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			Wouldn’t you like to have a smart little
 place of your own?

			From the song “Wouldn’t You Like
 to Be on Broadway?”

			FROM THE MUSICAL STREET SCENE

			Book by Elmer Rice, lyrics by Langston Hughes,
 music by Kurt Weill

		

	
		
			OVERTURE

			Curtain rises on Duke Ellington Boulevard, also known as West 106th Street, six blocks that slice through the rapidly gentrifying neighborhood of Manhattan Valley on New York’s Upper West Side. Barbershops and bodegas, storefront churches and pizza joints, soaring new condo developments, tenements in the process of being renovated—workmen have applied fresh mortar between their white, tan, and red bricks and new coats of paint on their black and green fire escapes. Men wearing knit hats, down coats, and gloves are seated on milk crates in front of a corner grocery, listening to salsa music on a beat-up radio. Truckers are unloading cases of beer and soda in front of the Parkside Mini Supermarket as customers exit the store with lottery tickets and bags of groceries. Dog walkers lead their animals east toward Central Park or west toward Riverside Park. Kids returning from school leap off the M7 bus and race for home.

			Over the doorway of the Roberto Clemente Building, a renovated five-story, redbrick, prewar tenement with a gray stone façade, a banner is flying: OPEN HOUSE TONIGHT!

			Most of the people who are heading down the boulevard bound for this condominium building weren’t born in this city. And years ago, when they first came to New York, they lived in walk-ups or railroad flats, sharing rooms with strangers above restaurants, taverns, and corner delis. They had left their hometowns for this city because of a bold, romantic song they knew by heart, because of a story a father or teacher had told them about growing up here. They had come to this place because of a novel they had read where Manhattan was all fast-paced, snappy dialogue and gritty, honest romance; because of a black-and-white movie they had watched over and over where New York was all glimmering neon, opening parties, and a night lit up by skyscrapers. To them, all those years ago, the city was a clarinet trilling Gershwin, a tenor belting out Sondheim; the city was a kiss on a bench under a moonlit bridge, a chorus girl becoming a star; the city was the book they would finish writing here, the melody they would hear, the role they would finally get to play, the person they would meet, the person they would become.

			But now that they’ve been here for some time, they have begun to forget the city they had come to find. They have boxed away their manuscripts, sold their books and musical instruments to secondhand shops. They have become bankers, traders, corporate writers, marketing directors, website content providers. There are only a few dreamers in the mix today—look, there’s a young editor and her husband, a graduate student in English literature, walking toward the Roberto Clemente Building. But as they head up the steps of the building with the rest of the crowd, there is little need for a profession to define them; all that is needed is the checkbook in their pocket. Tonight, everyone is a tenant or a landlord, a buyer or a seller, a customer or a client. They have all come here to meet a broker and to look at a piece of property.

			Outside, on Duke Ellington Boulevard, snow is beginning to fall, and a man and his dog are on their way home.

			Lights up full.

			

			From Ellington Boulevard (M. Dimmelow, G. Malinowski), the musical based on the following true-life events.
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			THE TENANT

			On the evening when he will learn that his apartment is being sold out from under him, Ike Ambrose Morphy finds a good parking space on Central Park West, then walks north toward home beside his dog, Herbie, through the early-December snow. Though he has just spent the better part of seven and a half long months in Chicago at his mother’s bedside, Ike can already feel the crisp New York air instilling in him nearly the same energy and sense of purpose he felt twenty years ago when he dropped out of college, left his mom’s house and his hometown, and moved to this city that, for him, always represented freedom and possibility. Man, he can barely wait to get to his street, return to his building, climb the stairs to the second floor, enter his apartment, lock his door, drop his suitcases, take his clarinet out of its case, and play once again just as he promised his mother, Ella Mae Morphy, he would on the morning earlier this week when she closed her eyes for the last time.

			At the corner of Central Park West and 106th, Ike turns to cross the street. He is bound for the Roberto Clemente Building, where he has lived for just about all of the two decades he has spent here in Manhattan Valley. But the moment the traffic light changes to green, Ike’s unleashed seventy-pound black retriever-chow mix bounds up the steps of the park’s Strangers’ Gate entrance. Ike now recognizes just how stifled Herbie must have felt in Ike’s ailing mom’s drab, run-down house on Colfax Avenue on the South Side of Chicago. “Wait up, Herb,” he tells his dog, and then he jogs the half block back to his maroon Dodge pickup truck. He puts his suitcases on the floor of the car, locks and closes the door, and returns to Strangers’ Gate with an old tennis ball. He flips the ball to Herbie and soon the man and his dog are running up the steps side by side.

			The steps here at Strangers’ Gate are divided into eight segments, and as Ike follows Herbie up toward the Great Hill, he counts them—ten steps, ten steps, ten again, eleven, eight, eleven, another ten, then seven. To Ike, who has always found inspiration for his music in the sights and sounds of this city, the arrangement of steps seems suggestive of a progression of notes, unpredictable yet part of some pattern, vaguely reminiscent of A Love Supreme, but he is trying too hard to keep pace with his dog to discern any specific melody. After they have climbed the steps, Ike and Herbie briefly continue to run, but when they reach the temporary black fence surrounding the lawn on the hill, the animal stops. Now, Herbie begins to whine. He crouches down and he jumps up; he puts up his paws and barks at a sign on the fence: CLOSED FOR THE SEASON. NO TRESPASSING.

			Ike Morphy can remember when he first came to this part of Central Park. Then, he was just some poor, gangly, bespectacled nineteen-year-old kid only trying to make enough dough playing music or working construction so that he wouldn’t have to turn around and head home, so that he wouldn’t have to go back to Chicago, where he’d found himself finally unable to study or play his clarinet since he always had to mediate the incessant arguments about money and boyfriends and God-knows-what-else between his sister, Naima, and their widowed mother, Ella Mae. During Ike’s first days in New York in the late 1980s, nobody seemed to give a damn about the park lawns this far north. Ike slept for three straight nights amid overgrown weeds and broken glass, and never even saw a cop. But now that every inch of Central Park seems to have become as pristine as the rehabbed buildings that surround it, the city says Ike and his dog can’t even walk on the lawn.

			Herbie at his side, Ike walks around the fence, searching for the usual opening. Failing to find it, Ike heads back to his pickup again with Herbie, this time to retrieve a long pair of shears from the gardening kit that once belonged to his mother; the kit is the only item that Ike has brought back to New York from his childhood home. Ella Mae Morphy had been a horticulturist at Chicago’s Garfield Park Conservatory, a verdant oasis in the midst of one of the city’s most neglected neighborhoods, while his father, Bill, who died when Ike was in high school, had worked as a painter and set designer for the few theaters that remained on Chicago’s South Side. From his parents, Ike inherited both a love of the beautiful and a gnawing sense that others would never fully appreciate it, and his worldview, like Bill’s and Ella Mae’s, could be both cynical and naïve at the same time. Ike’s expectations were often so lofty that he felt unbearably frustrated when, inevitably, they were not met.

			Now, Ike and the dog return to the Great Hill, where Ike looks to see if anyone else is around before he uses his mother’s shears to cut open the fence. Soon Herbie is romping gleefully through the clean white fluff. As Ike watches the dog, he isn’t sure who feels happier—Herbie for being able to run again, or himself for being able to see his animal so excited and free. Ike hums to himself as Herbie drops his ball, chases it, buries it in the snow, digs it out, then chases it again—nearly an hour of this until a squad car pulls up.

			At one time, Ike knew all the beat cops, and in the winter they would always let dog owners open up the fence here so that their pets could play. But Ike doesn’t recognize this cop—he’s a hostile dude with a buzz cut, “Cahill” on his nameplate. The cop leans out his window as he drives over the asphalt path, through the opening Ike cut in the fence, then onto the lawn, asking Ike, what does he think he’s doing here, neighbor? Ike explains with a confident smile that all the cops around here know him and Herbie, but Cahill doesn’t respond, just picks up his ticket book and starts writing; to him, Ike isn’t Ike Morphy the virtuoso clarinet player, onetime member of the R & B outfit the Funkshuns, and longtime resident of Manhattan Valley anymore. Apparently he’s just some thug, some tall, menacing, thirty-nine-year-old black dude with a shaved head, a gold stud in one ear, a pair of thick glasses, and a set of garden shears ready to do some damage. Cahill doesn’t even look up at Ike, keeps asking for ID, muttering about trespassing and violation 161.05 in the New York City health code. Hey, man, Ike tells Cahill, this has always been a tight-knit community where everybody looks out for one another. He offers his hand and begins to introduce himself to the officer, but Cahill still doesn’t make eye contact, not even when Ike points out the treads the squad car made in the snow, and remarks that Cahill has probably already done more damage to the lawn by driving over it than Herbie ever did by playing.

			You know what, Ike says—he’ll bet that Cahill will be the laughingstock of his precinct if he bothers writing him up for letting his dog play on the lawn. This is his and Herbie’s turf, Ike thinks; the cop must be new on the job—doesn’t know how things work up here. When Cahill snorts and keeps writing, Ike snaps his fingers in front of Herbie’s snoot. “Follow,” he commands. Man and dog quickly walk away from the cop, then start running again, Ike feeling certain that no officer around here would chase him over a lousy seventy-five-buck trespassing ticket. Over the path they go, down the steps, out the park at Strangers’ Gate, across the street, west on 106th past Manhattan Avenue until they reach Ike’s block and the Roberto Clemente Building.

			Ike stands outside at the top of the Clemente’s steps underneath the banner that reads OPEN HOUSE TONIGHT! and tries to catch his breath. He looks up and down the street to make sure Cahill hasn’t followed. As he reaches into his blue-jeans pocket for his keys, he notices a moon-faced, ruddy-cheeked young white guy in a dark gray suit worn underneath a full-length black leather duster opening the door from the inside to leave the building. When Ike reaches for the handle, the man firmly closes the door behind him, then takes his iPod earbuds out of his ears and stares Ike down.

			“Uh, do you live here, sir?” the man asks.

			The question smacks Ike like a snowball to the face.

			Does he live here, sir?

			Well, yes, he does, sir, he thinks, longer than just about anyone else in this building. Ike has lived here long enough to remember his first days on this street when some of the apartment buildings looked like bombed-out ruins—warped boards up on all the windows; toughs in Starter jackets loitering by Amsterdam Avenue in front of the Round the Clock Deli; crack packets on the sidewalk and in the gutters, color-coded to differentiate which gang had sold them; rats jumping out of trash bags, so bold they didn’t even bother to scurry out of people’s way. Ike has lived here long enough to remember when he, Ricardo Melendez, and some other dudes started helping to renovate the Clemente and a crackhead from the rehab clinic down the street wandered in and started banging on everybody’s doors; Ike and Ricardo took the brother over to the A&P on Columbus and made him drink a whole bottle of orange soda to settle him down. Ike can remember when he and Ricardo joined the other members of the neighborhood block association to protest that youth hostel down the street because, back then, it was a whorehouse with royal blue shower curtains in every bathroom and a sign in the lobby that read: $25 FOR FOUR HOURS. NO LUGGAGE ALLOWED. Tough neighborhood in those days, some said, but Ike was always street smart; he kept to himself and rarely had any trouble. Sometimes, though, he and Ricardo made up stories about how dangerous the street was just so jackasses like this guy wouldn’t move in and start raising the cost of living for everybody in the community.

			Does he live here, sir?

			Ike can still remember when he began playing clarinet with the Funkshuns and their tunes were just starting to get airplay on some FM stations at the right end of the dial, and supers and store owners would greet him as he walked by: “Hey, Ike.” “S’up, Ike?” “Soundin’ good, Ike.” Ike can still remember when that condo building over there on 106th and Manhattan was a community garden called the Common Ground where on summer nights he and his old on-again, off-again girlfriend Muriel Ostrow would get drunk and watch 16-millimeter movies on a collapsible screen. Ike can recite the name of every liquor store owner on Amsterdam, every numbers runner who patrolled the bodegas of Manhattan Avenue, every fix-it man in every Columbus Avenue hardware store where Ike has shopped ever since he quit the band nearly seven years ago, returning to work construction gigs in the city until he could decide whether he wanted to keep playing music or not. He’s lived here long enough to remember when Columbus Avenue didn’t have any gumbo restaurants or tapas bars or creperies, long enough, in fact, to remember when practically the only white guys around were the ones who drove in from Jersey looking to buy reefer.

			Does he live here, sir?

			Ike pulls out his keys and inserts one in the lock. “That answer your question, sir?” he asks, gesturing to the key. The man mumbles “Sorry” and walks quickly past Ike and down the front stairs as Ike and Herbie enter, Ike counting steps all the way, searching for some melody, some pattern upon which he can improvise the moment after he takes his clarinet out of his hall closet. But when he reaches apartment 2B, the pattern he was starting to hear fades and disappears as Ike notices that his door is already half open.

			Standing before the door, Ike flinches and tries to shake off the nagging sense that, in his long absence, something as yet indefinable has changed in his city. He thinks of the cop in the park, the yuppie in the leather duster downstairs. He breathes deeply, takes a tighter hold of Herbie’s leash. Warily, he pushes the door open the rest of the way. Could he have been so damn absentminded as to have forgotten to lock up half a year ago before leaving town to tend to his mother? he is wondering, when his eyes settle upon three strangers, thieves perhaps, who are walking through his apartment.

			No, they don’t look like typical thieves, Ike knows, but he still thinks he can recognize them as such, the men at least, just as record execs and talent scouts have always looked like thieves to him; he can’t imagine why, though, they would bother pillaging the meager contents of this shabby two-bedroom apartment for which Ike still pays the same $350 monthly rent to Jerry Masler as when he first moved in. After all, Ike hasn’t ever repainted his place, has never fully furnished it. The floors need waxing, and the pigeons on the air conditioner make a mess of Ike’s bedroom window; he has never had the heart to remove their nest. Still, as long as Ike has been able to sleep with the living room windows open, listening to the music of sirens, traffic, boom boxes, and mah-jongg tiles on the boulevard, the apartment has felt like home to him.

			Ike takes off the leash and Herbie lopes suspiciously through the apartment, sniffing the baseboards and growling at the new scents, Ike puts his garden shears in the hall closet and tries to make sense of the present scene. In his bedroom, a scruffy-looking white guy, maybe about thirty years old, wears a frayed army jacket, a bucket hat, and scuffed black Doc Martens. The guy—he’s still a guy, not quite a man—snorts as he surveys Ike’s air-conditioning unit, then makes a snide remark to his wife about the pigeons roosting upon it (“Air-rifle those mofos”). It’s clear that this woman—long red hair; no makeup; gullible green eyes; big, flat, brown shoes; actually kind of lovely in a gawky, doesn’t-think-she-is way—is the guy’s wife, even though she doesn’t wear a wedding ring. She’s six feet easy, a good deal taller than her husband, just a few inches shorter than Ike. After she scribbles something in a notebook, she turns to face the hallway; she smiles at Ike as if she recognizes him, apparently decides that she doesn’t or that recognizing him might be rude, and returns to her notebook.

			The woman seems so much at home here, Ike thinks as he gazes at her, so at home in Ike’s home—could he have wandered into the wrong apartment? On the road back in his band days when he drank nearly every night to stave off the loneliness and the persistent memories of those endless family fights that helped convince him to leave Chicago, he often made just that sort of mistake—Sorry, my fault, no need to call the cops, I’ll run along to my room now—but ever since he walked out on the Funkshuns right in the middle of a concert at the Arie Crown Theater and never came back, he has barely touched liquor or anything else. Maybe he should knock on Ricardo and Marlena’s door across the hall to see if his old buddies have any inkling of why these people are in his apartment. But their dog, Buster, didn’t bark when he and Herbie returned, so they obviously aren’t home.

			Ike is opening his mouth to speak, trying to formulate the proper way in which to ask these yuppies exactly what they think they’re doing here, when Herbie takes matters into his own paws; the mutt wags his fluffy tail at the woman, but then—grrrrrr!—darts toward her husband, who shouts, “Hey, what the fuck!” and edges backward. The man holds his hands out in front of him, uttering clipped commands of “No!” to the approaching dog (“No! No, you son of a bitch!”), then spews forth a litany of foreign curses: “Non, espèce de salope de merde. Nein, du fricking Scheisshund, nein!” Ike follows Herbie into the room and grabs him by the collar. He orders the dog into a down-stay while the third intruder, a short, slim young man in a black overcoat, with slicked-back, sandy-blond hair, apple cheeks, and earnest blue eyes, charges toward Ike. The man wears pleated wool slacks, shiny black shoes, and a fake gold watch, the kind Ike remembers seeing hustlers sell to tourists on the subway. He asks Ike if he can help him.

			“Can you what, now?” asks Ike.

			“Help you, sir,” the man says.

			“I live here, brother,” says Ike.

			The man in the black overcoat nods, then furrows his brow meaningfully.

			“Oh, Mr. Morphy,” he says, and adds that they won’t be here much longer. He asks the red-haired woman if she and Darrell need a few more minutes. No, she says, they can just study the floor plan and watch the virtual tour again at home. Perfect, the man says. And, he continues as he picks up a black folder from Ike’s kitchen counter and walks toward Ike’s door, if they want to see the apartment again, they should call him on his cell and he’ll sign out the keys.

			“Keys to what?” asks Ike. The man smiles and holds out his hand. “Josh Dybnick,” he says. “From Overman.” He pulls a card out of his wallet: “Joshua Dybnick, Associate Broker, The Overman Group.” Dybnick grins vacantly at Ike, reminding him of that officious, clean-cut guy who appears in Overman Group commercials before the movie trailers at Lincoln Plaza Cinemas (“Isn’t it time you moved up to Overman?”). Dybnick says that “Mr. Masler” tried to call Ike several times, but Ike’s phone was disconnected; Ike should call Masler for an explanation.

			Josh tries to lead the couple out, but Ike is still standing in the doorway. His apartment isn’t for sale, brother, Ike tells him. Josh opens his black folder and pulls out a double-sided sheet of paper: on one side is a breakdown of estimated mortgage and maintenance payments, on the other are color snapshots of Ike’s apartment beneath a double-decker headline: TWO BEDROOMS ON ELLINGTON BOULEVARD: AN UPPER UPPER WEST SIDE STEAL! Ike takes a moment before realizing that the apartment being depicted is his. Ellington Boulevard? Hardly anyone around here calls it that, just tourists and prospectors. Upper Upper West Side? Who came up with that name? This is Manhattan Valley.

			“I said my place isn’t for sale,” Ike says. He doesn’t know why in the world Josh and his “backup singers” think his apartment is on the block, he says, but for their information, he has a goddamn lease.

			But as he mentions the lease, Ike remembers that he doesn’t actually have one, not on paper. Even though he laid these floors himself, built this kitchen, helped install the tubs, toilets, and sinks in every apartment in the Roberto Clemente Building, all he has is a spoken sweat-equity agreement with Jerry Masler—in exchange for his labor, he could keep the apartment for $350 a month for as long as he wanted to live here. Jesus, Ike thinks. Now he can remember when Jerry urged him to buy this apartment for $80K, and even though the Funkshuns had their first Top 40 single out then and he could have swung the dough, he couldn’t believe anyone would pay that much just for a place to live. He has a goddamn lease, Ike repeats now, hoping that if he makes this assertion confidently enough, these people will leave him alone so he can call Jerry and find out what’s going on.

			Sure enough, Josh quickly maneuvers his customers past Ike and out the front door, the woman smiling apologetically, Darrell looking back at the dog. Once they have left, Ike can hear the three commiserating in the hallway as if he’d just tried to bum-rush them. He hears a man laughing, footsteps heading downstairs, the front door opening, closing. He walks to the window, Herbie following behind.

			Herbie places his paws on the windowsill beside Ike’s hands, and Ike puts an arm around Herbie and holds him close, bending down to feel the dog’s warm ear twitch against his cheek. Through the window, Ike and Herbie watch Darrell and his wife walk out into the cold, snowy night while Josh, folded OPEN HOUSE TONIGHT! banner under his arm, runs across the slick boulevard to flag down a cab. Ike walks to the bedroom and picks up his phone to call Jerry Masler but can’t get a dial tone. He knocks on Ricardo and Marlena’s door across the hall but nobody answers, and Buster doesn’t bark. So Ike calls Herbie, attaches the leash, and as the two head back out to get Ike’s luggage out of his truck, Ike notices that Ricardo and Marlena’s names are no longer on their mailbox. And as he is weighing this particular bit of information, he has already forgotten the music he was beginning to hear; at this moment, he doesn’t even remember that he was thinking of any melody at all. Snow is falling down harder, and as he walks east, Ike Morphy can’t escape the sensation that he has returned home only to learn that he has become a stranger here, that this city is no longer his.

		

	
		
			THE SELLER

			Mark Masler, current owner of apartment 2B in the Roberto Clemente Building, may not yet have learned all he needs to know about his late father Jerry Masler’s business and personal affairs, but he knows enough to have a pretty good hunch that, during the twenty years Ike Morphy has lived in apartment 2B at 64 West 106th Street, Jerry Masler never had him sign any sort of legal document. Had there been a lease, Mark surely would have found it in his father’s old files by now. And this is precisely what Mark will tell his broker, Josh Dybnick, when he calls him at eight this morning, a time Mark finds unreasonably late for anyone to be starting the workday.

			Not long ago, Mark Masler would never have been awake at this hour, unless he hadn’t gone to sleep at all—in which case he would have been nursing some hangover, returning bleary-eyed and cotton-mouthed from a party he had catered, arguing with or making love to some freak he had met at a concert or dance club. But this morning, as he sits behind the desk in the Union Square office suite that once belonged to his dad, he has already davened at shul, worked out at the gym, read the Wall Street Journal and the business section of the Post, responded to all his e-mails, and cycled through his voice messages—two from his attorney, Alan Ziegler; three from an increasingly agitated Ike Morphy; a half-dozen from commercial real estate brokers with properties to show him; even one from a young woman named Allie Scheinblum, who has called to say she recently saw Mark at a Shabbat service at the B’nai Akiva Synagogue in Riverdale and wants to invite him to deliver a speech to the temple’s Young Leaders Committee.

			Allie’s is the only female voice Mark has heard on his voice mail since June, when he returned home early from a men’s-only anger-management retreat to attend his father’s funeral and listened to the condolences of his first wife. But right now, the only urgent message is the one from Josh Dybnick regarding the most recent open house at the Clemente, where Josh reports that he met Rebecca Sugarman and Darrell Schiff, a couple who showed up at the end of the night and seemed very interested in Mark’s apartment until Ike Morphy entered with his dog, claiming to have a lease.

			Eight o’clock finally arrives. Mark Masler picks up the desk phone and calls Josh. The apartment is his, free and clear, Mark says, he’s sure of it. Late last year when he inherited all his father’s remaining properties and began selling them off, he actually did try, against his lawyer’s advice, to contact Ike to work out an arrangement, even waited to list the property with the Overman Group on the off chance that Ike might want to buy it. But at this late date, Mark will not allow Ike to cock up the plans he will finally put into action once the apartment has been sold. Let the guy find whatever agreement he thinks he has and show it to a lawyer, Mark tells Josh, then directs the broker to call back his potential buyers; the property has been on the block long enough and it’s time to move.

			The conventional wisdom about the men in the Masler family has always been that Jerry Masler was the mensch of all mensches, and this boy of his, this Mark, is the consummate schmuck. Mark knows this characterization is unfair and simplistic, but today, at the age of forty-two, as he speaks on the phone with Josh Dybnick, he understands how it came to gain currency; Jerry Masler’s act was a tough one to follow. In any city smaller than New York, Jerry would have had streets and buildings named after him, not just one small wing of St. Luke’s Hospital.

			Mark Masler spent his earliest years in Sunnyside, Queens, back in the days when his dad, a Manhattan real estate attorney, was still preaching thrift while saving for his family’s future. Then, the Maslers lived in a three-bedroom split-level with couches and armchairs wrapped in plastic, tablecloths used as slipcovers, and paper plates at the table in the kitchen, where Mark would help his mom, a full-time homemaker who idolized Mark and treated him as her favorite. Together, Luann Masler and her son would take leftovers and turn them into casseroles, loaves, pot pies, and tetrazzinis. But shortly after Mark’s mother died while he was in fourth grade, his two older sisters, Miriam and Bess, moved out, and Mark’s father married his longtime secretary, Carla Grilli. Realizing he had spent his professional life saving money for an idyllic future that would never arrive, Jerry Masler moved with Carla and Mark to the Upper West Side, retired early, and embraced a life of profligate spending. Take-out meals replaced Mark’s mom’s scrumptious home-cooked dinners; short rides in taxis and limos replaced long drives in the clunky Buick Century. Soon there was a summer home in Southampton, along with ski vacations in Aspen and monthlong trips to Europe, until Carla OD’d on cocaine, after which Jerry went back to work, turning his attention to housing activism, rededicating his life to providing for families other than his own.

			Up until the day he was killed by a hit-and-run driver while power walking to Central Park, Jerry Masler worked closely with the state attorney general’s office and New York’s Department of Housing Preservation and Development; he took advantage of the city’s Interim Lease and Dollar Sale programs, acquiring and developing delinquent and condemned properties, such as the abandoned five-story tenement at 64 West 106th Street, which he rehabbed with the help of several community leaders and Ike Morphy, an eager young black musician who had learned carpentry from his late father. Together, they converted 64 West into a condo building and named it after the Puerto Rico–born baseball star Roberto Clemente.

			Jerry’s wealth was always strangely demoralizing to his son Mark, who, until he discovered that his trust fund was not sufficiently generous to fully fund all his dream projects, had been under the impression he would never really have to work. If he had an innate sense of ambition that might have motivated him, after losing his mother he never developed it. And Jerry Masler was hardly a disciplinarian; he generally ignored his son’s poor grades, his truancy, and his other forms of bad behavior.

			At Wadleigh, a public high school Mark attended after flunking out of Dwight, he became a hell-raiser; he played football but was cut from the varsity team for making too many late hits, for engaging in too much horseplay in the showers, and for once tricking a field-goal kicker into performing blindfolded atomic sit-ups beneath the members of the defensive line. After graduating, he dropped out of two SUNY schools and City College; then he attended the Culinary Institute in Hyde Park with the vague idea that he might open his own restaurant someday, though he never knew what kind. He married Holly Kovacs at twenty-two but divorced her soon afterward, then married Tessa Minkoff and divorced her even more quickly. He drank too much, got fired by one restaurant, dried out at a clinic, did too much coke, got fired by another restaurant, dried out at a more expensive clinic, spent two weeks at a sex-addiction clinic but was asked to leave for his excessive boasting during group sessions.

			On the day of Jerry Masler’s funeral in the late spring, Mark hadn’t seen his father in half a year. He had finally forgiven his dad for marrying so quickly after his first wife had died, but still had grown to feel ashamed in the man’s presence, didn’t know how someone more than fifty years older than him could have so much drive. He didn’t like the old man’s unquestioning nature, vaguely resented that whenever he asked his dad for more cash to invest in some business—a skateboard and heavy-metal CD store, a mobile karaoke recording studio in the back of a stretch limo, a chain of roadside bathing and toilet facilities named S&S (Shit and a Shower)—Jerry Masler always indulged him. Mark had looked forward to a day when his father would tell him no, so that he wouldn’t feel so paralyzed by possibility. But Jerry would only grasp Mark’s knee or clutch his shoulder, then say, “Well, you tried your best, kid o’ mine.”

			After the funeral, however, Mark began to approach his life with new sobriety. It was time for him to take his place as an upstanding member of his community, his first wife, Holly, told him. On her advice, he cut his hair short, eighty-sixing the mullet he sported with pride long after it had fallen out of fashion. No more Grecian Formula; he kept the sideburns gray. He lost the necklaces and the bracelets, avoided all clubs and tit bars, swore off cheap sex with club girls and sous-chefs, vowed he would not travel to Vegas or Atlantic City anymore unless he had business to conduct there. He threw out most of his old headbanger CDs and began listening to U2, Bruce Springsteen, John Mayer, and Dave Matthews, because chicks his age dug those artists—most women over forty wouldn’t screw to Black Sabbath or Dokken unless they were freaks, and, sadly, mensches with reputations as pillars of their community weren’t supposed to date freaks.

			Now, Mark works out every day either in the basement gym of his high-rise building, the Landmark Apartments at 455 Central Park West, or at the West Side JCC; he jogs; he lifts weights; he watches MSNBC and the Financial Network while he’s on the StairMaster. He donates to the United Jewish Appeal, frequents forties-and-up singles’ events, and attends motivational talks given by Rudy Giuliani, Larry King, and Benjamin Netanyahu. He reads biographies of military men, inspirational books about mission-based leadership, life coaching, and human potential training. He subscribes to Money magazine, Commentary, and The American Standard. He has sold all his old gangster and porn videos on eBay and, to inspire his personal makeover, watches bodybuilding DVDs and motivational movies—Breaking Away, Pumping Iron, Exodus, Taxi zum Klo, The Raid on Entebbe, Rocky II–IV (not the original Rocky, though, because he could never feel inspired by a palooka who went the distance but got his ass kicked by Apollo Creed anyway). Recently, he has also begun accepting speaking invitations initially directed to his father, and lecturing not-for-profits and housing advocacy groups about keeping focused, maximizing effective leadership skills, and staying true to your mission, which, for Mark, is a business enterprise called “Rolls Restaurant & Wash.”

			Mark invented both the idea and the name while standing in the viewing corridor of the Riverdale White Glove, where he was having his yellow Hummer washed before shiva at his sister Miriam’s house. He had always liked the multiple implications of the name “Rolls”—dinner rolls with pats of butter on them, the rolling wheels of the Buick in which his mother had driven him to school, the rollmops and roll-ups she served at the Sunnyside dinner parties she hosted. Watching men in red jumpsuits buffing out his SUV, Mark wondered why they were working so slowly. Old Mark would lurk behind car wash employees, point out dings to his bumper and finish, then threaten to stiff them. New Mark felt no urge to watch, but there was no place to sit, nothing good to eat. Then came the idea: a car wash–cum–restaurant with pop tunes thumping out of a kick-ass sound system, hunky waiters in swimsuits and flip-flops serving the casseroles and pot pies Mark had enjoyed in Sunnyside. The business would pay tribute to the life he’d left behind before he moved with his father and stepmom to Manhattan. Start-up costs would be massive, though, and Mark knew that before he could secure the right lot on which to build the first Rolls Restaurant & Wash, he would need every penny he gained from the properties he was inheriting. Today, Roberto Clemente Building, #2B, is the only one that remains.

			Mark has finished his call with Josh Dybnick and is just preparing to dial Allie Scheinblum’s number to accept her invitation to speak at B’nai Akiva when his secretary, Maria Aquino, instant-messages to say that Ike Morphy is standing in their reception area and says he won’t leave until he has spoken with Mark. Maria says she has told Ike that Jerry Masler passed away months ago, but Ike still won’t go. She asks if she should call security. But Mark is a mature man now, always ready to face conflict head-on by utilizing the interpersonal skills he has honed during all-day motivational seminars at the Jacob K. Javits Convention Center. After he peers through his office window and gets a good look at the smooth-scalped, bespectacled jazzman slouching in his reception area—the man is undoubtedly another one of his father’s well-intentioned but misguided do-gooder projects—Mark, a former defensive tackle, becomes confident that, though Ike is a good deal taller than he is, he himself is stockier, has a lower center of gravity, and could whomp the man in a street fight should the need arise. He directs Maria to send Mr. Morphy into his office.

			Ike enters the office uneasily, almost as if he’s still looking for Jerry Masler, then realizing too late that he is not here. He shakes Mark’s hand and sits in the chair across from him. He says he is truly sorry to hear that Mark’s father has passed away—had he not been in Chicago with his mom, who also passed away recently, he certainly would have attended the funeral; losing any parent is rough, and Jerry was one of the most decent men he ever knew. Mark acknowledges Ike’s good wishes with a nod and a mouthed thank-you; he says he feels sorry for Ike’s loss, offers Ike a brief Jewish blessing for the bereaved (“No more sorrows; only good days”), then gets down to business. He asks if Ike has come to discuss the apartment. Mark says he tried to contact Ike before putting it on the market, but the phone was disconnected, and Ike’s new neighbor across the hall said he thought #2B was vacant.

			Ike recognizes Mark’s glib, ingratiating tone—it calls to mind the voices of record-company lawyers telling the band why royalty checks would be slow in coming, of slick PR guys explaining why he would have to hang around a photo shoot for another three hours. Still, he maintains his composure. He tells Mark he doesn’t know about all that, but he’s back home now and he’s planning to start working on his music again. He informs Mark of the sweat-equity agreement he made with Jerry Masler some twenty years ago—if Mark needs him to do some work on one of his apartments, he’ll oblige, but he won’t be moving out anytime soon.

			Yep, Mark says, Jerry Masler was truly a mensch, but sometimes more mensch than businessman. His father made many agreements in his life, but with the real estate market booming and an exciting business opportunity beckoning, now is the time to sell. In any event, he says, no buyer has made an offer yet, and even when he receives a signed contract, closing will probably take at least ninety days; Ike won’t have to move immediately.

			“But that’s not the agreement I made with your father,” says Ike.

			Maybe not, Mark says, but that’s the agreement now. Look, he says, the best situation for everybody would be for the two of them to reach their own agreement, if Ike could find the money to buy the apartment himself. Given that Ike had a relationship with his dad, he might even be able to cut the broker out of the deal, save Ike 6 percent.

			Ike waits to see if Mark is joking, but the man doesn’t crack a smile. Ike takes a breath—he hates nothing so much as being put in the position of having to ask for things. Does Mark think he has six hundred large just lying around? Ike asks. He reminds Mark that he has come here because of the agreement he made with Mark’s father; he still has, for all intents and purposes, a goddamn lease.

			Sure, says Mark, he’s heard about that lease, but where is it? Does it exist on paper?

			What difference does that make, brother? Ike asks. Mark’s father never gave a damn about paper.

			“But I do, ‘brother,’” says Mark, now knowing he was right: no lease ever existed—Ike cannot stand in his way. Mark removes his glasses, rubs his eyes, then reminds Ike that he is in charge now, and though he feels bad about Ike’s predicament, he really doesn’t have more time to discuss it. If Ike’s needs had been so important to Jerry Masler, he would have put their agreement on paper and Ike and Mark wouldn’t be having this discussion. Now, if Ike will excuse him, he has a busy day ahead of him.

			Ike looks at Mark long and hard but can’t think of anything to say that’s not either a petty, cutting remark or a pathetic, desperate plea. He could come off as some self-righteous hothead or some poor beggar; better to say nothing at all. As Mark advises him to “go in good health,” Ike walks out the door.

			Mark watches from his desk to make sure Ike exits the reception area without causing any trouble. Then he picks up the phone and dials Allie Scheinblum’s number. Why, of course he’ll speak to her and her young colleagues at shul, he says, adding that he’ll even waive his standard honorarium. He says he thinks that the topic on which he’d like to speak will be mastering people skills to achieve your mission—when you see something you want, you’ve got to know how to go for it, he says. He then calls Josh Dybnick one more time to tell his broker that he was right about that lease all along.

		

	
		
			THE BUYER

			The morning American Standard editorial meeting has ended and Rebecca Sugarman walks briskly back to her cubicle, where her telephone’s red voice-mail alert is blinking. Her first message as assistant literary editor—she feels almost embarrassingly giddy about it. After spending so many years sequestered in grad school, barely ever getting out of grim, isolated Morningside Heights, she is ecstatic to have a job in which she has contact with the outside world, to be working right in the nerve center of New York City with serious responsibilities at a publication she has long admired. Though the age of the average reader of The American Standard is still only slightly less than that of the magazine itself (sixty-two), and the readership has declined markedly in the past decade, Rebecca has been reading the magazine since age eleven, even longer if one counts the times when her father, Phil, would read the Standard’s short stories, essays, and jazz reviews aloud while feeding her from a bottle. Aside from Harper’s, The New Yorker, the New York Review of Books, The Atlantic Monthly, Foreign Affairs, The Economist, The New Republic, the Times Literary Supplement, In These Times, The American Prospect, The Nation, Mother Jones, and the Utne Reader, it is the only print periodical that Rebecca reads religiously.

			Rebecca has always loved how the Standard has maintained its wry sense of humor in its lengthy essays about politics and high culture; she has always appreciated how the monthly magazine has introduced new writers straight from the Ivy League in freshly pressed shirts and their fathers’ ties alongside rumpled, old-guard lefties who have written for the Standard since the Vietnam era. On the autumn day that she first interviewed here with longtime literary editor Elizabeth Fogelson, the vibe of the Garment District office seemed delightfully scrappy, energetic, retro, classic Manhattan, a scene right out of the boyhood of Rebecca’s father, who grew up in a working-class Hell’s Kitchen family, went to Harvard, and later became president of the Sugarman & Krayvitz jingle house in Boston. The view from the Standard’s dirty windows gave out onto an Eighth Avenue that was positively pulsing with life—button and fabric shops filled with customers sifting through the contents of dented cardboard boxes, twenty-four-hour Pakistani fast-food restaurants, kosher pizza and falafel joints, commuters and tourists shoving their way in and out of the Port Authority Bus Terminal.

			Inside the Standard office, Rebecca saw the musty lending library that was staffed Monday to Thursday from nine to one by Myrna Lanzmann, who had begun working here as a teenager in 1954; she saw the portable black-and-white TV that sat on the top shelf of a hall closet, to be taken down only to monitor key political events; she saw the rickety liquor trolley that was called into service every Friday at two. On a warped red Ping-Pong table, dutiful bloggers, such as the Evening Noose’s Nick Renfield, author of the Standard’s “Under the Radar” media column, were trading volleys with art and theater critics who still submitted their scrawl to the copy desk for transcription. Rebecca could not have imagined another place where she would have preferred to work—here, she could call herself something she had always dreamed of becoming: a New York editor.

			This morning, she had crowded into a southbound No. 1 subway car with a brand-new black leather bag crammed with reference books and style manuals. She’d carried a double espresso from Oren’s Daily Roast and a copy of the Times. Emerging from the train at Forty-second Street, she’d bounded breathlessly up the stairs with her coat unbuttoned, then walked—nearly glided—down icy Eighth Avenue, moving to the sounds of idling buses and taxis stuck in traffic, past pawnshops, electronics stores, and barbershops, past cramped, makeshift storefronts where African and Eastern European immigrants hawked knockoff handbags, until she reached the Standard’s offices on Thirty-seventh Street and sprinted up to the sixth floor.

			From her pristine cubicle, Rebecca now dials her voice-mail number and listens to a message from Darrell; she smiles at the novelty of her husband’s calling her at her new office. Darrell sounds uncharacteristically confident and professional, his voice deep, his speech fast, his vocabulary refreshingly devoid of swearwords. “We oughta move on this apartment,” he says, and he tells Rebecca to call him at home before he leaves for the library so they can discuss placing a bid on the condo in the Roberto Clemente Building. As Rebecca listens to this message a second time, she feels oddly thrilled that Darrell is displaying so much initiative. To her, his message is a sign of happier days to come—Darrell is finally expressing enthusiasm not only for an apartment, but for their future together.

			After deciding that they should move out of their cramped, Columbia University–owned, one-bedroom walk-up on Amsterdam Avenue and Seminary Row and buy a place with room for an as-yet-unconceived child, Rebecca asked Darrell to take charge of their real estate search, not because she necessarily trusts his judgment more than her own, and not because Darrell, a veteran teaching assistant in Columbia’s English and Comp Lit Department who has long since completed coursework and preliminary exams for his Ph.D., has the more flexible schedule. It is more because she senses that if she chooses the apartment, uses her parents’ money for the down payment with the real estate company that employed her dad’s firm to write its signature jingle (“Time to move up, move up, move up to Overman”), then Darrell might say the apartment isn’t really his. Which would be, of course, ridiculous. But, ever since their marriage four years ago in the Conservatory Garden of Central Park, followed by a reception at the Yale Club, Darrell has made the difference in their upbringings a frustratingly recurrent theme in their conversations.

			Darrell hardly hails from humble, bootstrapping origins—his parents, Peter Schiff and Margaret Finneran, are both English profs at the University of Wisconsin, which, granted, pays nowhere near as well as either Rebecca’s mother’s Boston obstetric practice or her father’s ad business. Rebecca did grow up in Cambridge, while Darrell’s family moved from one college town to another because, until they arrived in Madison, only his mother could ever achieve tenure. And yes, Darrell’s frugal folks, though well into their sixties, still live like pack rat grad students, driving a 1970 Volvo that Darrell calls the “crunk car” and living in an overstuffed ranch house in Madison, while the Sugarmans own a gorgeous four-bedroom colonial in Cambridge, a pied-à-terre in SoHo that Phil Sugarman uses when he’s in the city on business, and a nineteenth-century vacation home in Maine. But Phil volunteers on weekends teaching jazz composition to teenagers in Roxbury and has written and produced free jingles for Greenpeace and the Sierra Club, and Rebecca’s mom, Judith Mintz-Sugarman, puts in three afternoons a week at Planned Parenthood. If anything, Rebecca suspects that her father, who had given up his dream of playing music professionally and always urged his children to act more radically than he ever dared to, was disappointed that she chose to marry someone as familiarly white, overeducated, and middle-class as Darrell. Rebecca has never cared even slightly about money, never considers the topic unless Darrell forces her to do so, as on their first honeymoon night in the Grosvenor Hotel in London, when Darrell asked her to estimate the difference between the amounts his parents and hers had spent on the wedding. She told him she had no idea, only to wake up the next day and find on the pillow next to her a hand-drawn chart on which Darrell estimated the cost differential at $67,000.

			Now, whenever Rebecca suggests they dine out, Darrell insists on Sal & Carmine’s on Broadway for pizza slices, the 125th Street McDonald’s for burgers and shakes, or his favorite Tiemann Place pharmacy for turkey hoagies. And when Rebecca points out that she just doesn’t enjoy eating fast food on trays, Darrell says, “That’s ’cause you’ve never had to work for a living,” never mind that Darrell has only ever worked one real job aside from his teaching assistantship: three weeks at the downtown Madison Starbucks the summer before his senior year at Penn (he was fired when he refused to stop asking customers whether they “felt like taking a big crappuccino today”).

			What initially made Rebecca fall in love with Darrell when they met at Columbia, where both were being interviewed for the graduate English program, was just how little he seemed to care about money or appearances, how refreshingly frank and honest he appeared to be; his caustic and irreverent sense of humor seemed so much more genuine than the studied witticisms delivered by the earnest yet passionless Lit majors and teaching assistants who typically expressed interest in her. The other prospective male students at the catered reception in Columbia’s faculty lounge wore suits, ties, and polished shoes, but Darrell wore jeans, an un-tucked Kurt Cobain flannel shirt, an anorak, hiking boots, and a bucket hat. Later, during a cocktail reception at La Terrace, Darrell surveyed the other students in attendance, mumbled “What a bunch of fricking ass-kissing puds,” and then asked if Rebecca wanted to “blow this popsicle stand” and head out to the West End Tavern for some booze. And afterward, when they were drunk on gin and tonics, they had sex outside on an Arctic-themed mosaic bench on the site of the General Grant National Memorial—the first and only time Rebecca ever made love to a stranger. When Rebecca was back in school in New Haven and Darrell was in Philly, they talked on the phone for hours, and he always made her laugh. She liked the fact that Darrell was rough around the edges and seemed to be a work in progress; she knew her parents had made life easy for her and she longed to work hard for something she wanted, to make this relationship as successful as she knew it could become.

			Darrell and Rebecca decided that both would attend Columbia, even though Rebecca had received better offers from Berkeley, Yale, and Tufts, the latter of which Darrell, who had been accepted only by Columbia, told her to reject simply because the university’s name sounded “too pubic.” Nonetheless, Rebecca was elated to go to Columbia with Darrell; though she knew this was hopelessly dorky, whenever she thought about taking classes in the same halls where Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac had sat, speaking from the same lecterns that Lionel Trilling and Jacques Barzun had used, she got actual goose bumps. In New York, Darrell was the one who immediately began to grouse about graduate study—the absurdity of writing rarified essays and articles that fewer than two dozen people would read, the appropriateness of the fact that the university had been built on the site of a former lunatic asylum. He would bemoan the fact that he was turning into his pop, who had spent fifteen years writing an eight-hundred-page dissertation analyzing a mere six poems by Wordsworth that was turned down by more than twenty publishers before finding a home at a third-tier academic press.

			Darrell would bitch incessantly to Rebecca about ruining his eyesight and potentially contracting black lung disease by poring over brittle documents in this or that rare-books reading room or in the Butler Library “piles”—he never referred to them as “the stacks,” always “the piles.” Unlike Rebecca, who spoke fluent French and Hebrew, he had never had the attention span to master any foreign language, but he cursed in a variety of tongues, labeling fellow students culos, Arschlocher, bojis, jajis, chahts, langers, “pot-wallopers,” couillons, and salauds, and opining of his onerous teaching load that he had die Arschkarte gezogen (drawn the ass-card). As both student and teaching assistant, Darrell swore liberally in class, and he once informed a professor in a Renaissance poetry seminar that “seminar” and “semen” derived from the same root, which meant that seminars mostly concerned jerking off. As a T.A., he rarely remembered his students’ names, and in conversations with Rebecca referred to them only by the names of the Dr. Seuss characters he thought they resembled—the Bofa on the Sofa, Gertrude McFuzz, Gerald McBoing-Boing, the Wickersham Brothers. While discussing his professors, he would offer disparaging quotations from old-school hip-hop artists, such as Tupac Shakur, LL Cool J, and Ice Cube, frequently asserting that his dissertation chair, Bernard Ostrow, who had attended grad school in Minnesota with Darrell’s parents, could either “eat a dick straight up” or “autograph my nutsack.”

			But though Rebecca always attended cocktail parties and dinners with her students, her classmates, and her professors, while Darrell didn’t have any friends among his fellow graduate students, Rebecca was the one to leave the program, admitting to herself that “Something of Great Constancy,” her stalled dissertation on the wide gulf between the physical representations of love and the idealized descriptions of it in Shakespeare’s comedies, offered nothing new to her discipline. She suspected that Darrell had been right when he called her draft chapters “sappy,” and she wondered whether Darrell’s growing frustration with grad school resulted from the fact that he thought he had to compete with her. She justified dropping out to herself by deciding that she would prefer a career that would allow her to express her love for literature rather than spend her life overanalyzing and arguing about it. What was the point of living in the literature capital of the country when it seemed that her only contact with books came in libraries or classrooms that could have been anywhere in the world?

			Meanwhile, Darrell continued to hole up every night in “the piles,” procrastinating working on his own dissertation by writing increasingly preposterous articles about such topics as the unintended ribaldry in the work of nineteenth-century scribes (“But the Worm Shall Revive: The Strange Swinburnian Obsession with Erectile Tissue” “The Sunbeams Are My Shafts: Shelley’s Problematic, Self-Aggrandizing Priapism”). Rebecca took an entry-level PR job at Spofford & Quimby Publishers, where her uncle worked as an editor; she spent two not particularly fulfilling or edifying years there before returning to Columbia for a journalism degree, then nabbed the assistant literary editor position at The American Standard.

			The entire Standard staff had attended this morning’s editorial meeting, save for Elizabeth Fogelson, who had hired Rebecca. Fogelson was such a tough critic that all but the most desperate or naïve publishers had ceased sending books to her. One of her regular columns, “Books Not Worth Reviewing,” employed a system of literary analysis that she called “Page Sixty-seven, Paragraph Three.” She would open a book, turn to the sixty-seventh page, and if the third paragraph failed to inspire her, she would deem the book “not worth reviewing.” A collection of her criticism was published in 1967 in response to Susan Sontag’s Against Interpretation. The title of Fogelson’s collection was Against Everything.

			In truth, Rebecca had felt slightly relieved when she arrived this morning and saw that the lights were out in Fogelson’s office. Her sole interview with the literary editor had been harrowing, like a pop quiz in a subject she had never studied. Which early Bellow was worse, The Victim or Dangling Man? Wasn’t The Naked and the Dead overrated he-man agitprop? Which Alfred Kazin essay was most self-indulgent? Had anyone ever really finished reading Gravity’s Rainbow? Really? Who? Liar! Could anything be more preposterous than the sex scenes in John Updike’s Rabbit novels? And could Rebecca explain to her exactly why “Call me Ishmael” was supposed to be such a great opening line anyway? It was only three words long. Rebecca couldn’t recall saying anything coherent for the entire forty-five minutes, and spent weeks afterward lamenting her distressingly eager and wide-eyed performance, torturing herself with all the sharp, insightful answers she should have given but didn’t. Which was why she was so surprised to receive the call from Fogelson two months later; she half-wondered if the woman was confusing her with another job applicant.

			“No, my talented child,” Liz Fogelson said. “I have the right number, all right.”

			Now, Rebecca dials her husband at home. “Yeah?” Darrell asks. Lately, he sounds harried and peeved whenever he answers the phone, a fact that Rebecca ascribes to the impermanence of their living situation. Once they settle on an apartment and stop paying rent, Darrell can concentrate on what is most important, i.e., finishing his dissertation and starting a family.

			“So, I think we should move on this joint on ‘Duke Ellington Boulevard,’” Darrell tells Rebecca. He adds that the “unit” is “aggressively priced” and has “a lot of upside” to it. He continues, using more words that sound unnatural coming from him, words from which Rebecca’s parents have sheltered her for most of her life. Darrell suggests they make a bid that “comes within five percent of asking,” and that they research “option adjustable-rate mortgages” and lock in those “sweet rates” as soon as they can.

			Rebecca wonders at her husband’s newfound interest in the apartment on West 106th; she’d thought that, as was the case with all the other apartments they had seen, only she had liked it. On the taxi ride home, she remarked upon the vitality of the neighborhood, the thrill her father would get from her living on the street that had once been home to Duke Ellington and Billy Strayhorn, while Darrell only complained about the “fricking out-of-control crack addict squatter gangsta” and his “rabid-ass dog.” Still, Darrell was a contrarian, and when Rebecca observed that buying an apartment and displacing its tenant seemed both rude and hegemonic, Darrell scoffed at her “white liberal guilt trip,” then started enumerating the positive aspects of the place. And now, here he is on the phone, telling Rebecca he wants to call Joshua Dybnick and the lawyer and the “whip-smart mortgage broker” Josh has recommended. Rebecca doesn’t want to temper Darrell’s excitement; still, she reminds him that the apartment has been on the market for more than a month and they needn’t rush—perhaps her dad could see it before they make an offer, and in the meanwhile Darrell can look at some other apartments.

			At this proposal, Darrell turns irritable. Why, he asks, because “Daddy Warbucks” doesn’t trust them to make their own decisions? He says he hates receiving gifts with strings attached, then proceeds to quote race-car driver Willy T. Ribbs, declaring that he does not appreciate the idea of being “somebody’s boy,” that he will not say “Yes, suh” or “No, suh” to any man. Rebecca says another set of eyes is always helpful, but when she sees American Standard publisher and editorial director Chloe Linton approaching her cubicle, wearing an off-white business suit and a pale orange scarf that matches her pantyhose, Rebecca apologizes for questioning Darrell, quickly tells him she has to go, then advises him to do whatever he feels is right. If the Clemente apartment is the one he wants, they’ll bid on it.

			Rebecca looks up and smiles nervously at Chloe, who stands outside her cubicle, smelling strongly of Jean Naté perfume. Rebecca wonders if Chloe will chastise her for making a personal call during business hours. But when Rebecca hangs up the phone, Chloe instead tells her that the two of them need to meet immediately to discuss Rebecca’s new responsibilities as the Standard’s acting literary editor because Elizabeth Fogelson has just resigned.

		

	
		
			This book is dedicated to
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