
		
			Praise for The Seductive Lady Vanessa of Manhattanshire

			 

			“Kaufman has written a witty and utterly original take on the Don Quixote story—charming and unexpected.”

			—	Miranda Heller, author of NYT bestseller The Paper Palace

			 

			“Mad times call for mad literature. Seth Kaufman’s zany and hilarious re-interpretation of the Don Quixote legend, via a delusional, middle-aged, romance novel junkie on the Upper West Side, lives up to the challenge. Also, it has a happy ending! Insofar as the novel otherwise defies description, I strongly recommend you read it yourself.”

			— Lucinda Rosenfeld, author of Class

			 

			“The Seductive Lady Vanessa is tailor-made for all book addicts seeking fun, adventure, and laughter. But romance fans will find themselves particularly smitten as Lady Vee and her Brooklyn-born lady-in-waiting caper through modern Manhattan(shire) looking for love in all the wrong places. Like its forerunners Don Quixote and Pride and Prejudice, the book smuggles in deep human issues amid the antics: addiction in sneaky modern forms, loneliness amid vast crowds, and acceptance of self as a bridge to freedom. This is a wonderful, sharp, and laugh-out-loud work that takes a kind-eyed look at the risks, struggles, and rewards of wanting a little love now.”

			— Robin McLean, author of Pity the Beast

			 

			“In The Seductive Lady Vanessa of Manhattanshire, Seth Kaufman not only brings Don Quixote’s obsession with chivalric romances into the 21st century through the hilarious Manhattanite Lady Vee’s mad passion for romance novels, but he also updates Cervantes’s narrator Cide Hamete Benengeli through the suspenseful story of the Egyptian Aisha Benengeli, this novel’s ‘author.’ A fit successor to the many works of wit and satire that have followed the path of Don Quixote de la Mancha, Kaufman’s novel will satisfy readers seeking both Cervantes’s metafictional play and ironic jabs at self-fashioning as well as Jane Austen’s gentle satire of the business of romance.”

			—Rachel Schmidt, author of Forms of Modernity: Don Quixote and Modern Theories of the Novel
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Translator’s Note #1

			As a well-known Arabic scholar, I often receive requests to translate rare and challenging texts into English. But no assignment has ever left me as disturbed and perplexed as the strange tale I share with you now. It arrived in my mailbox, postmarked from Cairo, on March 3, 2019.

			This is the correspondence that accompanied the manuscript:

			Dear Ms. Noor,

			The enclosed pages were inadvertently purchased in a shop in Cairo’s Khan el-Khalili souk. Ali Mohammed, an illiterate trader with exceptionally large teeth, was hawking a large brown Yves Saint Laurent handbag festooned with the designer’s initials. He informed me he had purchased it from a man who claimed that his sister-in-law’s brother’s wife’s cousin’s cousin had worked in a hotel and was given the bag by an Egyptian-American woman. For a reason she did not reveal, the hotel worker was very distressed and asked her relatives to get rid of this exceptionally well-designed brown carryall. That was all he could tell me. I bought the item from the vendor and later discovered the manuscript inside. My wife got the bag and I, in turn, got a headache trying to make sense of the strange story recounted in the pages, which I am now forwarding to you. I consider myself a modern man, but much of the story, written by someone named Aisha Benengeli, seems incomprehensible to me. Vertical chariot? Five Alarm Hothouse? What are these things? I soon gave up reading. Perhaps a gifted scholar such as yourself, who understands the Arabic language along with the unfathomable mysteries of American culture, will be able to make sense of this story.

			Sincerely,

			Sadeki Salah

			I began at once to examine the manuscript Sadeki Salah had enclosed. I read deep into the night, transfixed, confused and shocked by a tale so bizarre, so comical, and yet so tragic that it stands far apart from all the other works I have encountered in my many decades as a translator of Arabic texts—including the beloved The False and Fallen Pharaoh of Luxor and His Army of Magical Asps by Faisal Bin Mohammed, and the classic of early Egyptian erotica Midnight at the Oasis: 101 Forbidden Tales of the Karnak Gardens.

			It is every translator’s task not only to render the author’s words comprehensible in a different language but also to understand the goals, intent, and deeper themes of the author and convey them with a sort of invisible clarity.

			In the case of The Seductive Lady Vanessa of Manhattanshire: A Novel and its mysterious author, Aisha Benengeli, I had only the raw Arabic text to serve as my guide. I believe I have captured the tone and complex vision of the enigmatic and, as you will see, troubled Ms. Benengeli. Her creation, Lady Vanessa, is a confounding character. But I have come to admire Lady Vee’s spirit, madness, and mission, as well as the vision of her creator, who, as the story progresses, also shares her own strange tale.

			At the risk of stating the obvious, I hope I have rendered the vision of Ms. Benengeli with the accuracy she deserves and that readers will share my amazement, delight, concern, and admiration for both the author and her singular heroine.

			 

			Oona Noor

			Manhattan, NY

			September 23, 2019





Chapter 1

			In which Lady Vanessa loses her senses, accosts a plumber, and receives an unwanted literary cleansing

			When Maxine More started speaking in a faux English accent, announced she was “technically a virgin,” and declared the only name she would answer to was Lady Vanessa of Manhattanshire, her daughter Emma decided to go uptown and pay her mother a visit.

			Emma’s mission of mercy was already late in coming. Two weeks earlier, after resigning from her job as a kindergarten teacher, Maxine had begun to fully transform herself into Lady Vanessa.

			She discovered an enormous circular lampshade lying discarded in her building’s basement and had a vision. In a dangerous fever of industry, Her Ladyship stripped off the lampshade’s dusty canvas covering, stitched two tablecloths together, and affixed them to the wire frame.

			The result was a horrendous, ill-fitting creation—green and black gingham on one side and pink with white floral accents on the other—that Lady Vanessa deemed “a farthingale,” or hoop skirt. Other than the eyesore color scheme and the shoddy needlework, the chief problem with Lady Vanessa’s getup was the fact that the foundational lampshade wire was circular and lacked the precise shaping—flat at the front, wide at the side, and bulbous at the back—to assure the vast acreage of the dress would swell and rise in her wake, as such dresses are meant to do.

			Instead, Lady Vanessa stood marooned in the middle of her abominable handiwork. The skirt swelled in a circular fashion around her hips, leaving the remainder of her unwired drapes flapping around her legs, for the lampshade frame was little more than a sturdy, too-large chassis and failed, as true hoop skirts do, to accentuate the posterior with wire support all the way down to the floor.

			As for her face, Lady Vanessa was a firm believer that less makeup is not more for women of a certain age. Although youth might be served with only a faint powder, a mild shade of lipstick, or a dab of blush to bring out the rosiness of cheeks, she did not believe such restraint would work for her forty-eight-year-old face. In her hands, a simple compact became a weapon of self-destruction. Maxine’s bright blue eyes, dark hair, prominent nose, and full-lipped mouth were rather fetching and needed no camouflage, but they were obliterated by her transformation into Lady Vanessa.

			Taking a page out of Daphne Warrenspunk’s The Widow’s Revenge and the wisdom of its heroine, Melanie Raft—a chaste, kind cosmetologist whose late movie-producer husband was blackmailed into leaving his entire estate to the children of his first wife—Lady Vanessa made Melanie’s observation that “lips are the ultimate lure of love” into the first commandment of personal grooming.

			She was never without a rouged mouth. And, again thanks to heartbroken, desperate Melanie, who swore by bright magentas, impassioned cherries, and scandalous scarlets, Lady Vanessa favored loud, glistening lipstick.

			But her fiery crimson mouth was just the beginning of her misguided transformation. She applied moisturizer to her cheeks, dried and powdered them, and added a thick layer of  blush. She plucked and buffed her eyebrows and caked her naked lashes heavily with mascara. In her mind—and in the mind of fictional Melanie, who triumphantly rose above her calamitous fate to find a perfect mate of body and soul in Lyle Sanderson, her dead husband’s kindhearted cameraman—the contrast between the various red shades and the darkening of the eyes enhanced the riot of tonal beauty.

			In Lady Vanessa’s hands, however, the makeup resulted only in visual chaos. The lipstick often wound up smeared on her teeth so that her smile resembled an unrepentant cannibal’s grin. The blush lent her face a clownish mien. And her dark zombie eyes were more alarming than alluring.

			The unsettling sight of Lady Vanessa brazenly strolling Broadway’s crowded sidewalks was something passersby would not soon forget. Some thought she looked like a walking, anthropomorphized junk shop. Others wondered if she was some kind of street performer or bizarre master clown. Discerning pedestrians looked at Lady Vanessa and saw madness, while the more empathetic gazed at her face and saw tragedy.

			Although most streetwise citizens gave Lady Vanessa a wide berth as she proudly strutted her mangled Georgian look—her hoop skirt dragging along the filthy pavement, her face a riot of color—more than one well-meaning pedestrian approached her, motivated by sympathy and concern.

			“Oh my god! Who did that to you?” said a shocked young woman sporting a buzzcut and a “Be the Change!” T-shirt. “I hope he’s in jail!”

			“Excuse me?” said a perplexed Lady Vanessa.

			“Do you have a place to go? I volunteer at a women’s shelter.”

			“My good woman, I cannot fathom a word of your meaning!” declared Lady Vanessa. “I am Lady Vanessa of Manhattanshire, and I have resided in this precinct for nearly three decades!”

			“Oh. I thought—”

			“I have no idea what you thought. But it is customary to curtsy before those with the status of a ladyship. But I see you are like my daughter: utterly clueless when it comes to comportment.”

			“Sorry! My bad,” said the good Samaritan, rolling her eyes. “Have a nice day.”

			This was far from the only encounter provoked by Lady Vanessa’s unique ensemble.

			On various promenades, other well-meaning men and women—including a pastor and a social worker—also asked if Lady Vanessa needed help, suspecting the racoon-eyed results of the strangely dressed woman’s cosmetological efforts were masking a beating.

			“Excuse me, ma’am,” said the social worker. “Can I give you a number to call if you are having relationship problems? Or have been assaulted?”

			These encounters always left Lady Vanessa confused. “I’ve been divorced for well over a decade!” she declared to the misguided do-gooders. “The only assault I have ever endured is the one taking place right now!”

			On the day her daughter Emma arrived at her mother’s West End Avenue apartment, the self-described “Lady of the Manor” was about to set out for a “secret assignation.”

			“That’s redundant, Mom. Assignations are always secret. And you look ridiculous.”

			Lady Vanessa was decked out in a new ensemble, the centerpiece of which was a ragged hoop skirt she’d found at a Thespians of Broadway rummage sale. As Emma gazed at her mother’s ratty dress, the rouge on her cheeks, the bonnet on her head, and parasol in her hand, she thought this so-called “Lady” looked like a fallen woman at a Renaissance fair who had imbibed too much Ye Olde Ale.

			“You’re just jealous,” murmured Lady Vanessa. “Your aerodynamic figure is no match for the allure of my curves and comeliness.”

			Emma, a slender young woman with jet-black hair and oversized glasses that made her seem smaller than she was, shook her head in disbelief and tried to make sense of her mother’s disturbing condition.

			 Her mother was obsessed with what she sometimes referred to as “my stories,” “my inspirations,” or “my touchstones.”

			These were books wherein hearts heave or cleave—and often do both—before finally melting and melding with a perfect man, but only after overcoming such suitably dramatic obstacles as: evil sisters; vicious stepmothers; lascivious step-fathers; stolen inheritances and titles; conniving, gold-digging ex-wives; family cruelties; crippling illnesses; bodily injury; penury; and all other manner of personal devastation.

			Although the books varied in subject, milieu, and lustiness, Emma knew them not as “my touchstones,” in her mother’s parlance, but as the bodice-ripping romances they were.

			She also understood—thanks to her mother’s enraptured and endless recounting of the plotlines—that these books all dealt with the unshakable longings of hearts and loins and the heroine’s brave quest to live in blissful union with the perfect mate.

			The men in these books were vastly different from those Lady Vanessa had encountered in her once-fledgling but now completely dormant dating life. Indeed, the male species populating the pages of these romances did not arrive at the door with a twelve-pack of beer and a plan to watch six hours of football on TV. Nor did they call from a bar at one thirty in the morning to ask if “you’re in the mood for a visit” or inquire, “What are you wearing?” in slurred voices. And if they were delayed in their arrival for a date, it was not due to a mishap on the subway or “extra innings” or an alleged “son-of-a-bitch boss”—it was because they were   closing a multibillion-dollar business deal, solving a kidnapping, or stricken with a case of sudden amnesia. That’s assuming they weren’t helping a runaway bride free herself from a black-hearted villain, or another woman was conspiring to win his attention and they were too well-mannered to dismiss the cunning bitch.

			Or, just as likely, they were avenging a grievous wrong—a stolen inheritance, a callous power play, a blood libel against the family, responding to a five-alarm fire with children in dire need of rescue, or helping save an elderly aunt’s crumbling farm from a murderous thief—or any of the various and sundry daily quandaries someone such as a pirate, billionaire, or secret son of a king might find himself involved in.

			These unique characters were “real men” to Lady Vanessa, ideal specimens who encompassed a perfectly calibrated combination of masculine beauty, elegant manners, royal comportment, testosterone-driven courage, and heroic inclinations that were sometimes, almost tragically, mistaken as criminal behavior.

			Oh, there were other types, too, and Lady Vanessa had studied them all. Handsome and hunky but all-suffering; buff and blond but hurt and victimized; black haired with piercing blue eyes but haunted by dark secrets, tragic lost loves, enforced betrothals, or stolen fortunes; impossibly decent but cursed by fate’s unfathomable injustices.

			There were also the tattooed and grease-stained bikers, driven from their beloved homesteads by jealous and greedy siblings; billionaire businessmen lonely for understanding; secret agents with a mistake that haunted them—all soul-wounded, God-fearing men who would never take advantage of a lady, no matter how much that lady might be ready for an advantage to be taken.

			And speaking of advantage being taken, there was one other variant of the species: rogues. These were men of unbridled passion and unrivaled good looks and charm who refused to let the subterranean passions of a woman lie dormant. A rogue’s conquest would, however, often be his undoing. While bedding the object of his affection, an unsurpassed sexual encounter would transpire and a rogue would find himself transformed by the loving and lusty response of the woman he had seduced and, having tasted true love’s nectar, find himself unable to live without it. A modern-day, true drop-your-knickers rogue was rare, as Emma understood it, but might prove to be a true ticket to happiness.

			“Mom,” said Emma, “you’re from New Jersey. Your name is Maxine. You live on the Upper West Side. You’re forty-eight, and if you’re a virgin, well then, I guess I must be Jesus. Also, I’m almost twenty-two, which means the child support payments from Dad—which I never get anyway—are going to stop pretty soon. And you quit your job. So let’s try to get back to reality, okay?”

			“Balderdash and poppycock, Emma,” declared Lady Vanessa. “I said ‘technically’ because I have never truly given my heart to my perfect soulmate. I remain a lady with my heart intact and I shall comport myself as such. Now allow me to summon the vertical chariot so I may go meet the duke, earl, billionaire, fireman, or cowboy of my destiny.”

			“Maria!” Emma called, hoping her mother’s twice-a-week cleaning woman was there. “Maria! Are you here?”

			“I have given Maria the day off. What I do with my staff is my business. I’m sure you are just after my suitors, anyway, you vile temptress.”

			“Mom! I’ve got a boyfriend, remember? Nick?”

			Lady Vanessa stepped out of her apartment, walked toward the elevator, and then turned to her daughter. “Nick? The boy who dallies with computers?”

			“Yes. The guy I’ve been dating for eighteen months!”

			“After your virtue, no doubt, on the slim chance you still have it.”

			“Mom!”

			The elevator door opened. A man wearing coveralls stepped out. The logo on his chest pocket identified him as an employee of Grey’s Plumbing. He was, in truth, an uninspiring figure. His sparse, wildly sprouting hair was in need of a barber, his posture in need of alignment, his stature in need of height, his girth in need of reduction, and his pants, as anyone who witnessed him kneeling on the job would see, greatly in need of a belt.

			But Lady Vanessa gazed at the plumber, glimpsed the company name on his shirt, and saw an entirely different man.

			“Christian,” she gasped. “I see you have finally come to your senses and left that tramp Anastasia. I know we—”

			“I’m here for apartment Twelve C.”

			“Oh, no! I live in Twelve F, silly man! Do come in.” She grabbed his arm and, noticing his bag of plumber tools, said, “Oh, you’ve brought your wicked bag of restraints! How presumptuous! You know I am a woman of great beauty and decorum.”

			The plumber sent a look of appeal to Emma, who was paralyzed with embarrassment, and said, “I’m pretty sure the work order said Twelve C. Clogged pipes?”

			“I can assure you that no one who has ever felt the gift of my passion has complained of clogged pipes,” said Lady Vanessa. “Now, my handsome multimillionaire, come inside and woo me.”

			The plumber stopped and turned again to Emma, who was wondering if she should ask her mother if her pipe cleaning reference obliterated any claims to virginity.

			“Am I getting filmed?” he asked. “You know, punked or catfished? Like that old show my grandma watched? Candid Camera?”

			“Mom! Please leave this man alone. He’s come to fix the pipes in Mr. Miller’s apartment.”

			“Christian Grey, is this one of your power trips? Taunting me? Teasing me? Well, it’s working, but I shall turn the tables on you, for my womanly presence is a powerful aphrodisiac widely known to billionaire industrialists, firemen, and soldiers in Manhattanshire and beyond, as well as men whose first loves died tragic deaths and whose hearts are wounded beyond any hope of repair!”

			And with that declaration, Lady Vanessa slapped the bewildered plumber in the face.

			“Jesus, Mom!”

			“Lady, are you fucking nuts?”

			“That is for ignoring me and spending time with that little harlot Anastasia. Consider yourself lucky that none of my hulking, be-muscled construction worker or engine company woo-ers are around to defend my honor.”

			By this time, Arlene Gold, the retired librarian who lived in apartment 12E and had curly, salt-and-pepper hair and a perpetually earnest expression of concern on her face, and Natalie Ringer, the upbeat waitress with strawberry-blonde hair and an extensive collection of track suits in 12A, had come out to the hallway.

			“What’s going on? Everything all right?” asked Arlene.

			“This friggin’ nutjob just slapped me in the face for no reason,” said the plumber.

			“Are you okay?” said Natalie.

			“Yeah, I’m fine. But she’s outta her mind,” said the plumber, nodding toward Maxine.

			“My mother has gone a little off the deep end,” cried Emma. “I’m so sorry, sir.”

			The two neighbors approached Maxine.

			“Let’s go inside and have a cup of tea, Maxine,” said Arlene, putting her hand on her distraught neighbor’s arm.

			“Vassals! Serfs! Enemies of true love! Take your hands off me! I am Lady Vanessa, known far and wide as the beautiful maiden of Manhattanshire.”

			“Please, Mom,” said Emma, pulling her mother back into the apartment. She called out to the plumber. “I’m so sorry, sir. She’s really not well.”

			“Of course I’m well. It is Mr. Grey who requires a lady’s help!”

			“My name is Ernie Murphy, you freaking crazy person!”

			Mr. Miller, the tall, unfailingly polite and smiling inhabitant of 12C, who always wore a tweed blazer—even, apparently, while relaxing in his own home—suddenly opened his apartment door.

			“Hello!” he boomed. “Did a plumber come—”

			“Mr. Miller?” said Ernie Murphy.

			“Yes! Ah, there you are! Come in, come in. Is everything alright?”

			“Not really, but I’ll survive,” said the plumber, nodding at Lady Vanessa while turning his forefinger in circles at the side of his head.

			“Oh,” said Mr. Miller, flashing a look of confusion.

			“Maxine mistook him for someone else, Mr. Miller. She’s not herself,” explained Natalie, before heading into Maxine’s apartment.

			Arlene and Natalie helped Emma usher Lady Vanessa into her bedroom. They waited with Lady Vanessa while Emma made a cup of chamomile tea spiked with Ambien. They helped Lady Vanessa disrobe, a process that was quite an ordeal given her garters, girdle, bustier, camisole, hoop, stockings, and lacy unmentionables. Finally, after finishing her tea in a huff, Lady Vanessa’s eyes began to close and she collapsed onto her bed.

			“Are you alright?” Natalie asked Emma.

			“I’m fine. But my mother has let her damn books get into her head.”

			“You mean the romances?”

			“Exactly. Come and look.”

			Emma led them to the dining room, which no longer served its original purpose. The large table and a matching set of chairs in the middle of the room were covered with teetering stacks of well-worn paperbacks. Some of the covers of these books featured women in elaborate Georgian-era finery. Others depicted men and women clenched in various dramatic embraces. Still others featured the chiseled midriffs of muscular, bare-chested men. The bookcases that lined the walls were also stuffed, their shelves sagging under the weight of romances wedged into every available inch of space.

			“Oh my,” murmured Arlene with a sense of horror and admiration. “This is impressive.”

			“Impressive? These books have destroyed her life!” said Emma.

			“Are they all romances?”

			“Yes. She reads them nonstop, muttering and moaning all the way through. And when she’s not reading, she has conversations with unseen lovers and tries to introduce me to these apparitions! Or worse, she accuses me of trying to steal them away from her. She needs serious help.”

			“Maybe you should call her doctor,” said Arlene. “Or a psychiatrist.”

			“She refuses to see anyone but her dermatologist and her dentist.”

			“Oh dear.”

			“We should start by getting rid of these books,” Emma said. “I’m sick of them.”

			“Why don’t you see if her doctor will make a house call today?” asked Natalie. “I know it’s a long shot, but give it a try. Arlene and I will start going through this collection and root out the worst offenders. Right, Arlene?”

			“Sure. I was a librarian for thirty years. Weeding out books comes with the territory. We always had to make room on the shelves for new books.”

			“No! No more books, please God!” said Emma, heading toward the phone in the kitchen.

			The two neighbors turned to survey the room and realized the daunting task ahead of them.

			“Where do we start?” wondered Natalie.

			“Here!” Arlene Gold plucked a book off the shelf. “Damn that Tabitha Hartland. She has a lot to answer for. All those demure damsels and those dreadful circular covers that look as if they were drawn on porcelain plates. She shall be the first to burn.”

			“No, certainly that honor goes to this,” said Natalie Ringer, holding up a copy of Diamond Hard by Sonia Horn. “This carnal catalog is nothing more than porn dressed in love’s clothing.”

			“True, but that was nothing compared to her second effort, Diamond in the Buff. Grab that too! It was a smut fest with little else to recommend it.”

			“Well, Salome did help cure Darryl’s low blood pressure.”

			“And I suppose she stopped Aunt Agatha marrying that cad who was only after her money.”

			“Still, that scene in the bathroom was totally inappropriate.”

			They tossed all three books to the floor.

			“Now,” said Arlene Gold, “it seems to me that Donna Reeves’s Five Alarm Hothouse has much to answer for.”

			“I never heard of it. My uncle is a fireman.”

			“Did he look like this?” Arlene Gold held up a book. On the cover, a swarthy, shirtless man with rippling six-pack abs wrapped a gorgeous blonde in his arms.

			Natalie Ringer took the book, studied it, and said, “Maybe eighty or ninety pounds ago.”

			“My point exactly. Here. She has the entire series: Red, Hot, and Brave, Brave & Buff, Brave & Built, Burning Desires, The Company Man, Five Alarm Hothouse to the Rescue, Conflagrations & Palpitations, and the absolutely filthy Fire Pole.”

			They flung these overheated odes to the bravest onto the floor as well.

			“Now look. An entire bookcase devoted to Nanette Meyer,” huffed Natalie Ringer.

			“I admit that of all the raconteurs of romance, Meyer has her strong points.”

			“The Harmony series?”

			“Yes! Her glorious rendering of civil society, the clothes, the parties, the manners. I must confess a weak spot.”

			“But look what they’ve done to Lady Vanessa. I mean, Maxine. They’ve cast a spell on her and ruined her mind!”

			“True, but at least they’re devoted to ladies and not the strumpets that populate, say, Consent and Control or Whip Smart or The Pound & The Fury.”

			“Is that the one about Jessica Hume, the impoverished, kind, and curvaceous woman who runs a rescue shelter, and the handsome, irreparably damaged dog walker, Brett Ravelle, who doesn’t know he’s been left a fortune by an old client?”

			“Yes, though I only skimmed it.”

			“I’m younger than you, Arlene. And frankly, those more modern books get my heart beating a bit faster than Meyer’s Harmony’s Choice. But no matter our different tastes, the fact remains: these books seem to have propelled poor Maxine into a psychosis.”

			Arlene Gold sighed. “You’re right, Natalie.”

			“How’s it going?” Emma returned to the room.

			“Very well. But we’re going to need some empty boxes to dispose of this overheated garbage.”

			“I’m way ahead of you,” Emma said, brandishing a box of large garbage bags. “Anything else?”

			“No,” said Natalie Ringer, “unless you want to help us
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