evidence, documentation, smoking guns out the wazoo. This book’s got assassination, dope-dealing, money-laundering, and all of it leading straight to the front door of the White House. Nixon got chased out for less. So what does it take with you guys, a game-show angle?”

		“I have a meeting, Russell.”

		“Can you promise me a review, at least?”

		“I’ll see what I can find out from the books people.”

		“Loved the cover story on Michael Jackson, by the way. Hard-hitting stuff.”

		“Jesus, Russell. I said I’ll try.”

		Russell detached the receiver from his ear and lifted it overhead, then made the sound of an airplane falling out of the sky as the instrument traced a series of descending loops ending with a loud crash on his desktop.

		From outside his office a nasal female voice called out: “Any survivors?”

		“That’s a negative.”

		After six years of Reagan and almost as many in publishing, Russell thought of himself—though he was alone in this perception—as a fairly jaded character. But when this manuscript came across his desk he knew it was one of the books he’d been waiting to publish. It seemed to him a shameful characteristic of the era that the liberal press lacked all conviction while the yahoos were full of passionate insensitivity. For two years the author had followed the story of the secret war in Nicaragua from El Salvador to Israel to Cuba to Washington to Managua to Little Havana. He’d talked to gunrunners and drug runners, contras and Sandinistas, slept in jungles and had his life threatened, and Russell seemed to be the only one who was terribly interested. For weeks he’d been trying to get the big papers and magazines to pick up some of the more sensational revelations. He’d sent galleys to national-affairs editors, followed up with phone calls, and lunched every contact he had, this last one an alleged friend, an editor at a so-called newsweekly.

		Righting his tilted chair, he fired off three darts at the opposite wall, missing Elliott Abrams, three points, assistant secretary of state, but catching Oliver North right on the chin, for five points, with the third dart. Various politicians, book reviewers and indignitaries served time on the dartboard when their behavior earned Russell’s disapproval.

		On the facing wall were photographs of friends, family and heroes: snapshots of Corrine, his mother and father; a framed, already yellowing page from the Sunday New York Times, the review of Jeff’s book; a poster of the Karsh portrait of Hemingway circa The Old Man and the Sea; a photograph of bearded, bleary John Berryman, chin and cigarette in hand; another of Keith Richards, onstage with tongue out, dripping toxic sweat; a publicity still of Jack Nicholson, signed “To Russ, who gives good book—Jack,” souvenir of a movie tie-in edition; as well as the usual author photos and book posters.

		The phone trilled—neither a ring nor a buzz but a kind of exotic birdcall.

		“Incoming,” Donna called out. “Victor Propp.”

		Russell glanced wistfully at the First World War German infantry helmet on his desk, a trophy his grandfather had picked up in the Argonne Forest in 1918, shortly before losing half of his eyesight to mustard gas.

		Punching in the speaker phone, he said, “Victor, how goes life and literature?”

		“Life is short and brutish, Russell. Full of S and F, et cetera. Literature—truly endless.”

		Russell took the latter to mean that the book wasn’t finished, hardly a surprise. Victor had been working on it for about twenty years, the deadline for delivery receding gradually into a semi-mythical future. In this unfinished condition it, and its author, had become a local literary legend, the locale in this case being a literary/academic republic encompassing patches of Cambridge, New Haven and Manhattan’s Upper West Side.

		“Did you see that piece on Roth in the TransAtlantic? A very snide reference to me—‘unlike those rococo goldsmiths who worry the surfaces of their bibelot sentences …’ ”

		Russell decided he just might need the helmet. “Victor, I don’t necessarily read that as a reference to you.”

		“Russell, my dear boy, every literary intellectual in America scans that sentence and says, ‘For “rococo goldsmiths,” read “Victor Propp.” ’ ”

		“Not to worry, Victor. There are only three or four literary intellectuals left in the whole goddamn country.” It wasn’t that Victor didn’t have his detractors; just that he nicely illustrated Delmore Schwartz’s maxim that even paranoids have enemies.

		“Despite your considerable intelligence, Russell, you are remarkably naive. Do you suppose it has anything to do with coming from the Midwest? Not that it’s an unattractive quality. It’s very American. The thing about real Americans …”

		Russell looked at his watch as Victor started sermonizing about the land of the freaks and home of the slaves. Eleven-forty. He wet his finger with saliva and polished the crystal. Scanning a report on his desk, he was pleased to discover that Scavengers and Birds of Prey, a selected edition of the Audubon plates, was going into another printing. He had guessed correctly that the fiercer birds would be popular in the current climate. He tuned in on a rising interrogatory note in the great man’s voice, though Victor’s questions were usually rhetorical.

		“… doesn’t he? That is to say, Jeff has this very granitic, Yankee quality in his prose which I quite like, the natural thing that Salinger had to work at so obsessively, being a Jew—believe me, I know. But I wonder how to account for all the press on his book?”

		Russell tried to remember if he’d ever told Victor that Corrine once had lunch with Salinger, but decided to leave well enough alone.

		“I like Jeff’s prose quite a bit, its wonderful loopy vitality, but I’m wondering if we shouldn’t be working on getting me more press at this point in my career.”

		“Victor, you don’t have a book, number one, and number two, you don’t exactly write for the People magazine crowd. Don’t worry about this shit. Remember what Bob Dylan said, ‘He’s got everything he needs, he’s an artist, he don’t look back.’ ”

		Victor probably was an artist, one of the few in Russell’s wide and arty acquaintance, but he didn’t seem to have anything he needed and he was constantly looking back, down, around—as if in a maze or a conspiracy. Not trusting the evidence of his senses, he wasn’t about to take reality for granted.

		“What I’m saying, Russell, is that I think we ought to work on raising my visibility.”

		“Let’s have lunch and talk about it….” Russell found an opening in his datebook ten days away and was able to hang up just a few minutes later.

		Donna slouched in with the mail, her haircut reminiscent of a Punic War-era Roman helmet. Clad in black spandex, wearing an “Eat the Rich” button, Donna was a token punk here in a landscape of tartan and tweed. She had a streetwise sense of humor and a hard-boiled telephone manner, which usefully intimidated importunate authors and agents and infuriated Russell’s colleagues. She occasionally irritated even her admiring boss with third-hand anarchist posturing. Punk was already a historical fashion, a reified sensibility—the safety pin through the earlobe only slightly less dated than love beads, and now even love beads seemed on the verge of a comeback. Russell was sometimes tempted to tell her the whole scene was middle-aged by the time he arrived in Manhattan about a hundred years before, in 1980, tell her the meaning and origin of épater la bourgeoisie. But nothing very interesting had come along in the way of a counterculture since then, unless you counted a recent infestation of titled Europeans, and having Donna around made him feel in touch with the tonsorial practices and the music around St. Mark’s Place.

		“What do the rich taste like, do you suppose,” he asked her.

		“Huh?” Donna stopped in the doorway of the office to consider the question. She shrugged, a chronic gesture. “The ladies taste like tuna fish, I guess. The gentlemen taste kind of like baked brie.”

		“Jesus. You’re a very nasty person. Forget I asked.”

		“I’m going to lunch,” she said.

		“I’ll warn Donald Trump.”
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		Before his own lunch Russell called his broker, a hustler at Corrine’s firm named Duane Peters.

		“Got some new sophisticated financial instruments you might be interested in,” Duane said. “A very hot new commodities futures index.”

		“Tell me about it,” Russell said. He liked the idiom of the financial world, the evocative techno-poetry of the arcane slang. Sophisticated instruments. Mezzanine financing. Takeover vehicles … Lately it seemed almost as interesting as the more familiar dialect of lit crit. In college he had scorned the econ majors who lined up for the bank recruiters senior year, and only a few years before now he had been horrified to learn that two-thirds of a graduating Yale class had interviewed for a slot at one of the big investment banks. He had cited this statistic over a dozen dinner tables to illustrate vague theses about the Zeitgeist and had commissioned a book called The New Gilded Age, an anthology of jeremiads by economists and sociologists decrying the greed and selfishness of the eighties. At that time he began to read the financial publications. And then, rather like a research chemist experimentally injecting himself with the virus he has isolated, he began investing small amounts. With his encouragement, Corrine had started as a broker after quitting her good-girl job at Sotheby’s—after a stressful year and a half at Columbia Law School—and his new hobby had gradually become more and more interesting. It seemed so easy. He was winning on paper, though his total capital amounted to only a few thousand.

		“… buy stock on margin and then cover the stock with futures, the ideal being to hedge and bet so you’re covered either way, cowboy. If the stock goes up you make money. If the stock goes down you make money. So whatever happens, you win.”

		Is that possible? Russell wondered. Duane’s explanation sounded too good to be true; it sounded, in fact, like a free lunch. But he didn’t have the ante to play this particular game. Russell wished he could give Corrine his business, but his hunches and tips made her crazy.

		Two doors down from Russell’s office, Washington Lee received a call from the receptionist announcing a visitor. There was nothing on his calendar, and unscheduled visitors struck fear into Washington’s heart. He feared a certain wronged husband in particular, discarded girlfriends and rejected authors in general. His occasional inability to remember absolutely every detail of an evening’s activities tended to sharpen his fear of the unknown caller. Two years before he had received an advance to write a critical biography of Frantz Fanon, which was still in the outline stage, and while he didn’t really expect the publisher to send thugs over to collect the manuscript, this small festering patch of guilt only added to his sense of having dodged the bullet when another day ended without a major confrontation. The name that his assistant gave him now had a faint echo, but all these Muslim names sounded sort of familiar. Everybody had a story to tell, and if they were black they eventually sent the story to Washington.

		“Say who?”

		There was a mumbled conference at the other end of the line. “Rasheed Jamal, the author,” the receptionist explained.

		Washington’s hope went south. All in all, he would rather get a surprise visit from the FBI. Three stacks of unread, unsolicited manuscripts towered in the far corner of his office, Rasheed Jamal’s possibly among them. Or else he had thoughtfully brought his precious manuscript with him, hand-delivery, the true story of his life … a thousand single-spaced pages complete with crabbed corrections that would make them both millions and reveal the true killers of JFK and Martin Luther King, Jr. It was possible, too, that Washington had already read the book and turned it down. Authors who came to argue their merits in person were the worst.

		“I’m in conference,” Washington proposed. “Probably won’t be available for the rest of the day.”

		“I’ll tell him.”

		Now he would have to cower in his office until the coast was clear. If the siege lasted past lunch, he could slip up the internal staircase to the ninth floor and take the elevator down to the street.

		“I’m not in,” he shouted out to his assistant. “You see anybody heading this way with a manuscript under his arm, tell him Mr. Lee has moved to Zimbabwe.”

		He was on the phone talking to an agent when a fat bearded man in a sweatsuit announced from the doorway that no white bitch was going to tell him where he couldn’t go.

		“I just wanted to see what color you were,” the speaker said, a scowl deranging his chipmunk features. He clutched a manuscript box out in front of his huge belly, holding it like a shield as he advanced into the office. Experiencing a rapid liquefaction of his internal organs, Washington attempted to appear cool.

		“What’s your problem, Jack?”

		“My problem is I’m a black artist. I’m, like, twice removed from this American fascist racist so-called culture. And I’m trying to create an Afro-American literature which the white man does not want to know about and the white establishment wants to suppress.” Washington’s assistant had disappeared. He could only hope she was fetching some serious help.

		“What’s this got to do with me, bro’?”

		The author reached into the half-zipped front of his sweatshirt, pulled out and unfolded a limp, ragged piece of paper and recited, without consulting the text: “ ‘Dear Mr. Jamal, thank you for letting us see your manuscript. I’m sorry to say that the editorial board has concluded that we cannot publish your work at this time. We wish you luck in finding another publisher. Sincerely, Washington Lee.’ What kind of fucking letter is that? Sincerely? I show you my life’s fucking work, the true story of the Black Experience in Babylon exile, and that’s all the answer I get? And what’s this ‘we’ shit? I sent my book to one man, dude called Washington Lee I heard was a brother, not the house nigger on some editorial board.”

		“Maybe I could take another look at it,” Washington said, playing for time. He had no idea if he’d read it to begin with. He looked at hundreds of manuscripts a year, and sometimes looking was all he had time for. Being one of only two black adult trade book editors in New York, he was expected to be an advocate for his ostensible community, which, in his experience, wrote no better as a rule than any other group. Washington was as willing and eager as any man could possibly be to discover the next Invisible Man, but being black and writing a book didn’t necessarily make you Ralph Ellison.

		Not a moment too soon, security arrived: two uniformed, deracinated white men who stood sheepishly in the doorway.

		“Get this fucking maniac out of here,” Washington suggested.

		“Don’t you touch me,” the author screamed.

		The security men hung back, helpless in the face of what they took to be an internecine dispute. Only when the enraged author hurled himself across Washington’s desk did they intervene. Rasheed Jamal threw one of the guards to the floor and was wrestling with the other, larger one when Washington said, “Freeze, motherfucker.” He pointed a shiny gray Walther automatic at the fat man’s belly.

		The security guards, recovering themselves, seemed uncertain of their own role in relation to the firearm, till Washington said, “What’ve I got to do, carry him out my own fucking self?” Each seizing an arm, the security men pulled Rasheed Jamal to the door, then turned sideways to extract him from the office.

		“You ain’t no black man,” he screamed at Washington.

		“And you ain’t no writer,” Washington responded, having finally remembered reading several chapters of the thousand-page-plus novel that lay in two boxes on his desk. It was only through the exercise of enormous willpower that he restrained himself from pulling the trigger until the so-called author was gone. “And haul your garbage out with you,” he shouted, knocking the boxes to the floor. Shaken, he aimed the gun at his own mouth and treated himself to several tranquilizing squirts of vodka.

		LOST OUR LEASE said the sign in a window down the block from the office. Lot of those signs popping up lately. On the walk back from lunch with an agent, Russell paused for a moment in front of the window to examine the sale carpets, cheery kilims, a jaded Hariz. Russell’s office was located in one of those interstitial regions of the city which until recently had been nameless. It was between Gramercy Park and Chelsea, south of midtown but not properly downtown—an area of century-old eight- and ten-story office and warehouse buildings given over largely to light industry, the Oriental carpet trade and downmarket photographers. The Carpet District, he called it, but lately the rug traders had been folding up their tents. Fashion and the kind of money that traveled light—hip retail and restaurants—had found the area and named it the Flatiron District, after its most famous building. Lunch had certainly become easier. Two years before he had had to get into a taxi to find food that wouldn’t offend literary agents. Now they were willing to come down to check out the latest Piedmontese trattoria they’d read about in the Times.

		The Corbin, Dern Building stood in the middle of its block, on real estate that had quadrupled in value since Russell had been hired, a parking lot on one side and a small brownstone on the other. The publishing house occupied the top four of nine floors. The century-old structure had been copied from a nearby McKim, Mead & White building, and had been occupied since the twenties by the trade publishing firm of Corbin, Dern and Company. For writers and readers and reviewers, Corbin, Dern was a resonant dactyl, an invocation of the muses, a top-shelf cultural brand name.

		After lunch Russell stopped in on Washington, who was conducting business in his habitual fashion, leaning back in his ergonomic Italian chair, stretched full length, cowboy boots on the edge of his desk, hands clasped behind his head. He put Russell in mind of a big cat, speed and claws concealed beneath a tropical manner. You seldom saw him run or pounce, but in the dry seasons he brought back prey. Just when it seemed there was no choice but to fire him for some radical breach of decorum, he dragged in a best-seller or one of his obscure Eastern European novelists suddenly won the Nobel Prize.

		Waving to Washington’s assistant, Russell did not wait for permission to clump in and lie down on the couch; unconsciously he mimicked his friend’s position, picking up a copy of the Post from the coffee table. HOMELESS MAN ATTACKED BY GIANT CAT. He glanced up at Washington, then turned to page three, where he learned that a leopard or possibly a cheetah was terrorizing the Lower East Side, mauling winos and other street people.

		“Yeah, man, let me get back to you.”

		Lee’s manner was always furtive, as if engaged in clandestine business or tryst-making. Russell wondered whether Washington really wanted to get rid of this phone call or just didn’t want him to hear it.

		“Yo, it’s my man Russ.”

		“I gotta get some heat on this Nicaragua book.”

		“You talk to Harold?”

		“I thought he was already behind me.” Washington had occupied the office next to Harold Stone’s for a year before Russell had come along. They were contemporaries, though Washington had been moving up the ladder while Russell was still in graduate school. Being the only senior editor who fully qualified as a member of a minority group, and fluent in several important languages, Washington was virtually fearless. “I have tenure,” he told Russell one night over many drinks. A Harvard scholarship man like Harold, he’d grown up in Harlem, like almost no one else in the publishing industry, and the few people who had the power to fire him felt just terrible about it.

		“Two things you got to remember about Harold,” Washington said now. “First, he used to be a big liberal. Got that? Look at the people he hangs out with now, socialites and neo-con economists, leveraged-buyout dudes. You think they’re jamming about Marcuse and Malcolm X at dinner? Social justice and third-world revolutions are definitely not what is happening. Not on Park or Madison, anyway. Nobody wants to change the world anymore. They just want to own it. Harold’s no dummy. All that stuff he did in the sixties, it was chic and it paid. Revolution was good business.”

		“Easy to say now.”

		“Doesn’t make it any less true. Second, don’t assume he wants your books to succeed.”

		This had occurred to Russell. But it was also important not to take Washington absolutely at face value. Though he almost always intended to be on Russell’s team, he was a man of facets and intrigues so complex they were not always comprehensible even to himself. A good editor, Washington would have been an even better double agent.

		“The world is divided into three kinds of people as far as this shit is concerned,” Washington said, on a roll. “There’s the good people like you, who are surprised and indignant that, whoa, hey, stop the presses, the government’s up to no good. There are the people like me, who aren’t surprised at all. Who already fucking knew. Then there’s the majority, and they don’t want to know about it, Jack.” Washington pointed his Walther at Russell, who opened his mouth for a squirt. “By the way—how do you know the brother who was at your party the other night?”

		“What brother?”

		“How many were there, man?”

		“I didn’t notice.”

		“Jesus.” Washington had seen other examples of Russell’s obliviousness to his environment, though this seemed extreme. But he was not necessarily sorry in this case. He had been to grade school with the dude, and it had disconcerted him to encounter him there, among the white folks, in Russell’s apartment. He did not necessarily like the idea of Russell’s knowing about his other life in the old neighborhood, so he let it slide. Some shit don’t mix.

		Distasteful as it was, Russell felt he owed it to his author to grovel. That was the only chance he had to light a fire under this book. He had to go to the great Harold Stone, who was believed by some to have invented publishing, who taught the alphabet to Gutenberg, whose blessing called forth glowing reviews, serious essays, Guggenheim fellowships. Who was there when Jesus Christ had his moment of doubt and whatever. Doubt and shame? Doubt and pain? Or doubt and hate? Next rhyme was “fate.” If anybody could wire it, Harold could.

		Russell padded down the ancient hall carpet to the editor in chief’s corner office. For three years he had been right next door to his mentor in a narrow cubicle. But when he had finally been promoted and a bigger office had become available a few months back, Russell had moved a hundred feet away. It was something like leaving home for college. Suddenly he felt awkward when he encountered Harold in the men’s room; he would clear his throat, hold his dick and stare at the eye-level tiles. He wasn’t sure how this had come about, whether he only imagined a change. But today he realized he hadn’t spoken to Harold in almost a week.

		“Nice pearls,” he said to Carlton, Harold’s blonde and toothy assistant, who sat importantly erect, guarding the portal to the chief, like a girl sporting a broomstick internally, flush against her spinal column. A year out of Radcliffe, she wore the regulation turtleneck and strand of pearls and believed totally in Harold Stone’s divinity. She held up one hand in a traffic-cop gesture while cradling the phone in the other. “I’ll tell him, I’m sure he will.” When hell freezes over, Russell thought. Harold was notorious for not returning calls, and he had stopped writing letters some years before.

		“Is he expecting you,” Carlton asked when she’d hung up the phone.

		Russell stuck his head inside the office; Harold looked up from a magazine he was reading. “Now he is.” He
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