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AS ONE LEAVES MANHATTAN

and drives up the Hudson River into the rural and unimaginable territory to the north, the tensions of the city fade gently away. In their place loom the terrors of the country. I clung to the steering wheel, sticking close to the blue-brown river. I voluntarily crossed the George Washington Bridge for the first time in my life. Here the arguments of portable radios, the car-alarm anthems and the other clashing noises of my home were distilled to the hum of traffic. Then, somewhere along the Parkway, even that went away. I steered up the Thruway with only the occasional growl and blinker of an automotive rival and with a sense of dread and freedom like nothing I’d ever felt. Hills bulked on all sides, barnacled with yellows and reds, like surfacing leviathans of the deep. Roadside telephone wires cut up and abruptly down and up again: dwindling connections to civilization that could be severed with the fall of a tree.

Two and a half hours out, the land grew howlingly empty. The occasional electric appeal of fast-food signs was replaced by the lower-wattage colors of dying leaves on trees. In Ulster County the river disappeared. In Delaware County it coldly returned. Passing the Catskill Mountains, according to my fucking unfoldable map, the car filled with the scent of pine and with the sharp, green knowledge that this was only the beginning: that I had lived my whole life on a slim island off the southern tip of something bigger, this clean slate, this triangle of woodland stretching from Coney Island to Canada. Here the sleekest of New Yorkers find themselves fish out of water, wide-eyed and gasping in the state of New York.

I was in sorry shape to begin with, given recent events, and wasn’t likely to be soothed by a rare and clumsy turn behind the wheel of an automobile. Pippa had always been the one to drive us to the country house. Now, for all intents and purposes, there was no Pippa. Which left me with the challenge of shifting and pedaling and handling the unruly power of a new BMW with its steering wheel jammed in my gut, with the sales sticker still on the window, with my rearview mirror useless thanks to the wall of boxes in the backseat. In the passenger seat, miles away, rolled my survival ration of top-shelf gin. Having lived for forty-six years with the clattering efficiency of the New York City subway system—and for the last decade with the slower nosing and unloading of its limousines—I was at a loss in any vehicle requiring my guidance. I did own a driver’s license, albeit one that had expired in 1986. The dealer hadn’t seemed too persnickety on that point, hardly glancing at my boyish photo as he leaned over it to count my cash.

The signs beside the highway were barely legible through the leafy spill of Mother Nature. Towns seemed to be arranged in descending order of appeal, from the lordly Arden and Oxford and New Windsor past increasingly ominous village names ending in hook and kill. Pippa got the apartment, I thought as I accidentally flipped on the wipers and pawed at buttons in an attempt to turn them off. Which left me the rest of the world.

Or at least a house perched on the edge of it. Who’d have thought I would ever elect to live in this gilded shack in the boondocks? The country, as I’d explained to Pippa more than once, was not my forté. I did not do mosquitoes. I had no primal longing to hike through poison sumac. When it came to greenery, I preferred mine creamed and served beside an $80 steak at Peter Luger. The clever residents of New York City floss their teeth, they wax their fruit, they pay good money for razor-scraped tablecloths and the pressing of dress shirts on command. Such commands, in a place like Harristown, fell upon the deaf ears of the cornfields. Men like me drew the snickers of trees.

But what choice did I have? She had ordered me out. She had staked her claim to our apartment, and having disappointed her for nineteen years of marriage, I was not prepared to fight her as well. Which left me few options; fewer and fewer as the days went by. I could have stayed in a downtown hotel. I could have stayed at my job. A more reasonable man might have absorbed the grim twist of fate and moved on, kept at it, kept the trains running on time. I, however, had run away to the country house. This was my great escape, my mad dash to the last place anyone would look for me. The only place I could go. I had tried to get in touch with friends, but I seemed to have lost custody of them, judging by their uniform failure to return my phone calls. Not a man, she must have called to inform them soon after she’d shrieked the words at me. You’re no man.

I left the highway for a road, the road for a winding lane. The buildings scattered and soon shrank to the size of houses, finally turned into barns. There were no people, it seemed: no pedestrians, no neighborhoods. The inhabitants of this outback sheltered alone. I tried two right turns and recognized nothing before I found the steep and appleless dirt path marked Apple Hill Road. I drove up the incline, spitting rocks, past the weathered shacks of the locals. The long-fingered woods closed in. The smell, now, was of soil, of mold, of rabid farm animals, and I found myself suddenly nervous at the prospect of having to get out of the car. Then the glossy white-and-blue sign for Ridgepoint Circle appeared on my right. My wheels hit the tarmac and sighed with relief. The branches fell away from our landscaped clearing of sky. After three hours in a motor vehicle, I was almost happy to see the trim lawns of emerald green rise, like a butler, in welcome.

Our house—my house—was second in the neat row of them, distinguished by a front-yard cluster of yellow trees and boasting the same royal blue mailbox as all the others. I rolled past the redbricked Georgian monstrosity owned, it was said, by an Albany television-station owner and his stepfamily. I turned into the driveway before my other neighbor’s tall Swiss chalet of blond wood and glass. Across the street was the gigantic stucco fortress of an insurance tycoon from Hartford, its pale bulge that of a papier-mâché school project gone awry. From a distance these luxury homes would appear to have been air-dropped into thisdirt-poor county, plunked down in a hasty row like Red Cross care packages for the desperately wealthy. Mine was arguably the least garish, with its small yard and generous use of locally harvested cobblestones. Still, the twin turrets and stained-glass windows were enough to have led me, that first day with the real estate agent, to question aloud the lack of a moat and drawbridge, to holler upstairs for Sir Galahad—at which point Pippa lanced me with one of her stares. She strode to the foot of the staircase and declared the place sold. It had everything, she informed us. Peace and quiet. Sauna and Jacuzzi. She would take it, she announced to the awestruck Realtor and me.

Who, of the three of us, could have predicted that ten months later I’d take it back?

I turned off the ignition. I spent a minute imagining what my former associates would be doing in the office right now. Changing the world. Redistributing global wealth. Milling at the windows with their shoes off, tapping putts across their carpets, yelling at the speakerphone and fuming at the drop in the Nasdaq and biding their time and their reputations until they could go home and fail to relax. I wouldn’t miss the life. I didn’t miss it already. Nobody left the life. Only I had left, only me. I suppose it took something like this. There would be times, and this was one of them, that the whole barbaric incident with Pippa would seem a twisted excuse to leave my job. This, after all, was a circumstance beyond my control—all right, maybe within my control, maybe if I were stronger, but awful enough to knock anyone for a loop and change his life.

I took a last deep breath. I shouldered open the car door. I exited the vehicle to the thin smell of wood smoke and the spooky silence of a country afternoon. The boom of the door behind me. The stretching of legs. The trees of Ridgepoint Circle nodded in uneasy greeting. The orange-speckled hills above them rolled over and went back to sleep. The grass was crowded with pine cones and the gaudy leaf heaps of fall. Nothing a good raking (hell, I could learn to rake) wouldn’t fix. My cell phone rang amid the boxes on the backseat, where I’d thrown it the fourth or fifth time it had rung before. None of my neighbors appeared to have come to the country for the weekend. It occurred to me then that it wasn’t the weekend. The phone gave up and I closed my eyes, nudged by the breeze. Hair riffled on my head and unshaved face. There was quiet here: not the cumulous, tangible quiet that hangs between events, but a vapid soundlessness, a permanent emptiness, that made me feel as if the top of my head had been removed.

I unloaded my boxes in staggering laps up and down the stone front steps. The house was dumpier than I remembered it. There was a rakish tilt to the Viking stove, clouds on the satinwood dining room table, incriminating grit on my index finger when I knelt, with heavy effort, to inspect the dulled parquet floors. There were enough brown rings in the drained hot tub on the third floor to count its age. The stained-glass windows were peppered with bird shit, and there was a smell emanating from the olive green divan in the piano room that suggested something with fur had burrowed in and died. Worse, and gratuitous, were the two used mugs in the den, left out for all to see on the glass table between the easy chairs. The shriveled tea bags had been plucked out and carelessly left to dry in a silver ashtray beside the mugs. Two mugs. His and hers. I had never drunk tea in my life.

By the time I had kicked over the table and deposited my property on all three floors, wide as a life, darkness was falling across the Thomas Cole paintings and down the sculpted front banister to render the gold velvet of the living room sofas a mortuary gray. I dropped the last box in the master bedroom. I stumbled to the picture window on the third-floor landing. With the thinning and blushing of the treetops, our view of the Hudson—my view—had improved in the months since our last visit. The river was a strip of metal, tinged red at its edges as if recently forged. The sun was in mid-drop behind the hills. I stood there for several minutes, scratching my gut, king of the castle, overseeing the end of the day.

I retrieved my bottle of gin from the passenger seat. I found the tonic in a kitchen cabinet, a dusty glass above the sink, and poured myself a triple with which to seal my vow. I would retreat to the woods. Nature and nurture myself back to life. I would hole up in the country house I had bought to save my marriage in the bleak hope of salvaging myself instead.

With the arrival of night came a mean chill. A swallow of gin helped. I found the chandelier dimmer and twisted on the lights. I was visible now in the nearest kitchen window, fatter than I had been in years, all belly and woe as I hung over my drink. I toasted myself and my downfall, the gesture reflected in place of the dark outdoors. To the ex-urban ex-husband. To a fresh start.





MORNING CAME WITH AN

assault of unfamiliar morning sounds. The chock-chock of a lumberjack in the distance. The scrabble of something like a squirrel, or perhaps Sasquatch himself, on the roof. A repetitive squeak just outside the bedroom window—a kind of woo-YEEP, woo-YEEP—that would have been promptly repaired by the superintendent of any decent building in New York City. My lower back was tied in its usual knot. Only when it loosened could I sit up in bed and swing my feet to the cold floor.

I rose to the first day of the rest of my life with two sore shoulders and a crimped neck. Those of us born and raised in the city are not accustomed to moving objects heavier than taxicab doors or making anything more substantial than a deadline. The usual clench of my lumbar region was matched by knots in both biceps that prevented any straightening of arms. As I eased myself out of the bedroom and down the hallway, my legs joined the mutiny. A dozen lifted and lowered boxes and I was broken at all my hinges. You’re no man, whispered the walls, in her voice, as I slid my hands along them for support.

To travel anywhere in this house, a circuitous path had to be charted between stately cupboards of black walnut and whimsical Aalto armchairs, around standing screens of mahogany from the ‘20s and over carpets of hand-spun nomadic wool from the Southwest. There was no rhyme or reason to be detected in the array, rhyme and reason being hopelessly advanced concepts for a novice interior designer in a frenzy to acquire. The cedar-lined hot tub stood beneath the conical ceiling of the eastward turret, a round master bed in the westward turret behind me. Cluttering the hall between them were enough antique iron day beds and Hepplewhite settees to suggest a Victorian slumber party. Her Dutch bell-metal candelabra was hung in perfect position, there in the third-floor hallway, to receive my forehead and my shouts of shit and son of a fuck before I swung it wildly aside and pushed on. Faintly stained by the stained-glass windows, I teetered at the top of the staircase. Then I limped down.

Our country house was Pippa’s storage facility, her practice ground and her display case, all of which left little room for a man of my size. Still, the place was perfect for her. She was interested in the country, inasmuch as the city could no longer contain all her furnishings, but she was not about to bunk in a barn. Pippa was no more likely to settle in a modest clapboard house on some hunk of untamed acreage than I was. She had come to New York from a nation in disarray and had worked ever since to adopt an American semblance of panache. This flimsy structure and its overpriced contents, this grandiose front foyer with its tinny ringing after every footstep, these faux-cathedral ceilings and fabric-coated walls were a shrine to the divine power of image, a slapdash mock-up of richness, as was she. Here she could smell the roses through the open dining room window while setting the brushed-copper banquet table with her leopard-skin place mats and Limoges. Perhaps she was reminded of her African origins by the calm that shivered the grass here, by the quiet that pushed the clouds across the long empty minutes between her flustered adjustments of the Federal bull’s-eye mirror on the maid’s-room wall. This idiotic house might have been snapped together like a toy, painted by numbers; but it gave her the feeling (and for this I was once grateful) of success.

All that the house lacked, I thought as I hobbled down the last few front stairs, were the three bags of Italian coffee I’d left in the door of the Sub-Zero freezer in the apartment. How the Christ could I have forgotten coffee? A country house ought to be supplied with the stuff on a regular basis, topped off by the kind of wheezy tanker trucks that pump the place full of gas and oil. I stalked across the living room and into the kitchen. I pillaged my boxes and managed to dig out the electric grinder, hoping—what? That it would have rebrimmed magically overnight, like a well? That my life could return to normal, that a mistake so large might be erased and that I could simply pluck up my wits and return?

The new car started with a thrumming self-importance. BMWs are designed to be effortless, or so I’d been assured at the dealership the day before, yet this one seemed more of a surly opponent. The vehicle was obviously aware, deep in its digital brain, of the incompetence of its handler. Convinced of it, then, as I zigzagged along the driveway and down the avalanche of a dirt road to the street and barely managed the hard-right turn toward town.

Town was a shabbier outpost than the word might imply. The sloping doze of crayon-colored hills and gray river and off-season farms gradually gave way to a main street of actual buildings. The storefronts appeared to be plywood and to tilt precariously against one another for support. The tattered awnings and rotted wooden benches were hopelessly outdated without being quaint. The feeling that cracked the pavement, that dusted the empty sidewalks and creaked the useless store signs, was that of a place abandoned in a hurry, the site of a recent plague or receded flood. There was no trace of youth or spontaneous human activity: no razz of a skateboard, no snarl of a motorcycle, no teenage laughter or yuppie couple strolling anywhere along the brief length of what must have passed for The Strip. No inkling of renewal. Nothing I could have done. The tobacco shop that I might have arranged to be purchased and converted to a Cinnabon would continue to sag and stink where it was. The clothing store whose window displayed a single sun-blanched tracksuit would never be born again as a Foot Locker or a Gap. There was no possible investment for an investment banker: no future, no equity, no growth potential whatsoever. This was it, this row of has-been businesses servicing the same collection of old-timers who ordered the usual and shambled out the door. I found what had to be a bar, Henry’s Place, and shambled in.

The door smacked closed with the shimmy of a sleigh bell. “Coffee?” I called out.

“Hm,” replied the mustachioed man, denim shirt, who stood behind the bar. This, absolutely, was Henry. There was an unmistakable air of ownership in his slouch and in the hamlike hands he planted on the long counter of imitation oak. Drifting somewhere above the half dozen stools, two tables, and open metal trash can was the promising scent of old grounds.

I repeated: “You got coffee?”

“Hm.”

“Is that a yes? Great.” I glanced around. “I take it you don’t do espresso.”

“Machine’s busted,” he said, with a gruffness that suggested he might have been the one who had sauntered over with a two-by-four and busted it. His craggy country face was etched with self-satisfaction, its wrinkles and scars the honorary decorations of a veteran of the outdoors. Even his eyes appeared to have been faded by the weather to a durable blue. Only his preposterous silver mustache, lovingly combed and waxed to points like the horns of a water buffalo, betrayed the soul of a dandy.

“You don’t by any chance have the Times,” I said. “New York Times. ”

“Hm.”

“Didn’t think so. I’ll just take that coffee.”

“Be a minute.” The mustache rose and fell absurdly as he spoke. “Make a new pot.”

This was not, I presumed, a command. His denim eyes traveled down to take in my rumpled Bergdorf shirt, to scowl at its monogrammed cuff—I hadn’t changed, or bathed, since my last day of work three days before—before returning to my face to inform me, without bothering to inform me, that the previous pot of coffee had long since been consumed by the earlier risers with earthier jobs who belonged here.

He moved away into the dark door hole that must have led to the kitchen. I leaned an elbow on the counter. It was an inside-out sensation to be slumped in a dim bar at nine-fifteen in the morning as daylight bathed the street out the dirty window to my left. A flier taped to the door begged the enrollment of volunteer firefighters. The sawdust on the planks beneath my feet would have been a folksy embellishment in the city. Here it was pure neglect.

A body filled the kitchen doorway, but instead of Henry there materialized a woman with a lopsided mass of curly brown hair and wearing a black Violent Femmes T-shirt and undies.

“Whoopsie,” she said, noticing and turning toward me. She pushed a fist through her hair, a gesture that raised her shirt enough to show a blue corner of her panties. “Morning.” Smeared makeup, big boobs, she turned and was gone. There was a blunt conversation in the kitchen (it was impossible to picture old Henry uttering more than two syllables at a time) and the fading scratch of feet as she padded back to the bedroom upstairs. Then more silence. Dead silence. The specialty of the house.

I called out unnecessarily: “How’s business?”

“How’s yours?” Henry shot back.

Fair enough, I figured. “Not so good.” I thought I heard a Hm. “Left my job.”

It was, I realized, my first conversation concerning the event. What is it about bars that prompts the belching confessions of men? What was it about me that needed so badly to talk—me, who’d talked candidly and emotionally to no one in thirty years? I hitched both elbows behind me as if moseying about a saloon. Lost my wife, I was about to say when he emerged with my coffee. The coffee cost approximately one-sixth as much as my daily espresso at the Wall Street café by the office; but those were served in easily one-sixth the time, and by slender Italian women who pretended to admire me as I smoothed my Charvet tie, tapped my Rolex. This man pretended no such thing.

“Where from,” he asked. He had taken out a rag and was slowly polishing his bar.

“Me? New York.”

“You’re in New York.”

“Right.” Sipping my coffee, I turned to watch a cat walking down the middle of Main Street, slinking past the shut stores and abandoned trucks. Across the vacant main street, beneath those gigantic tawny hills, an antiques furniture mart was closed, a feed store open next to that. Two clock-repair shops competed lamely side by side. It might have been the Hollywood set for a B-grade gunslinger movie. It could all have been pushed to the ground with a groaning fall and cough of dust. “I mean Manhattan.”

“Hm,” he said. This appeared to confirm something. “Car break down?”

“Better not have. I just bought it.” I indicated out the window with my Styrofoam cup.

He examined my parking job. “Seven series.”

“Excuse me?”

“That’d be the 745i.”

I reassumed my cowpoke slouch. “Think that’s right.”

“Eight cylinder?” he asked. “Or straight six.”

I drank my coffee again quickly, as if the cup might contain knowledge of cars. “At least,” I said. The coffee tasted like liquid rust.

“McPherson struts?”

“Sure does.”

I might have thrown in a reckon. Reckon he does, I should have said. Reckon they do. To reckon, I conjugated: I reckon, you reckon, he reckons. Henry’s fists were balled on the bar. He looked at the door. He was waiting for me to leave. There was a mean gleam in his eye, effective as a stun gun. I finished the coffee with three long, difficult swallows.

“One more thing,” I told him, crumpling the cup in one hand and throwing it at his open trash can and missing by a good two feet. “I reckon I’m going to need a couple bottles of gin.”





THE OFFICE WAS CALLING

again as I parked before the house. I reached into the backseat and swept the cheeping phone onto the floor. Then I shoved out of the car and mounted the steps with my paper-bagged goods: the bottles of gin, the six-pack of tonic, and the dented cans of Maxwell House and salted peanuts I’d purchased at a gas-station grocery store. I entered the kitchen and threw my keys onto the counter, tripped over one of a knee-high clutter of brown boxes. I wrenched the plastic top off the coffee. Couldn’t find a can opener. I opted instead for a tall gin and tonic, numbing myself with four good slugs and a fistful of nuts before moving to the boxes, squatting with a grunt and starting in.

First out of the cardboard were my hundred-plus bottles of wine, stripped of their newspaper wrapping and stood in a darkly glinting army. My 1900 Mouton-Rothschild led the troops through the dining room, a ‘64 Cheval-Blanc bringing up the rear. In the next box was all my industry memorabilia, the spoils of wars past. The Colonel Sanders cap I was awarded for my role in Pepsi’s purchase of Kentucky Fried Chicken. The Cracker Barrel apron I was given after securing the company’s hold on key sections of highways across the Midwest. A vintage menu from the Pig Stand, the first drive-in restaurant opened in Hollywood in 1932. It took a disappointingly short time to unload my treasured baggage. I stood before the window to stretch my back. It was then, with a shock, that I glimpsed a movement at the far edge of my lawn.

An intruder—flash of blue—ducked out of sight. A second later he had vanished between a couple of trees. There was a man on my lawn. Someone was casing the property. The guy could have been leisurely scheming to plunder the empty house for months, not imagining that the owner might return all of a sudden and with nothing to lose. I glared at the crease in the woods that had swallowed him. The bastard didn’t reappear. I could picture the break-in. The clumsy violence of burglary. The feel, once again, of a marble floor against my hands and face.

Then I saw her. It was a girl, walking plain as day past a bunch of crimson trees. Back-strapped to a purple book bag, reaching out to slap trunks, she was heading down the footpath that must have wound through my woods. She vanished again into a thicket. A buzzer sounded nearby. There was the watery noise of children’s voices. There must have been a school down the hill, buzzing and squealing several times a day; but I’d only been to the house on weekends, three or four of them in all. There was a church somewhere, too, to judge by the dreary chimes that decorated the top of the hour. I suppose there would have to be. Post office, probably. Rotary Club. Hair parlor. An entire hokey human civilization where I had pictured only me and my square of grass, my mustering of strength, a house in which to hide.

With the brusque departure of the sun the big house went cold. Gin and tonics, I had discovered, can serve as a meal. For dinner I had a half dozen of them at the dining room table, watching the gloom thicken and the colors fade out all the windows. Somewhere was a credit-card-size remote control for the digital thermostat, but I had neither the energy to hunt it down nor any idea how to adjust the temperature by hand. Instead I remembered the wood-burning stove. Legs still sore, off-kilter from the booze, I retired to the east wing.

The stove was in the den, beyond the dining room and maid’s room, just past the upended table and broken mugs. Here were the suede easy chairs on which Pippa used to curl up with her home-decorating magazines and shout for more wine. Her magazines, there on their shelf of greened copper, appeared to be ordered not by date or publication but according to some more superficial criterion (era? budget?) that eluded me as I inspected their rows. She had issues, my wife, hundreds of issues. She would spend hours scanning and dog-earing and tearing out their pages, fondly dwelling on the images stored there as others do with lapfuls of family photo albums. These were her loved ones: this Nepalese throw rug, that Edwardian bedstead; not fixtures of her past but candidates for inclusion in her future. I used to watch her fiddle with her magazines as I made my angry, urgent, idle weekend calls to associates’ mobile phones and beach houses. She was—I was convinced—purposely wasting the evening, pretending to be reading in the hope that I would give up and go to bed alone and be snoring by the time she joined me (without having to join me) in bed. But then I would catch sight of her face as I lumbered over to top off her glass of Viognier or Cabernet. Her fine features would have gone heavy with effort, lips twisted, white-blond hair fallen flat, neck muscles tensed with the pressure of conjuring an offhanded elegance she desperately lacked. She would gulp the wine as if I’d handed it off at the fourteen-mile marker of a marathon, practically splashing it over her head and picking up her pace. She wasn’t dawdling with those magazines. She was actually striving, suffering for her art. I felt for her in moments like that: far from home, distant from her goals, trapped in the lower regions of the upper crust with a fat banker like me.

I creaked open the side door of the stove. Across the Mexican tile floor was a meticulously distressed pine cabinet full of Duraflame starter logs. No ragged lengths of actual wood, no splinter-bearing bark requiring the fireside tongs of gleaming brass that had been purchased at auction and unblemished since. I crouched before the dark window to slide a fake log into the stove. I clonked a second one on top of it. One more for good measure. I had never made a fire, having not been sent by my parents to any of those khaki-clad camps named with the American Indian words for homesickness and masturbation. Summers, according to my parents, were for ordering in Chinese and lazing before a Yankees game with the apartment windows thrown open, the breeze nearly fresh, the waterfall tinkle somewhere of dropped coins on concrete. The idea of sending their only child off somewhere greener—hell, of buying a houseplant—was the unacceptable equivalent of admitting defeat. This was the conviction of die-hard New Yorkers. The rest of the earth’s population could prune hedges and seed yards to their hearts’ and small minds’ content while we in Manhattan pounded the pavement for real.

Paper, I figured, was part of the equation. I unwedged two or three magazines from the top shelf and stuffed them in above the fake lumber. I found matches in an ivory saucer and lit the casing of the bottom log. The flame trickled across the Duraflame wrapping, catching and eddying, spreading to the next. The things worked. I rose and crashed into a chair to relax.

I allowed my eyes to close, my mind to swim, my thoughts to paddle out to the underwater wreck of what had happened. I shook my head, working to think of something else. What I needed, I thought, was a goddamned TV. Pippa’s refusal to put a television in the country house had seemed her prerogative, as I wasn’t planning to spend much time here, and had served as a nostalgic reminder of her un-American childhood. Thanks to the sanctioned isolation of her country during the apartheid years and to the severity of her father, a crabby former farmer in Cape Town, she had been raised without an addiction to television and movies: a quirk that rendered her charmingly and almost unfathomably foreign to me. Television didn’t arrive in South Africa until 1975, by which time I’d spent more than a decade glued to The Honeymooners, Newhart, and M*S*A*H. On our very first date, over rice and beans in the Spanish diner favored by Columbia grad students, she quoted Steven Biko, expounded on pivotal laws and events in her nation’s history, and taught me the lyrics to “Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrica,” the underground anthem of South Africa composed by a black schoolteacher and sung in defiance of the Afrikaans song mandated by the government. In return I taught her the entire songbook of Guys and Dolls.

I was raised, after all, a child of the city: feeble of limb, soft in the gut, yet with a brawny knowledge of mayoral politics and Midtown traffic patterns, a headlock on the history of the Yankees. I was taught to see trees as sidewalk decorations. The sky existed between building tops, blue inches at a time. It wasn’t that the rest of the world held no interest: I caught informative glimpses of it between commercials on television, skimmed whole paragraphs about it in the international section of the Times. The people and cuisine and film festivals of the world came to New York City in unending droves; why scurry abroad to try and collect them? As a boy I traveled once to Long Island to visit my grandparents. I journeyed as far as Washington, D.C., on an eighth-grade school trip. And that was it. I was born into the privilege of Manhattan: into the knowledge, narrow and cozy and as securely locked as an apartment, that there was nowhere else like it. Therefore I went nowhere else.

Where I went was to PS 75 and IS 77 for high school, downtown to New York University, and then a full hundred blocks north to Columbia Business School. My father was a stockbroker from suburban Long Island who had moved to the city at age nineteen and, whether out of resolve or fatigue, never looked back. My mother was a cheery and lousy housewife who prodded me to take after her husband while communicating, with secret smiles over her plates of burnt waffles, that I could do better. And I did. I excelled at math in elementary school, read the stock pages in middle school, and developed a passion for outwitting my fellow baseball-card traders that grew more serious from there, as did I. In eleventh grade I started selling doughnuts in the hallway between classes. As a senior I merged my business with the school’s dining-hall services for the sake of cross-promotional opportunities and expanded distribution. Freshman year of college I discovered a way to rig the student-housing lottery that won me hand-slapping congratulations and a gaggle of false friendships and a sense of forbidden achievement that I had never known. Upon graduating, having already gotten my feet wet, I simply waded forward into the worldwide sea of numbers and dollars that beckons and embraces those of us keen enough to hear its call.

It was at business school that I met Pippa, who had swum from further away. I can still see her there in the cafeteria where I’d first seen her, milling with the herd of foreigners who foraged together in doe-eyed self-defense. She was wearing a typically shapeless green sweater, aiming a delicate finger at the tin of peanut butter on the salad bar and asking an Eastern European acquaintance what it was. She was white skinned, blond haired, but anointed invisibly with the exoticism of her continent, a darkly thrilling background that made her round face glow like a moon. With her corn-silk bangs, her giant eyes and her impulse to agree gratefully with strangers in midsentence, she might have been Nebraskan. The truth was betrayed by her accent, clipped and flighty, the ends of her sentences
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