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CHAPTER 1
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"And where are you visiting us from, sir?" The elevator operator kept his eyes on the indicator above the door.

"North Carolina," Bennett Forbes said. "Chapel Hill."

"So you're used to weather like this."

"It was eighty degrees at five this morning."

"Eighty degrees at five in the morning."

"Yes."

The car slowed at six and stopped at seven. The operator pulled the lever to open the door. "Seven-twelve is to your right, sir, at the end of the hall. Enjoy your stay."

"Thank you. Have a nice day."

"Thank you, sir."

The key was an electronic card. The room was so small that he had to sidle around the bed to get all the way in. The view was of an airshaft with not even a hint of sky.

The bellman had set his suitcase on a folding rack by the bureau. Forbes opened the suitcase and unpacked his clothes into the bureau, socks and underwear in one drawer, shirts in another, a pair of jeans and a t-shirt in another. He took his black Nikes out of the plastic Gap bag he had packed them in and put them on the floor of the closet. He put his toilet kit in the bathroom, folded up the plastic bag and put it in the suitcase, zipped up the suitcase, and put it in the closet. He folded up the suitcase rack and put it in the closet.

He heard the elevator ping and heard the operator's voice giving someone directions. He looked in the mirror on the closet door and got out a pocket comb and combed his hair. He put the comb away and tightened the knot of his tie and straightened it.

She knocked on his door.

He opened it.

"You look just the same," she said.

"Fortunately, I'm not."

They kissed the air next to each other's ears, touching cheeks lightly, making small sounds with their lips.

"Come in," Forbes said.

She stood at the foot of the bed and turned in a slow circle, her head tipped to the side, taking everything in, as if it were a room in Versailles, or the Taj Mahal. "The Algonquin," she said, stopping her turn and looking at him.

"Yes."

"Do you think anyone famous has stayed here?"

"You look wonderful, Diane. It's good to see you."

She tucked her chin in her chest and looked at the floor. Then she looked up and at him. "It's good to see you."

He looked at his watch. "I made dinner reservations for seven-thirty, at Un Deux Trois. Sit for a minute before we go."

She slipped her shoulder bag, slim, leather, off her shoulder and dangled it by its long, thin strap for a moment while deciding where to put it. She hung it from the knob of the door to the bathroom. She sat in the chair, he on the edge of the bed.

A pause, between small talk and substance.

"I'm glad you would see me, Diane. I treated you badly."

She smiled. "You didn't treat me badly. You treated me like shit."

He winced. "I'm sorry. I was drinking then. I don't any more. I haven't for eight years. Eight years, six months, and eleven days."

She cocked her head. "Really? Congratulations. You were scary when you drank."

"I drank all the time."

"You were scary all the time–at the end, anyway."

"I read your diary–your journal, you called it."

"You read it?"

"You kept it in your nighttable drawer and I don't think there was a night when I stayed at your apartment when I didn't read it. When you were in the shower. Or on the phone. I was jealous–jealous of the men you'd known, jealous of the friends you had, just jealous. I read it in search of things to be jealous about and I found them. I'm sorry."

She stared at nothing. "You read my journal," she said flatly.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry I hit you. Slapped you. I did it twice that I remember. I hope there weren't more times. There's no excuse. I wanted you to be someone you weren't. When you were who you were, it made me angry. I'm sorry."

She touched her cheek with the barest tip of her middle finger. "I remember twice."

"I'm sorry about the lies I told. I lied all the time. I was good at it. I didn't just lie to cover my ass, about where I'd been or what I'd been doing–although I did lie like that. I lied reflexively, fundamentally. Just as an example: I don't have a brother."

She laughed a laugh not of amusement but of startled dismay. "You don't?"

"I don't."

She shifted in her chair. "Then I don't suppose he had polio and that you carried him everywhere in your arms. Through the halls in school, to the park, the museum." She laughed again. "God, what a jerk." She meant herself.

"I'm sorry, Diane. I can't explain the lies. They were part of who I was. I'm sorry."

She crossed her legs and rested an elbow on her knee. She bent her head and propped her forehead on the heel of her hand. "I just got very tired all of a sudden."

"Kiss Di Foxx goodnight?"

She looked at him without raising her head. "What?"

"It was something you used to say. I loved you for it. When you were very tired, but not quite ready for bed. On the subway on the way home, or in a taxi. You'd put your head on my shoulder and say, 'You can kiss Di Foxx goodnight.'"

She sat up straight and pressed her knees together, as if she were there for an interview. "Did you really come all this way just to apologize?"

"There are some other people I want to see too, but yes, that's why I'm making this trip."

"Other old girl friends?"

He shook his head. "Jim Levin. Remember Jim?"

She nodded. "I see him sometimes. He lives in my neighborhood. He has a daughter. She's three or four."

"Four, I think."

"I don't think he remembers me. He just walks by."

"He remembers you. I told him I was seeing you. He was glad to hear it. He thinks I treated you badly."

"That makes three of us."

"You're angry."

"Who else?"

"Who else am I seeing?"

She jerked her leg, irritated. "Yes."

"No one you know. A guy I worked with at the magazine, a guy I went to college with. I may see Bruce Norman, the therapist I saw for a while. He was glad, too, to hear I was seeing you."

"Everybody's glad. Well, you can tell them it's done. You can check me off."

"You are angry."

"What difference does it make?"

"None. It's your right. But...  But... That's all, just but."

She said nothing. Then she said, "I'm disappointed. I thought–Oh, hell, it doesn't matter what I thought. I thought wrong."

"Things aren't going well? With your husband?"

She shook her head. She gripped the seat of the chair with both hands and straightened her arms, as if she were going to do a gymnastic strength routine.

"I'm sorry."

She let go of the seat and recrossed her legs and draped one arm over the back of the chair. She had tears in her eyes, and smiled artificially. "And you? Happily married?"

"I've learned it takes work. I've learned to do the work."

"Fuck you, Ben. Goddamn you. You can't just pop back in to my life and brag about how you're sober and happily married and have your shit together and think that it's not going to make me a little resentful."

He sighed. "I'm not bragging. I came here to apologize–that's all. I'm sorry it's not working out."

She bent forward, elbows on knees, heels of her hands pressed against her eyes. "I have such a headache."

He touched her shoulder. "I have aspirin. Do you want some?"

She got up so suddenly that their heads brushed, nearly banged together. She went into the bathroom and shut the door. Water ran in the sink, then in the tub. There was a gulp in the water flow as she switched the shower on.

Ben Forbes stood by the window, flipping through a New Yorker. He sat on the edge of the bed. He sat on the chair. He stood by the window, looking out. He picked the magazine up and threw it down. It picked it up and flipped through it. He looked at cartoons he'd already looked it. He began a theater review he'd already begun and hadn't finished. He didn't finish. He threw the magazine down. He knocked on the bathroom door.

"Diane? ... Diane? ... Diane!"

He cracked the door open. "Diane?"

He pushed the door, but it was blocked. He pushed harder. "Diane!"

He pushed enough to be able to slip inside. Diane Foxx lay on her face full length on the tile floor, her clothes all around her, blood all around her head, oozing out of her smashed forehead.
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[image: ]


Joe Cullen stayed late at the Midtown West Precinct, finishing up some paperwork, and then kibitzing on a debate between Truelove and Bernstein on the merits of Ella Fitzgerald. Bernstein said she was a diva, Truelove said no diva would sing "A Tisket, A Tasket." Bernstein asked Cullen what he thought and Cullen said that lately he listened a lot to Mary Lou Williams.

As Cullen was walking down the steps to his Subaru, Truelove caught up to him. "Did you just say that about Mary Lou because you want to hook up with me?"

He did want to – everybody wanted to; Truelove was a fox – but he knew – everybody knew – that Truelove was gay. "You're my favorite singer, Jan." Truelove sang blues and jazz on Sundays and Mondays at Rocky's on Second Avenue and Cullen caught her early Sunday set four or five times a year.

Truelove touched his forearm. "You know I'm grateful you come around to the club, Joe."

"How's Mabel?" Cullen said. Mabel Segura, Truelove's partner, had uterine cancer and was getting chemotherapy.

"She's beating it," Truelove said, "but it's getting in a few punches. I know I'm not supposed to know the two of you are in the same program, but I know she'd want me to tell you she's staying sober."

"I feel badly that I haven't gone to see her," Cullen said. "I've been jammed up."

"Don't go see her," Truelove said. "But call."

Cullen decided that what he'd do for starters would be to catch the ten o'clock meeting at the McBurney Y, a meeting he knew Mabel often went to. He didn't expect to see her, but he'd feel her presence.

The meeting was a step meeting and after the readings broke in to two groups, tonight one doing the third step, one the ninth. Cullen went with the ninth steppers, and told himself it wasn't so he could sit across from Michelle with the face like a Northern Renaissance madonna. The chair on Cullen's right was empty, on his left was a man who at the check-in had said his name was Ben and that he was visiting from out-of-town, from where he hadn't said. Ben kept looking at his watch.

The discussion went around the room and when it came to Cullen, he said, "My name's Joe. I'm an alcoholic."

"Hi, Joe."

"It's good to be here. I don't get to this meeting much. I came because I hadn't been to a meeting in a couple of days, but also because of a friend of mine who's a semi-regular here, I think. Mabel." He pronounced it as Mabel, a Costa Rican, pronounced it: mah-BELL.

"Mabel's been sick, I guess you know, and I haven't been good about staying in touch with her, finding out how she's doing. That's an old pattern. I always hated it when my ex-wife or my kids got sick. It usually meant I had to drink less. Anyway, I didn't know this would be a ninth step meeting, but it's good that it is because I need to make an amend to Mabel, and I hope that showing up is a start. Thanks."

Ben checked his watch. He sat up straight. He leaned forward, elbows on his thighs. "I'm Ben. I'm an alcoholic."

"Hi, Ben."

"I, uh ... As I said, I'm visiting. I lived in New York for years. Thirty-six years. I..." He cleared his throat. He leaned forward. He sat up straight. "This room. I don't know how long ago the change was made, but this room used to be the cafeteria of the Y."

Some old timers nodded.

"The tiles are unforgettable," Ben said.

Everyone laughed. The faux Moorish tiles were garish.

"In the seventies, the early seventies, nineteen-seventy through -five or six, I spent just about every weekday morning in this room, a lot of them getting rid of hangovers. I'd get to the gym upstairs at seven, when they opened. I'd play squash or run, I'd work out with weights, I'd take a steam bath or a sauna. I'm come down here around eight, stare down a couple of scrambled eggs and bacon, smoke a couple of cigarettes, read the paper, drink three or four cups of coffee, and by nine I'd be ready to go to work, feeling not half bad, considering how I had felt."

Except when he mentioned the tiles, Ben had been staring at the floor in the center of the circle of chairs. He looked up now, picked out some faces across from them, and spoke to them one at a time. The beautiful Michelle was one of them, Cullen could tell. She looked back at Ben when he looked at her. She liked Ben, Cullen could tell. "Exercise was a big part of my denial. I couldn't be a drunk, I was in too good shape. I could run a mile in seven minutes, I could play squash for an hour without collapsing. Yes, I drank and smoked, but that just meant I was having it all."

Ben leaned forward again, again communing with the floor. "I came to New York this trip to make amends. I didn't know this meeting was a step meeting. I didn't know we'd be on the ninth step. I try to steer clear of ninth step meetings."

Sympathetic laughter, from other artful dodgers.

"The first meeting I went to, I read the steps on the wall and read the eighth and ninth steps and thought, 'I'm going to do those. I'm going to make some calls.' I told some old timers and they said, 'Why don't you wait a while?'"

Laughter from others who had been too enthusiastic at the start.

"I waited five years. I've basically done a step a year. Not intentionally, but that's just how it's worked out. It's felt right. I wrote a couple of letters to people – one was an old colleague of mine, a partner, really. I let him down and I told him I'd let him down, that it hadn't just been the economy, market forces, that got our business in trouble. He's doing well, he was glad to hear from me, he was forgiving. It was nice. I wrote a therapist I'd seen, and told him I'd lied to him about drinking – I'd told him I'd stopped – and that that had obviously been a major obstacle to any progress in our work. He was also very generous ...

"I came up to see an old girlfriend. The last time I saw her, I was walking out the door. Her door. Seventeen years ago. I talked to her one more time after that day, to arrange to get some of my stuff out of her apartment. We weren't living together, but ... I had stuff there – "

Laughter, from others who had or had had stuff at the apartments of people they weren't living with, but... 

"It didn't go well – the amends. What does it say in the Twelve and Twelve – we can't buy peace of mind at the expense of others? I just wanted to tell her that the person who did the things I did was not ... healthy. I had an illness. I have an illness ...

"It says in the Twelve and Twelve we need good judgment, good timing, courage, and prudence. The timing was bad. I didn't know it – I couldn't – but she's having problems in her marriage. Talking on the phone when I called to suggest that we meet, seeing me, having me apologize – she thought it meant I was available, that I wanted to try and get back together. I'm married, I love my wife. My wife knew I was coming here, and why. She was glad for me – supportive. I – "

Ben sat suddenly upright. "I'm rambling. Thanks for listening. Glad to be here."

"Thanks for sharing," said others who had rambled in their time.

Marianne, who sat on Ben's left, started in about her high-pressure banking job and her world travels, and nobody listened, the way they never did, to her pompous rambling, her dropping the names of places she'd visited (Rio, Nairobi, Hong Kong, of places she'd been domiciled (Knightsbridge, Neuilly, Park Avenue).

Cullen put a hand on Ben's shoulder and exerted some sympathetic pressure. Ben looked toward Cullen but not at him. He had tears in his eyes.

After the meeting, Cullen shook Ben's hand and hugged him. Ben was hard in his arms, and Cullen wasn't sure if it was because he was reserved with strangers or because he felt Cullen's shoulder holster against his chest.

"If you're not doing anything, I don't know, you want to have coffee."

Ben checked his watch, wrapped his fingers around his wrist. "I really ... I really can't. But thanks."

"Thanks for sharing," Cullen said.

"Thanks."

"Keep coming back. You in town long?"

He checked his watch. "I, uh, just a few days."

"You have a meeting book?"

"I, uh, I just called the number."

"I'm happy to give you mine. It's in the car. I pretty much know by heart the meetings I can get to."

Ben backed slowly away, like a dupe from a conman. "Thanks, I'll, uh, I'll be fine." He kept backing. "Thanks. Good to meet you. See you again, maybe."

He kept backing and backed right into Michelle. Michelle tried to thank him for sharing, but Ben kept on going out the door, checking his watch.

Michelle looked at Cullen and smiled and shrugged.

Cullen smiled and shrugged back. He thought about telling her it was better that she hadn't gotten to know Ben. Not only was there the wife he loved so much, there was a bloodstain all around the hem of his left shirt cuff.
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Bennett Forbes went into a strip bar in the way West Forties. La Club Hot. A redhead with cellulite thighs humped a pole clumsily to a sixties song, something by Cream or Traffic. He sat at the bar and checked his watch.

The big bartender stood over him, big hands spread out on the bar. He didn't ask what Forbes wanted, just raised her eyesbrows and waited.

"You have a phone?" Forbes said.

"Two. In my kitchen, on the wall. In the bedroom, next to the bed." He said it flatly, without sarcasm, a man afflicted with literalism.

"A pay phone. Here."

The bartender lifted his chin toward the back.

Forbes put a five on the bar.

The bartender looked at the five. "You want to buy it? Call AT&T."

"Quarters. Five dollars' worth."

The bartender shook his head, a small smile on his big face, as if congratulating himself for narrowing avoiding being tricked. "Not without a purchase."

"I'll make a purchase when I get off the phone," Forbes said. He put another five on top of the first. "That's for you, for giving me quarters for the other."

The bartender's big right hand swallowed the bills. He punched open the cash register and coaxed out quarters with his big forefinger. He came back to Forbes with quarters cradled in his big hands, like a kid with his hands full of shells found on the beach. He dumped the quarters in front of Forbes and counted them out in a breathy sotto voce. "One, two, three, four. Two, two, three, four. Three, two, three four. Four, two, three, four. Five, two, three, four." He joined his big thumbs together and made a boom and swept the quarters across the bar to Forbes. "Five dollars' worth a quarters."

"Thanks." Forbes swept the quarters into his hand and dumped them into his coat pocket. He got off the bar stool and went to the back.

The phone was next to a door with a professionally-made sign that said "No Admittance," on which an amateur had added, with a black marker, "Especially you!!!" The door opened just as Forbes got to the phone and his wife, Kathleen Forbes, came out – not Kathleen as she looked now, but as she had looked at twenty, long before he'd known her, in photographs he had seen – blond hair long and swept up off her neck, not short and streaked with gray as it was now; eyes an impossible blue, unmitigated by the glasses she now wore. The woman wore a short yellow cotton summer dress and had a big black nylon bag slung over her shoulder. On the bag, in white letters, it said Capezio.

"Hi, sugar," the woman said when Forbes wouldn't move to let her by. "See a ghost?"

"Y-You look like someone I know," Forbes said.

"Say hi to her for me, will you?" the woman said, and slipped by Forbes and was gone.

The door still hadn't closed all the way, and before it did, Forbes was face-to-face with another dancer, a brunette in a kimono that hung loose and open. She yanked the kimono over her breasts petulantly and gave Forbes the finger. The door closed all the way.

Forbes dialed and waited for the automated voice to tell him what he owed. He fed quarters into the slot and waited again. The machine picked up and he listed to his own voice telling callers what number they reached, followed by Kathleen's voice telling them to leave a message. Everybody liked their message, their two voices, the sense of a life shared down to the small details. The machine beeped.

"Kath, hi. It's late. You're asleep, good. I just wanted to – "

"Hi, darling," Kathleen said. The machine switched off, under protest.

"Hi. It's late."

"What time is it?"

"It's late. I'm sorry I woke you. I just wanted you to say hi."

"Is everything okay?"

"Sure. Yeah."

"I got worried when you didn't call."

"I went out to eat, then I went to a meeting."

"A meeting?"

"I like to go when I'm traveling."

"I know. I just ... Are you all right?"

"I'm fine."

"Where are you? Sounds like a party."

"It's a bar, near the hotel."

"You went from a meeting to a bar?"

"Kath, I'm fine. I met some people at the meeting, and we're having a meeting after the meeting."

"At a bar?"

"It's, you know, a fern bar. Burgers and stuff."

"Is she there?"

"Diane? No. I left her hours ago."

"And?"

"It was fine. It was okay. I said what I had to say. She listened. I feel better."

"How does she feel?"

"She was glad to hear I'm in recovery. I guess she was glad to get my apology for the way I'd been."

"You guess?"

"Well, we didn't talk that long. It was kind of short and sweet."

"How sweet?"

"It's an expression, Kath."

"An expression you used."

"Kath, I told you before – there's no need to be jealous."

"Tell me after."

"There's no need to be jealous."

A pause.

"I better go," Forbes said. "It's late."

"Are you going back to the hotel?"

"Yes."

"I'm just asking."

"I'm just saying. Yes."

A pause.

"Well, goodnight, then. Sleep well. I love you. I'll see you Sunday."

"Are you still going to see your other friends?"

"Yes. I plan to."

"You're not changing your plans to see Diane again."

"No."

"Well, then, umm – I'll see you Sunday."

"I love you."

"I love you."

"Goodnight."

"Goodnight."

He hung up the receiver and went back to the bar. He sat on the same stool. The brunette with the kimono, without it now, without anything but a thong, was humping the pole now, to the Police, "Roxanne." She saw Forbes and gave him the finger.

Someone laughed, and Forbes saw that around the corner of the bar, at right angles to him, was the blond in the yellow summer dress, sipping a margarita. She waggled her pinky at him. Forbes smiled, then looked away.

The big bartender stood over him, big hands gripping the bar on either side of him.

"A tonic," Forbes said. "Just tonic. With lime."

"And another margarita for her," said the blond in the yellow summer dress, pulling out the stool next to him and putting her drink and a pack of cigarettes and a book of matches on the bar.

Forbes nodded affirmatively at the bartender.

She kicked her Capezio bag under the bar and sat on the stool. "¡Hola!"

"Hi."

"I'm Allegra,"

"Nice name."

"I'm a nice girl. Mind if I smoke?"

"No."

"You're an ex-smoker, then. Aren't you?"

"Yes."

"Ex-smokers don't mind if you smoke. It's never-smokers who bust your hump. So what brings you to La Club Hot? Other than Janie there?" She inclined her head toward the brunette.

"I was in the neighborhood," Forbes said.

Allegra had to spit out the smoke she'd inhaled. "That's a good one. Haven't heard it. Where you from?"

"Not from around here."

"You are tight with the info, aren't you? Most guys tell me everything. They tell me the name of their dog. They think the more I know about their sorry lives, the more I'm going to want to knock boots with them."

"Bill," Forbes said.

" ... You, or your dog?"

"The dog."

Allegra laughed. "Good name. How about the kids? What're – "

"Can we talk about something else? Anything else?"

She spread a hand on her chest. "Hey, I'm just trying to be friendly. You want to talk about Bosnia, we'll talk about Bosnia."

"How long have you been stripping?"

"That's direct. I like direct. I've been stripping for eleven years ... You're supposed to say, 'Eleven years? I thought you were only nineteen.'"

"Allegra?"

She drew back. "Uh oh. We're going to have a serious conversation."

"Do you know anyone who does ... anything, for money?"

She cocked her head. "You don't mean ... ?"

"No."

She nodded. "You mean anything."

"Yes."

She stabbed out her cigarette and fingered another out of the pack.

Forbes picked up her matches and struck one for her. She lighted up and nodded thanks.

He blew out the match and put the matchbook in his pocket.

"Well," Allegra said. "There's Leo."
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"Leo," Allegra said. "This is Ben."

Leo lifted his face out of a plate of pasta. A bit of sauce dribbled off his lip on to his chin and his tongue snapped out to clean it off. "Haven't seen you around here before."

At another time, in other circumstances, in the movie based on these events, Forbes would have had to laugh. There was no one else in the private dining room of the restaurant somewhere near the Brooklyn end of the Williamsburgh Bridge, and judging from the difficulty Allegra had had talking her way into first the restaurant then the back room, there was rarely anyone around to be seen. "No. No, I'm from out of town."

Not quite no one, he realized, for a movement told him that there was someone in the shadows of a booth in the back of the dining room, someone big and dark, someone who bent periodically over a cup or a glass, like a child trying to drink without lifting the liquid to its lips.

Leo twirled pasta on his fork and inhaled it cleanly this time, so that no sauce escaped. He swallowed half a glass of red wine in a gulp. "I know what you're thinking."

Forbes waited.

"You're supposed a say something." Leo used his fork like a conductor's baton, pointing from himself to Forbes, back to him, back to Forbes, back to him. "I say, 'I know what you're thinking,' you say, 'What?' I say what it is I think you're thinking, you say, 'That's not what I was thinking,' or maybe you say, 'How the fuck did you know that what I was thinking?' That's how it goes. That's how you conduct a conversation."

"What?" Forbes said.

Leo smiled. "What do I think you're thinking?"

"Yes."

"You're thinking, 'What a fucking guinea stereotype. A big fat stupid fuck in the back a a restaurant, sucking spaghetti, chugging chianti.'"

"That is what I was thinking," Forbes said.

Leo beamed. He pointed his fork at Allegra. "I tolja. I tolja I knew what he was thinking."

"You're amazing, Leo," Allegra said.

The figure in the booth in the back murmured something, perhaps You're amazing, Leo, too, and bent again over the cup or the glass. This time, Forbes heard a sound, and realized that the figure wasn't drinking from the cup, but was spitting something – chewing tobacco?-into the cup.

"Sit, both a youse," Leo said, pointing with his fork.

There was only his chair at his table, so they got chairs from another table and sat.

Leo pointed with his fork. "You screwing her?"

"No," Forbes said.

"He screwing you?" Leo pointed at Allegra.

She ducked her head. "Leo."

Leo made circles in the air with his fork next to his temple. "You must be nuts, both a youse. Youse're a great looking couple."

"Leo." Allegra put her hand on the table. "Ben has a problem."

"What am I, wood, I didn't hear you the first time?" Leo said.

Allegra retrieved her hand. "I'm sorry."

"Leo?" Forbes said.

Allegra gasped. Leo stared. This wasn't done. Leo wrote the script, did the direction.

The figure in the booth in the back stopped bending, stopped spitting, waiting to be summoned by Leo to kill this stupid son-of-a-bitch.

"Could I have a piece of your bread. I haven't eaten."

Leo's mouth fell open, his eyes got small. "This is your fucking problem?" He glared at Allegra. "This is his fucking problem?"

"I haven't eaten since yesterday noon," Forbes said. "I just realized. Seeing your food, it ... I feel faint."

"Leo," Allegra said. "Give the poor guy some bread."

His eyes never leaving Forbes, Leo reached for the bread basket with his right hand. He found it and enveloped what was left of the loaf and ripped it in two and put one piece down in front of Forbes. With the other piece, Leo soaked up some sauce from his plate. He almost ate the piece, but then put it in front of Forbes, who picked it up and held it in his hand while he finished eating the other piece.

"Thanks," Forbes said between bites.

"Thanks, Leo," Allegra said.

"Hey," Leo said, "what am I, wood? A guy's hungry, I'm going to let him starve? Whattaya wanna eat? You want some pasta? You want antipasto? You want some veal, some chicken?"

"Soup. Please," Forbes said. "I'd like some soup. I can pay. I have money. I have money for all of this."

"Hey," Leo said. "What am I, cheap? You come asking me for a favor, I'm gonna make you pay for a bowl of soup. Anthony, bring the man some minestrone."

A waiter no one had noticed materialized out of a corner of the room, a bowl of soup already in his hand. He put it in front of Forbes, and alongside him put a basket of bread.

"Thanks," Forbes said.

"Thanks, Anthony," Allegra said.

"You want a glass of wine?" Leo said. "You want a beer?"

"Just some water," Forbes said.

"Water?" Leo said. "What's water? Just plain water? There's no nutrients in water. Have some wine, have a glass of beer."

"Just water. Please. Thanks."

"How 'bout a mineral water? You want a mineral water? Anthony, bring him a mineral water. Mineral water's got nutrients. You're starving, you need nutrients."

"Mineral water's fine," Forbes said. "Thanks."

"Thanks, Leo," Allegra said.

The figure in the booth in the back bent and spat, bent and spat.

Anthony brought a bottle of Pelligrino water and everybody thanked him.

When Forbes had eaten some and drank some, he wiped his mouth with his napkin and put it on the table beside his place. "When I said I could pay, I meant, I can pay for the favor."

"How do you know?" Leo said. "How do you know what it's gonna cost?"

"I can afford it. I have a successful business."

"Oh yeah? What business?"

"A marketing business
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