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			1

			Stepping out of the cab into the twilight, he felt a rush of nostalgia at the sight of the red-and-white neon sign hovering above West Broadway like an old movie title materializing on a dark screen. Like the start of a film set in New York, it signaled a certain promise—the promise of metropolitan pleasure, of social and gustatory and erotic adventures. The evening was freighted with possibility. The Odeon was one of the surviving landmarks of the protean city he’d inhabited for almost four decades, teeming with memories, layers of personal history, ghosts: prenightclub dinners with the boys punctuated by trips downstairs to the bathroom to snort cocaine, which made him feel as if he would live forever and the night would never end, bounding up the stairs afterward as if on springs to ogle the models and pretend not to notice the famous actors and painters at the adjoining tables; business dinners where he’d wooed authors he was hoping to sign, back when young novelists were the toast of the town, overnight celebrities who appeared in the gossip columns as well as the book pages; meetings to plot a hostile takeover of the publishing company that was his first employer and almost succeeding in buying it with borrowed money before the stock market crash of ’87 had derailed that plan, the end of the overreach of his youth; recent lunches with Condé Nasters after their offices moved into the new World Trade Center that had risen ever so slowly from the ashes of the Twin Towers; date nights with his wife, Corrine, when they’d lived around the corner in an old-school loft with pressed-tin ceilings and warped plank floors over which they crept carefully on returning home so as not to trip and fall in their tipsiness and wake their kids; and lunches as a family, the kids venturing beyond grilled cheese to croque monsieurs. He hadn’t been here in several years, and he found it reassuring that it endured, that the restaurant was waiting, unchanged, long after the monumental towers had fallen and the rented loft where his children grew up had been gutted and combined with the one above to make a deluxe duplex, although its survival also induced a nostalgia for all that had disappeared, for the declension of its bright, shining moment in the history of the city, just as its artful retro design conjured a lost city of Edward Hopperesque luncheonettes and cafeterias—like a layer of myth below the sedimentary strata of memory.

			Russell’s best friend, Washington Lee, had taken over the restaurant for the night to celebrate his thirty-fifth wedding anniversary—the least likely monogamist of his acquaintance somehow becoming over the years a model husband and father, as if to illustrate the fact that each marriage is a mystery, an iceberg of which only a fraction is visible from the outside, above the surface. His own wife took his arm now on the sidewalk, illuminated by the sinking sun of the magic hour, looking up at him and locking eyes, a ritual of affirmation, a mutual recognition of their union before they entered public space. They’d been together so long that it was sometimes hard to really see her, hard not to see instead the ghost of the girl she’d been when they first entered these doors, but tonight he scrutinized her closely, and he was happy with what he saw—to his eyes still a fine-looking woman after all these years, despite the lines etching her face. Yes, she’d had a brow lift seven or eight years ago, something to which he strenuously objected at the time but had come to approve of as the results were so pleasing. He’d been afraid she would look different, that he wouldn’t recognize the face he loved, but in fact she looked more like herself, more like the girl he’d fallen in love with. I don’t recognize myself in the mirror, she’d said, arguing her case. It was a small victory against the relentless onslaught of age, which they were nevertheless losing every day. He knew he was thicker and softer in the middle, his forehead corrugated with age, creased from his nostrils to the ends of his lips, wattled in the chin. They’d both turned sixty a couple of years ago.

			Their brief communion was punctuated by familiar voices, shrill soprano Nancy Tanner and her alto husband calling their names, greetings and questions from the scrum of familiars on the sidewalk outside the door, a scene that resembled the preludes to a thousand other gatherings, so familiar they could perform their roles by rote, and for a moment as they drifted toward the door all seemed reassuringly familiar, and then he remembered, feeling Corrine slowing as they approached the group, catching himself before he succumbed to the customary hugging and cheek kissing, refraining, or trying to refrain, since some of their friends hadn’t gotten the memo, Nancy Tanner coming in close and nailing his cheek even as Russell extended an elbow toward her husband, trying out the new greeting in this time of incipient plague, Corrine holding back on the sidewalk in an attempt to circumvent the confusion. She waved to the group, waiting till they were sucked into the interior before taking Russell’s arm and surrendering to the inevitable. She was very concerned about the virus that had infiltrated their city, convinced that it posed a serious threat, and as they gingerly navigated the room, they found others who shared her concern.

			“I kind of can’t believe we’re here,” said Dave Whitlock, an old colleague. Russell hadn’t seen him in years, though neither acknowledged this fact. More than he himself, Russell thought, Whitlock looked his age, and then some, white-haired and wattled of chin.

			Thinking of the old days, Russell said, “You mean, at the Odeon.”

			“No, I mean—did they even consider canceling this shindig?”

			“And yet, you insisted on coming,” his wife said—Russell could not for the life of him remember her name.

			“Twenty confirmed guests canceled today,” Corrine said. “I talked to Veronica a couple of hours ago.”

			“I wish we’d canceled,” said Mrs. Whitlock.

			“Russell wouldn’t hear of it,” Corrine said. “He thinks I’m an alarmist. But then, I’ve never yet been able to talk him out of attending a party. Why should an impending plague be a reason to stay home?”

			“I don’t know. This virus scare just seems a little overblown to me,” Russell said.

			“Russell’s prefrontal cortex never fully developed,” Corrine said. “He still has an adolescent sense of invulnerability.”

			“That’s a little harsh. I prefer to think of myself as an optimist.”

			“You’re an optimist, all right,” she said, not unkindly. “I kept thinking you’d get more realistic with age.”

			“Realism is just another word for resignation.”

			“Russell was always famously Panglossian,” Whitlock said.

			In fact, Whitlock’s version of Russell was at least twenty years out-of-date, but then, he didn’t think his essential character had really changed. He didn’t believe most other people really changed, over time, although it was a fundamental premise of literary fiction, self-help books, and Alcoholics Anonymous that they could. Does Mr. Darcy change during his pursuit of Elizabeth Bennet? Or does he merely polish his manners? Russell had taken some hits, suffered some serious disappointments. He had scars. He’d lost friends, loved ones, battles. He thought he had a healthy sense of realism, but he would never be a cynic. Had Washington changed? Perhaps. Mellowed, certainly. Age an agent of gradual change, for sure.

			“I like to think I’m a little more nuanced than that,” he said.

			“You know his nickname, right?” Whitlock asked his wife. “Crash Calloway.”

			“Oh, God, yes, I haven’t heard that one in years,” Corrine said.

			Mrs. Whitlock didn’t get it. “Why ‘Crash’?”

			“A certain heedless enthusiasm,” Corrine explained, “a lack of guile and subtlety and more specifically a lack of acute spatial awareness. He tends to plunge forward, literally and figuratively, without anticipating obstacles, sometimes colliding with said obstacles.”

			“Are we talking about Biden,” asked their host, joining the conversation. Stately, tall and lean, Washington had, it seemed to Russell, acquired a certain gravity of bearing in his later years.

			“Yes, let’s by all means talk about Biden,” Russell said.

			“Talk about pulling a Lazarus. Fucking guy was dead in the water before Tuesday. His old pasty white face looking more and more like that of a drowned man. Suddenly saved by the Black folks.”

			“Now maybe we won’t have to feel the Bern,” Whitlock said.

			Since Super Tuesday, the relief among middle-aged, upper-middle-class liberal Manhattan Democrats, who formed a majority in the room, was palpable.

			“Ah yes, Uncle Joe,” Washington said. “I’m not sure I entirely understand the enthusiasm of African American voters in South Carolina and elsewhere for Uncle Joe. Didn’t he once brag about working with segregationists, who opposed busing in the seventies and who helped craft the disastrous Clinton crime bill in ’94 which helped put millions of Black men in jail. As what you people call a person of color, I’m not a fan.”

			“Understood,” said Whitlock, “but if the goal is to defeat Trump, he may be our best hope.” Russell was reminded anew of Whitlock’s gift for dispensing conventional wisdom.

			“No doubt that’s what you said about Hillary in ’16,” Washington said. “That worked out well.”

			Washington loved being the contrarian, loved setting white people back on their heels.

			“I’m pretty sure that’s what we said about Walter Mondale back in ’84 when we first started coming here,” said Russell. “That he could beat Reagan.”

			“Oh, God, are we that old?” said Corrine. “Walter Mondale?”

			“Yes, I’m afraid we are,” Washington said. “We arrived in the city not long after Reagan arrived in D.C. Ah, yes, I remember having drinks here on election night in ’84, talking with Paulina Porizkova at the bar.”

			“Remember the night you had to fend off Andy Warhol,” Russell said to Washington. “In this very room.”

			“I think he mistook me for Basquiat,” Washington said.

			“You didn’t have the hair.”

			“I had a lot more then.”

			Russell said, “I once shared a few lines with him down in the bathroom.” Which was almost true. Russell had come out of a bathroom stall after snorting a few and found Basquiat standing at the sink, dipping a key into a paper packet, leaning backward so as to keep his dreads out of the equation. That was Russell’s Basquiat story. Over time, he’d embellished the story slightly to the point that he almost believed he’d done coke with Basquiat. If he’d been smart, he would have bought a painting back then. Warhol and Basquiat both dead a few years later—’88, was it—hard to believe it was more than thirty years ago. A lot of Russell’s memories of that period had this quality of being enhanced and burnished and supplemented by all that had been written subsequently about what was now enshrined in the collective consciousness as a golden age of New York. They had been there, lived through it, but the passage of time had dulled and smudged their recollections, and they were eager to fill the gaps with the testimony of other witnesses. Russell had reached a point where he’d forgotten far more than he remembered about those days.

			The photographer Glenda Banes was indignant. “I mean, what the hell were they thinking,” she asked, tucking her stringy hair back behind her ears. “If I get sick and die, I’m coming back to haunt their asses. If I get sick and live, I’ll sue.”

			“Did you think about just canceling,” Russell asked.

			“Everyone knows I hate to miss a party,” she said.

			Glenda hadn’t missed many parties as far as Russell could tell. He had, in fact, attended one for the opening of her retrospective at MoMA recently, where she’d worn a sleeveless dress that highlighted the pacemaker, like a small third breast, she’d had implanted at the top of her rib cage after triple bypass surgery. These days she was far too illustrious, and expensive, to take photos of authors who weren’t Nobel laureates, though she’d once, decades ago, given Russell the rights to a photograph of Jeff Pierce that became the dust-jacket image on his posthumous novel.

			She was with the restaurateur Julian Heath, who said, in a Cockney accent which had endured thirty-five years in New York, “I’d find this party slightly less offensive if they’d booked one of my restaurants. Business was down twenty percent over the weekend.” Julian had, in the eighties and nineties, owned some of the hottest restaurants in New York, at one of which Russell had celebrated his fiftieth birthday, though only two of them were open now, and neither was nearly, in recent years, as hard to get into as they once were. Once upon a time Julian was the recipient of lavish gifts and sexual propositions from importunate diners, and it must have been hard for him to imagine, then, that it would ever be otherwise, to imagine that he was not the source of the heat but the recipient of its reflection. Russell noticed that Julian was walking with a cane—a rather elaborate one with a dark wood shaft and a silver elephant head for a handle—after breaking his hip in a recent fall.

			Nancy Tanner appeared again, pulling her much-younger husband along with her. Nancy had a perpetually ageless, girlish look, aided and abetted by various nips and tucks over the years, though she was a good decade older than Brett, who worked in television. She’d met him in her incarnation as a Real Housewife of New York. Nancy was once known as a novelist, a progenitor of a genre of books about smart, horny young women prowling New York, but as the years passed, she had developed the persona of an ageless It Girl, which the reality show was eager to exploit. Nancy liked to pretend that the show was a big joke, a kind of ironic piece of performance art, and her friends largely did her the favor of pretending not to be embarrassed by it. Then again, most of them had, in one way or another, compromised the high artistic ideals of their youth.

			“I can’t believe all this doom and gloom,” Nancy said. “Thank God there are still intrepid souls who want to have fun.”

			Corrine said, “I still don’t know how it is that you and Russell aren’t married.”

			“Oh, come on,” Nancy said. “Everybody knows you two are the perfect couple.”

			“I thought they said we were the odd couple.”

			“You guys are like Bogie and Bacall.”

			

			—

			Everybody mingled for another half hour, wandering among the tables and banquettes, miming kisses and hugs, negotiating different levels of anxiety about the virus. Some of the guests were congratulating themselves for having demonstrated their friendship by attending, and others wondering whether in doing so they’d made a mistake they would later regret. What should have been a festive occasion was a decidedly self-conscious one, haunted by the specter of the virus. A few were indignant that they had been invited to a possibly infectious party, although their presence seemed to belie their objections. Dinner was finally announced, and Russell and Corrine found their seats at the head table, where Russell sat between Veronica and her Harvard roommate, Christine Coles, whom Russell had seen infrequently over the years, and who had once inflamed lust in his breast, although she seemed to have aged considerably in the years since he’d last seen her, a fact that made him melancholy—a harsh marker of the passage of time. His female contemporaries, even those who’d once excited desire, were losing their power over him. Younger women were populating his fantasies. Although he was usually realistic enough to know he wasn’t populating theirs.

			Earlier he’d thought of the poem “A Litany in Time of Plague,” and the lines Beauty is but a flower / Which wrinkles will devour; / Brightness falls from the air, lines which now, many years after he first studied the poem at Brown, seemed crushingly relevant.

			Corrine was seated between Washington and Avery Finch, the writer, a lively seat by any measure. Avery was a professional stirrer of pots, a gadfly, an intellectual jester, a polemicist who delighted in puncturing political and racial orthodoxies.

			Veronica looked at Russell and rolled her eyes. Leaning in, she said, “I don’t know what Wash was thinking putting Avery at our table.”

			“Dinner and a show,” Russell said.

			“And you know how Wash loves a show,” Veronica said.

			As Russell took his seat, Christine said, “Didn’t Harvey Weinstein try to crash Washington’s fiftieth birthday?”

			“I still can’t believe he got convicted,” Veronica said. “Not that I’m not glad.”

			“It was a political conviction,” Avery said. “Weinstein may be a pig, he most assuredly is a pig, but the witness testimony was hardly credible. The verdict was emotionally satisfying, but it was legally dubious.”

			“The real heroines of the story were the girls who went back to Iowa and Kansas after refusing to sleep with him,” Veronica said.

			“Did you read the testimony about his genitals?”

			“Please,” Washington said. “We’re about to eat.”

			“Do we get hand sanitizer between courses?” Christine asked.

			Corrine said, “Can I just confirm that nobody’s come from China recently.”

			“Or Italy,” Veronica said. “They just locked down the whole freaking country.”

			“That should really work,” Russell said. “The Italians are so excellent at following rules.”

			Two waiters circled the table, depositing frisée salads in front of the guests. “Love the frisée with lardons,” Christine said. “Such a classic.”

			“What the fuck exactly is frisée,” Avery asked. “It looks like what we used to call chicory when I was growing up down south.”

			“Same,” Washington said. “Frisée is the French name, but the locavore-slash-farm-to-table restaurants are starting to go back to the American name. Sounds more rustic. Down-home—good. Fancy—bad.”

			“Washington could write a book on the semiotics of menus,” Veronica said.

			“Yes, our husbands are food fetishists,” Corrine said, wearily.

			“There are worse fetishes.”

			“Can somebody explain when and why kale became ubiquitous? And can we please make it go away?”

			“Whatever happened to sun-dried tomatoes?” Veronica asked. “They were good. Back in 1987 they came on everything. Who decided they weren’t cool? And who decided kale was?”

			Washington said, “One of the things I like about this place—the menu hasn’t changed since the Dinkins administration.”

			“French comfort food.”

			“Not that we ate much back then.”

			The conversation fragmented, with guests turning to their right or left. Veronica asked Russell about the kids and in turn heard about hers. He was fairly current on Mingus, her son, since he and his daughter, Storey Calloway, were dating—a fact that still amazed him, since they’d grown up together without ever seeming to take much interest in each other. He was also a little distracted, reviewing the toast he was about to make.

			“Mingus doesn’t tell me a thing,” Veronica said.

			“Storey tells me about his many accomplishments. I gather he had a story accepted by n+1. You must be very proud.”

			“Yes, actually. Definitely, but he needs to finish his book.”

			“I remember his hip-hop period. We heard him rap at Joe’s Pub.”

			“His gangsta credentials were shaky at best.”

			“TriBeCa ain’t the hood.”

			“Gangster rap is minstrel entertainment for white people,” Avery piped up out of nowhere, having tuned in to their conversation. “It sells a caricature of the Black inner-city experience, a bogus glorification of so-called authenticity. Misogyny and Mammon worship and the glorification of the priapic male ego are the central themes of gangsta rap. People think it’s crazy that Kanye West loves Trump, but it makes perfect sense, really; he’s actually onto something in his own crazy bipolar fucked-up fashion—he sees the affinity between Trump’s values and the values of rap. Do you all know that preelection, pre-2016, Trump is cited more often in rap songs than any other white person, there are over fifty references to him in songs by rappers like Jay-Z and DMX and Kanye. They share a value system. Trump may be a racist, he flat out is racist, but he’s got more in common with 21 Savage and Lil Wayne than he does with George fucking Bush.”

			Russell was pretty sure none of the white people at the table were going to dispute this—certainly he wasn’t, regardless of whether he believed it.

			“I never did get Kanye’s thing for Trump,” Christine said.

			“Now you know,” Avery said, raising a champagne flute in her direction. “Same set of values. I’m just surprised Washington’s good friend Jay-Z isn’t here with us today.”

			“Good friend?” Washington asked.

			“Could’ve sworn you two were big buds.”

			“Why, because you saw us talking once or twice at parties?”

			Avery rolled his eyes.

			“Wash is more into jazz,” Veronica said. “He’s still mourning Miles Davis.”

			“Miles was the man,” Christine proposed as Russell braced himself for the inevitable rebuttal. He’d read an essay of Avery’s about Miles’s electric phase.

			“Oh, please,” Avery said. “Miles was a sellout. He deserves the description that Nietzsche gave Wagner, ‘the greatest example of self-violation in the history of art.’ He was a genius, yeah, his early work is canonical, but then as the late sixties marched in, he wanted to stay relevant, wanted to sell more records, he starts flirting with rock and roll and electrifying his music. Bitches Brew is a corrupt sellout, a blatant grab for commercial and popular success.”

			“It worked,” Washington said.

			“You’re reminding me,” said Russell, “of the folkies who were pissed off when Dylan went electric.”

			“I leave that fight to the white folks.”

			The conversation again splintered into binary units. The frisée was consumed and cleared, wineglasses emptied and refilled with Sancerre and Brouilly. Russell stood up and belabored his wineglass with his fork, the din gradually subsiding.

			“I’m delighted to be here to celebrate the union of my dear friends Veronica and Washington. There were times I, like a few of you, wasn’t entirely certain that this day would come.” Nervous titters bubbled up in the room. The ups and downs of their marriage were known among some in this crowd; they’d separated for a longish period more than a decade ago, after Veronica had discovered one of Washington’s infidelities, an affair with Corrine’s best friend, Casey Reynes. Glancing at Corrine, Russell could see that she was alarmed by his approach. “And yet, here we are: I can hardly think of a marriage that I find more inspiring than this one. Theirs is a great love story. They have weathered the storms and come out the other side stronger. They’ve abided and thrived and survived crises while raising two wonderful kids, forging two brilliant and challenging careers and creating a beautiful filigree of friends—of which we all feel lucky to be a part. I know I feel lucky to know them and to celebrate their enduring love. Please raise a glass to Veronica and Washington—and to their next thirty-five years.” A rousing din arose from the company as Russell took his seat. He looked over at Corrine, who grimaced. He suddenly wondered if he’d bombed, although the applause seemed enthusiastic. Maybe he shouldn’t have alluded to the hard times. But Veronica was smiling, squeezing his shoulder in approval. He wasn’t particularly worried about Washington, who smiled inscrutably, nodding at Russell from across the table. It was hard as always to read his expression; he had a smile which seemed to be framed in quotation marks, ever verging on a smirk. Even after all these years he had the ability to make Russell feel that he wasn’t entirely in on the joke. As the voices subsided and no one stood to follow Russell, Washington rose to his feet and waited, silently, not deigning to bang on his glass, as the room fell gradually silent.

			“Thank you, Russell, for reminding me that age is taking its toll. And thank you all for being here to celebrate with us at the site of our very first date more than three decades ago. I’m kind of astonished to hear myself say those words, to hear that number. As I would have been astonished, thirty-five years ago, to imagine this moment. It is a tribute to Veronica, my wife, to her wisdom, patience and perseverance that we’ve made it this far—qualities few have accused me of having. Our first date took place in this very restaurant,” Washington continued, “and in this town there aren’t many institutions or marriages from that era still standing. Thirty-five years into it we have half a lifetime of memories, two beautiful kids, and we have you, our friends, who have enriched our lives immeasurably. To paraphrase John Donne: No marriage is an island. We are part of a community, an intricate and intimate network of familial and social connections. You are all part of our marriage. Thank you for coming.”

			“And risking our lives,” Corrine muttered, sotto voce, as the room applauded.

			Veronica leaned over and kissed Washington, to general applause, then stood up and waited for it to subside.

			“Most of you know I’m not much for public speaking. Which is one reason I went into corporate law instead of emulating Perry Mason or Atticus Finch. Fortunately, my husband is more than willing and able to pick up the slack on these occasions. But it wouldn’t be fair tonight of all nights not to add a few notes of appreciation for Washington. As some of you know, I faced a serious health challenge a few years ago,” she said, referring to her breast cancer diagnosis and surgery. “I’m not sure that many husbands would have responded with the sympathy and compassion and patience that Washington showed. It was a dark and scary time for me and for my family, but Washington was beside me every step of the way. Not only was he my rock and my comfort in those days, but he was also that to Zora and Mingus. Please raise a glass to my beloved husband.”

			As the applause faded, Russell’s phone chimed softly—an incoming text.

			So great to see you yesterday, after so long. When can I see you again?

			Russell lowered his phone and looked over at Corrine, who, if she had been watching him, might have seen a flush and a guilty look on his face. He was, at this moment, feeling a little hypocritical about having alluded to Washington’s archival indiscretions in his toast.
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			They were sitting at the table in the kitchen, their second full morning in the new apartment, hemmed in by boxes, reading the papers and getting ready to go to work, when Lisa Sherman called, Russell drinking a latte from his New York Review of Books mug with Joan Didion’s image. In the last twenty years or so Didion had become whatever the literary equivalent of sanctified was—though she still appeared in the flesh, occasionally, at Manhattan literary events, looking almost ghostly, fragile and ethereal. Corrine had had to open three boxes before she found the coffee mugs, the packing paper still littering the floor.

			Her phone rang. “Oh, hell,” Corrine said, holding her phone so Russell could see the name on the screen. “It’s just too early.”

			“It’s always too early,” Russell said.

			She needed at least another cup of coffee before she dealt with Lisa. The clutter and chaos of the move were overwhelming her somewhat, not least since it had been preceded by her having to dismantle her mother’s house and pack up her possessions after selling it this past month. It had been a thoroughly stressful couple of weeks. After a decade in a town house in Harlem they had decided to downsize and move back downtown. The kids were both settled in Brooklyn. They didn’t really need all the bedrooms and bathrooms anymore, and West 126th Street had never been that convenient a location for either of them, although they’d watched the neighborhood gentrify around them, watched an efflorescence of the kind of amenities that people like them required—the opening of Whole Foods, new restaurants and boutiques. It hadn’t been a bad place to raise their kids, although they had sometimes felt the tensions of integrating a historically Black neighborhood, of the residual poverty and the all-too-understandable resentment of their presence. Eleven years ago, they’d been priced out of TriBeCa and nearly left Manhattan altogether before buying, near the bottom of the last recession, the partially renovated, formerly majestic wreck of a brownstone for a relative song—a little over a million, most of which was mortgaged. They’d sold it last November for four times as much and purchased this two-bedroom penthouse in Greenwich Village. Corrine loved the new apartment, with its three terraces and gnarled greenery, like a little country cottage in the sky, but it had been a stressful month, winnowing the possessions, sifting through the memories, trying to tell herself that shedding possessions was liberating. But she’d had to fight back the intimations of mortality, the feeling that they were entering the final chapter of their lives, that this was the first step in an inexorable slide of diminution. It was possible that this would be their last home—a surmise that had only exacerbated the existential crisis that followed her mother’s death last fall.

			She thought that Russell had been less traumatized by the move—in fact he was exhilarated to be moving downtown again—to what he considered the dead center of Manhattan and hence of civilization in general, but he had been tormented sorting through his bookshelves, trying to edit the accumulation of a lifetime’s bibliophilia, after adding thousands of volumes and dozens of feet of shelves during their long tenure in the town house. She’d come upon him in the library one evening, holding a book in either hand, an expression of anguish on his face, like that of a man who has been asked to choose between his children. When she mentioned this to him later, he said, “You ask yourself, Will I ever read Anna Karenina again? Is it possible it’s been thirty-five or forty years since I last read it? And I was thinking, back then, time was limitless. The future was endless. I want to believe I’ll read it again, but it’s nearly nine hundred damn pages.” She had noticed last night that the novel was on his bedside table.

			The phone chimed again.

			She hesitated, decided to get it over with. “Good morning, Lisa.”

			Russell looked up, rolled his eyes.

			“Hope I’m not waking you.”

			“I’m just headed out to the office, actually.”

			“So tell me about last night. Who was there? I’m kind of offended that I wasn’t invited.”

			“Lisa, you barely know Washington and Veronica. This was an anniversary party for close friends.”

			“Like who?”

			“Mostly publishing people. A few writers.”

			“That doesn’t sound too exciting. Anyway, I have a small favor to ask.”

			Lisa often had a favor to ask, which inevitably had to do with dining—either the procurement of a chef, or a reservation. Lisa’s world revolved around food, a fact which, among others, made Corrine dread these conversations. How they had become friends was still something of a mystery to her, though in fact they’d attended the same boarding school. Lisa was a couple of years behind her, and as far as Corrine remembered, they’d barely been acquainted, though Lisa seemed to have an entirely different recollection, telling anyone who would listen that they’d been great pals. Lisa had entered her life a little over a decade ago, when she bought a table at the Nourish New York benefit and made a hefty contribution contingent on the placement of a prominent chef at her table. She’d called Corrine directly, saying it had been too long since the happy times at Miss Porter’s, mentioning a road trip to Groton, while Corrine struggled to place this alleged friend from her past. A call to her friend Casey Reynes had confirmed that Lisa was indeed more or less who she said she was, if not necessarily an intimate of theirs. Casey also mentioned that she’d inherited a significant Chicago meatpacking fortune not long after graduation. Corrine had convinced the chef, who was a great friend of the organization, to sit at her table, though afterward he’d implied that he’d taken a bullet for the team while chivalrously refusing to get into specifics. Corrine had stopped by the table that night, in part to see if she would recognize her long-lost friend, which she did not, and in part to thank her for her contribution. The following week Lisa had invited Corrine out to lunch, and while Corrine considered lunch a silly interruption of the day, she accepted, partly out of a sense of guilt at having no recollection of her former schoolmate and partly in the hope of inspiring future philanthropy.

			Lisa had her own motives for lunch. It turned out that she’d become obsessed with Luke McGavock—the lover for whom Corrine had nearly left her own marriage—which their mutual friend Casey Reynes had indiscreetly confided to Lisa one night after too many cosmos at the Colony Club. Corrine was mortified, hoping that this chapter of her life was closed and sealed, but Lisa was desperate for any information that might give her an edge in pursuing Luke, and in the ensuing years, the knowledge that Corrine had succeeded where she’d failed, which might have made her resentful, had instead fueled in her a certain admiration for Corrine and a certain ongoing sense of competition which almost superseded her snobbery, her social circle being composed largely of those with multiple residences and large domestic staffs.

			“What’s the favor?” Corrine asked.

			“Can I bring my son and his girlfriend tonight?”

			“Lisa, I’m not really in charge of seating. Let me give you the number for the PR rep.”

			“Corrine, why would I talk to the PR rep when I know the mother of the chef.”

			“The mother of the chef isn’t in charge of seating.”

			“Just tell them there will be four of us instead of two.”

			“Are you definitely coming?” Corrine asked, having had too much experience of Lisa not showing.

			“Of course. Tell me who else is coming.”

			Russell looked up and shook his head censoriously. Even if he couldn’t hear it, he could pretty much guess the other side of the conversation. He was not a fan of Lisa.

			“Lisa, I’m not in possession of the guest list.”

			“I mean who’s coming that we know. What about celebs?”

			“It’s really Storey’s night, not ours.”

			“Is Eric Ripert coming?”

			“I honestly don’t know.”

			“I assume what’s-his-name, Washington and his wife. Mr. Cool.”

			“Veronica, yes.”

			“I still can’t believe Casey was fucking him all those years. Is Casey coming?”

			“I think you just answered your own question.” Though Casey was one of Corrine’s oldest friends, she didn’t get invited to events attended by Washington and Veronica. Not since their long-term affair had been discovered more than a decade before.

			“Poor Casey. If only we could find her a man.”

			“Isn’t she seeing that guy who works for Gagosian?”

			“Oh, please. He’s so bent he could blow himself without hunching over. And probably does.”

			Corrine tried not to picture this. She looked at her watch, glanced over at Russell and rolled her eyes. “Lisa, I really have to get going. If I make this call, you have to promise me that you’re actually going to come.”

			“Of course I’ll come. Why—are people canceling?”

			“I’m just saying, you’ve been known to be a no-show.”

			“Are people canceling because of the virus?”

			“I don’t know, Lisa. I’m really not in charge.”

			“Who’s canceled?”

			“I have no idea. I’m just saying if I make the call for you, you have to come.”

			“When have I ever let you down?”

			Corrine decided it was futile to enumerate the times Lisa had backed out of reservations and parties at the last minute. There were always several simultaneous events on her calendar. In her role as the director of Nourish New York, Corrine knew most of the restaurateurs in the city, and Lisa would sometimes call her when she was unable to bully her way into a hot restaurant. When Corrine refused, recently, to call one on her behalf, after she’d flaked on another reservation, Lisa had promised a two-thousand-dollar donation to Nourish New York. But it had taken two phone calls from Corrine’s assistant to get her to make good on the promise.

			“I’ve got to get to work, Lisa.” She refrained from the temptation to point out that some people had actual jobs. “I’ll see you tonight.”

			“Call and confirm after you talk to them.”

			“If you don’t hear from me everything’s fine.”

			She hung up. Lisa called back almost immediately. Corrine ignored the call.

			“I can’t believe you even take her calls,” Russell said.

			“She’s not that bad,” Corrine said, feeling suddenly defensive. “She’s got a good heart.”

			“She has good art, you mean. At least that’s what I’ve heard. Until the autopsy is performed no one will know whether she has a heart. But it seems doubtful.”

			“She gave me a nice donation recently.”

			“Wasn’t that a bribe to get a reservation somewhere?”

			Apparently, she’d told him about that one. She complained frequently about Lisa but somehow kept her close or, rather, failed to push her away. But then, her role as a fundraiser made it necessary to cultivate moneyed New Yorkers, and though she would disdain the label, Lisa was a socialite, part of the wealthy circle of New Yorkers based on the Upper East Side whose social life revolved around a series of charity galas, each of which competed for their attention and their donations. The galas provided a sphere of activity for heiresses and the wives of the titans of Wall Street, as well as a setting in which to show off their couture and their jewelry. It was an entire ecosystem with its satellite designers, jewelers, decorators, caterers and party planners. Lisa had never adopted a single charity as her own, as so many of her peers did, and Corrine kept hoping she would really commit herself to NNY one of these days.

			Russell shrugged and returned to the papers. They took The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal and the New York Post, the latter as much for entertainment as news, for crime stories and gossip, though Russell kept threatening to cancel the subscription, saying that two Murdoch newspapers were one and a half too many. He liked the Journal’s business and cultural coverage, but the editorials drove him crazy—he would occasionally read passages out loud to her just to work himself up.

			Inevitably, he was reading about the new virus.

			“It’s no coincidence that all the viruses originate around these live animal markets.”

			“Says the man who ate cod sperm.”

			“I can’t believe you’re still talking about that. That was, like, a decade ago.”

			“And yet I can’t seem to forget it.”

			“So are we going to Storey’s thing together?” he asked. “Or should we just meet there?”

			“I can’t help thinking it would be better if she postponed it at this point.”

			“It’s a little late for that.”

			“I’m not dying to go out and rub shoulders with another hundred people tonight.”

			Corrine still found it hard to believe that her daughter was opening a restaurant. She was proud, but also slightly baffled. She’d presumably gotten her epicurean bent from her father, a serious foodie. As a child she’d had a period of near gluttony and gotten chunky, which had seriously distressed her mother. At breakfast she would ask about lunch and at lunch about dinner. She started joining Russell in the kitchen when he cooked—learning, assisting and tasting. She started baking at that point, making cakes and brownies and tarts for herself and anyone who would eat with her. Then, finally, thankfully, came the reaction, which Russell blamed on Corrine: In her high school years she slimmed down to the point that Russell wanted her to see a shrink for what he diagnosed as anorexia. Russell said Corrine’s obsession with weight had given her an eating disorder, which was ridiculous. Though certainly Corrine sympathized with this phase much more than the previous one. Storey continued to bake, but now she gave away all of her production, as if she wanted others to eat for her. She had always been a very generous and giving soul, buying cards and presents for all occasions, decorating the house for holidays and, eventually, cooking the family meals. During her years at Brown and after, she remained admirably slim, while maintaining her interest in cooking and hospitality. Junior year she managed to get credit for a semester spent apprenticing at a bakery in Vienna.

			Both Russell and Corrine were unhappy when she decided to drop out of Brown in favor of the Culinary Institute of America, though Corrine couldn’t help thinking Russell could have been more forceful and sustained in his objections. She blamed the whole food thing on him. Storey argued that she had found her chosen profession and that a liberal arts degree would not be of any use to her, while her parents argued that she was a little young to be making irrevocable decisions about her future and that a liberal arts education was an end in itself. She countered that Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg and Kanye West were all dropouts, to which Corrine said that Storey could neither code nor rap. After a year at the CIA she enlisted Corrine’s help to get her a job with her friend Suzie Zhou in the kitchen at Chinois on the Lower East Side. She’d moved on after almost two years, with a glowing recommendation from the chef, to Lilia in Williamsburg to learn pasta. And the following year she’d done a stage at L’Arpège in Paris before deciding to open her own restaurant in Greenpoint. Corrine and Russell had put up some money, eventually, after trying to convince her to wait a few years, but Corrine was proud of the fact that Storey had raised the bulk from outside investors, despite not really understanding this career path her daughter had chosen. She knew it was superficial, but she thought it was a bit of a waste, a girl as beautiful as Storey hiding in the kitchen. It was a given, the starting point of any mention of Storey: her beauty. For better and for worse, she didn’t seem to believe in it. In her own mind she was still the chubby sixth-grade schoolgirl with few friends.

			

			—

			Corrine trudged up University to Union Square and descended into the subway, slaloming through the labyrinth, squeezing in among weary commuters who gave a wide berth to a homeless man sprawled across the seats surrounded by shopping bags stuffed with detritus—lying in the middle of his own semicircular blast zone, the explosive in this case being olfactory. A rancid brew of sweat and shit and piss. She felt bad for this man, who must have once had hopes and dreams, family and love, but at the same time she looked forward to a life, someday, in which she would not have to ride the subway. Russell encouraged her to take a cab to the office, which she did on occasion, but it felt like an extravagance on a daily basis. She saw too much need, in her job, to be cavalier about small expenditures.

			

			—

			The news from the restaurants was ominous.

			In her job at Nourish New York she was responsible for surplus food collections from restaurants all over the city, and she was hearing about canceled reservations and sparsely populated dining rooms. And chefs in turn were calling her to see if she had any knowledge of a possible shutdown by the city. On Monday morning she’d said it wasn’t possible, but now, on Wednesday, it felt imminent. The Modern, Danny Meyer’s restaurant in the Museum of Modern Art, had closed its doors Monday after a guest had tested positive for the virus. A few minutes after she arrived at the office, she got a call from Suzie Zhou.

			“This is way fucked up, Corrine. We did thirty lousy covers last night and my staff’s getting nervous. Half of them are afraid they’re going to lose their jobs and the other half are afraid they’re going to have to stay and get sick. I’m thinking about shutting down until we get a handle on this.”

			“I don’t know what to tell you. It’s a scary situation. Are we still doing a pickup this evening?”

			“You might as well. God knows we’ll have plenty of unsold food here. How’s Storey holding up?”

			“When we spoke on Saturday she was worried. I haven’t reached her since.” It was a constant source of annoyance to Corrine, how hard it was to reach her daughter on the phone. Except by text.

			“Give her my love and tell her we’re all rooting for her.”

			“Will we see you tonight?”

			“I’m going to come by after service. I assume the party will be going late.”

			“Let’s hope so for her sake.”

			Storey herself checked in just before noon.

			“Speak of the devil. How are
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