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      Prologue

      It was only a part in a TV series, and only a one-bedroom apartment in New York. But parts of any kind, much less decent ones,
         were hard to come by, and even in Los Angeles, everyone knew the value of a pied-à-terre in Manhattan. And the script arrived
         on the same day as the final divorce papers.
     

      If real life were a script, a movie executive would have stricken this fact as “too coincidental.” But Schiffer Diamond loved
         coincidences and signs. Loved the childlike magic of believing all things happened for a reason. She was an actress and had
         lived on magic nearly all her life. And so she took the part, which required moving back to New York City for six months,
         where she would stay in the one-bedroom apartment she owned on Fifth Avenue. Her initial plan was to stay in New York for
         the duration of the shoot and then return to L.A. and her house in Los Feliz.
     

      Two days after she took the part, she went to the Ivy and ran into her most recent ex-husband, lunching with a young woman.
         He was seated at a table in the center of the room, reveling in his new status as the president of a network, and given the
         deference the staff showed the young woman, Schiffer understood the young woman to be his new girlfriend. She was rumored
         to be a concert pianist from a renowned family, but had the glossy appearance of an expensive prostitute. The relationship
         was a cliché, but twenty-five years in Hollywood had taught Schiffer that men never minded clichés, especially when the cliché concerned
         the penis. Shortly thereafter, when she handed her ticket to the valet and stood outside the restaurant in her sunglasses,
         she decided to sell the house in Los Feliz, make a clean break of it, and move back to One Fifth.
     
[image: image]
“Schiffer Diamond has taken a part in a TV series,” Enid Merle said to her nephew, Philip Oakland.

      “She must be desperate,” Philip said, half-jokingly.

      Enid and Philip occupied two of the second best apartments in One Fifth, located on the thirteenth floor with adjoining terraces,
         separated by a charming white picket fence. It was across this fence that Enid now spoke to her nephew. “It may be a very
         good part,” Enid countered, consulting the piece of paper she held in her hand. “She’s going to play a mother superior who
         leaves the church to become the editor in chief of a magazine for teenagers.”
     

      “Now, there’s a believable concept,” Philip said, with the sarcasm he reserved for most matters Hollywood.

      “About as believable as a giant reptile that terrorizes New York. I wish you’d quit screenplays and go back to writing serious
         novels,” Enid said.
     

      “Can’t,” Philip said with a smile. “I’m desperate.”
     

      “It may be based on a true story,” Enid continued. “There was a woman—Sandra Miles—who was a mother superior and became an editor in chief. Back in the seventies. I had her to dinner
         once or twice. A thoroughly miserable woman, but that may have been due to her husband’s cheating. Being a virgin for so long,
         it’s possible she never got the sex part right. In any case,” Enid added, “the series shoots in New York.”
     

      “Uh-huh,” Philip said.

      “I suppose we’ll be seeing her around the building again,” Enid said.
“Who?” Philip said, trying to appear uninterested. “Sandra Miles?”

      “Schiffer Diamond,” Enid said. “Sandra Miles left New York years ago. She may even be dead.”

      “Unless she stays in a hotel,” Philip said, referring to Schiffer Diamond.

      “Why on earth would she do that?” Enid said.

      When his aunt had gone back in, Philip remained on his terrace, staring out at Washington Square Park, of which he had a superior
         view. It was July, and the park was lush with greenery, the dry August heat yet to come. But Philip wasn’t thinking about
         foliage. He was miles away, standing on a dock on Catalina Island twenty-five years before.
     

      “So you’re the schoolboy genius,” Schiffer Diamond said, coming up behind him.

      “Huh?” he said, turning around.

      “They tell me you’re the writer of this lousy movie.”

      He bristled. “If you think it’s so lousy—”

      “Yes, schoolboy?” she asked.

      “Then why are you in it?”

      “All movies are lousy by definition. They’re not art. But everyone needs money. Even geniuses.”

      “I’m not doing it for the money,” he said.

      “Why are you doing it?”

      “To meet girls like you?” he asked.

      She laughed. She was wearing white jeans and a navy blue T-shirt. She was braless and barefoot and tanned. “Good answer, schoolboy,”
         she said, starting to walk away.
     

      “Hey,” he called after her. “Do you really think the movie is lousy?”

      “What do you think?” she asked. “Besides, you can never really judge a man’s work until you’ve been to bed with him.”

      “Are you planning to go to bed with me?” he said.

      “I never plan anything. I like to see what happens. Life’s much more interesting that way, don’t you think?” And she went
         to do her scene.
     
A minute later, Enid’s voice startled Philip out of his reverie. “I just talked to Roberto,” she said, referring to the head
         doorman. “Schiffer Diamond is coming back today. A housekeeper was in her apartment this week, getting it ready. Roberto says
         she’s moving back. Maybe permanently. Isn’t that exciting?”
     

      “I’m thrilled,” Philip said.

      “I wonder how she’ll find New York,” Enid said. “Having been away for so long.”

      “Exactly the same, Auntie,” Philip said. “You know New York never changes. The characters are different, but the play remains
         the same.”
     

      Later that afternoon, Enid Merle was putting the finishing touches on her daily gossip column when a sudden gust of wind slammed
         shut the door to her terrace. Crossing the room to open it, Enid caught sight of the sky and stepped outside. A mountain of
         thunderclouds had built up on the other side of the Hudson River and was rapidly approaching the city. This was unusual, Enid
         thought, as the early July day hadn’t been particularly hot. Gazing upward, Enid spotted her neighbor Mrs. Louise Houghton
         on her own terrace, wearing an old straw hat and holding a pair of gardening shears in her gloved hand. In the last five years,
         Louise Houghton, who was nearing one hundred, had slowed down, spending most of her time attending to her prizewinning roses.
         “Hallo,” Enid called loudly to Mrs. Houghton, who was known to be slightly deaf. “Looks like we’re in for a big thunderstorm.”
     

      “Thank you, dear,” Mrs. Houghton said graciously, as if she were a queen addressing one of her loyal subjects. Enid would
         have been annoyed if not for the fact that this was Mrs. Houghton’s standard response to just about everyone now.
     

      “You might want to go inside,” Enid said. Despite Mrs. Houghton’s quaint grandeur, which was off-putting to some, Enid was
         fond of the old lady, the two having been neighbors for over sixty years.
     

      “Thank you, dear,” Mrs. Houghton said again, and might have gone inside but for a flock of pigeons that flew abruptly out
         of Washington Square Park, diverting her attention. In the next second, the sky turned black, and rain the size of pellets began
         to pummel Fifth Avenue. Enid hurried inside, losing sight of Mrs. Houghton, who was struggling against the rain on her spindly
         old legs. Another strong gust of wind released a lattice screen from its moorings and knocked the elegant old lady to her
         knees. Lacking the strength to stand, Louise Houghton tipped sideways onto her hip, shattering the fragile bone and preventing
         further movement. For several minutes, she lay in the rain until one of her four maids, unable to locate Mrs. Houghton in
         the vast seven-thousand-square-foot apartment, ventured outside and discovered her under the lattice.
     

      Meanwhile, on the street below, two Town Cars were slowly making their way down Fifth Avenue like a small cortege. When they
         reached One Fifth, the drivers got out and, hunched against the rain and shouting instructions and oaths, began pulling out
         the luggage. The first piece was an old-fashioned Louis Vuitton steamer trunk that required the efforts of two men to lift.
         Roberto, the doorman, hurried out, paused under the awning, and called for backup before waving the men inside. A porter came
         up from the basement, pushing a large cart with brass poles. The drivers heaved the trunk onto the cart, and then one after
         another, each piece of matching luggage was piled on top.
     

      Down the street, a strong gust of wind ripped an umbrella out of the hands of a businessman, turning it inside out. It scuttled
         across the pavement like a witch’s broom, coming to rest on the wheel of a shiny black SUV that had just pulled up to the
         entrance. Spotting the passenger in the backseat, Roberto decided to brave the rain. Picking up a green-and-white golf umbrella,
         he brandished it like a sword as he hurried out from under the awning. Reaching the SUV, he angled it expertly against the
         wind so as to protect the emerging passenger.
     

      A blue-and-green brocade shoe with a kitten heel appeared, followed by the famous long legs, clad in narrow white jeans. Then
         a hand with the slim, elegant fingers of an artist; on the middle finger was a large aquamarine ring. At last Schiffer Diamond herself got out of the car. She hadn’t changed at all, Roberto
         thought, taking her hand to help her out. “Hello, Roberto,” she said, as easily as if she’d been gone for two weeks instead
         of twenty years. “Crap weather, isn’t it?”
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      Billy Litchfield strolled by One Fifth at least twice a day. He once had a dog, a Wheaten terrier, that had been given to him
         by Mrs. Houghton, who had raised Wheaten terriers on her estate on the Hudson. Wheaty had required two outings a day to the
         dog run in Washington Square Park, and Billy, who lived on Fifth Avenue just north of One Fifth, had developed the habit then
         of walking past One Fifth as part of his daily constitutional. One Fifth was one of his personal landmarks, a magnificent
         building constructed of a pale gray stone in the classic lines of the art deco era, and Billy, who had one foot in the new
         millennium and one foot in the café society of lore, had always admired it. “It shouldn’t matter where you live as long as
         where you live is decent,” he said to himself, but still, he aspired to live in One Fifth. He had aspired to live there for
         thirty-five years and had yet to make it.
     

      
      For a short time, Billy had decided that aspiration was dead, or at least out of favor. This was just after 9/11, when the
         cynicism and shallowness that had beaten through the lifeblood of the city was interpreted as unnecessary cruelty, and it
         was all at once tacky to wish for anything other than world peace, and tacky not to appreciate what one had. But six years
         had passed, and like a racehorse, New York couldn’t be kept out of the gate, nor change its nature. While most of New York was in mourning, a secret society
         of bankers had brewed and stirred a giant cauldron of money, adding a dash of youth and computer technology, and voilà, a
         whole new class of the obscenely super-rich was born. This was perhaps bad for America, but it was good for Billy. Although
         a self-declared anachronism, lacking the appurtenances of what might be called a regular job, Billy acted as a sort of concierge
         to the very rich and successful, making introductions to decorators, art dealers, club impresarios, and members of the boards
         of both cultural establishments and apartment buildings. In addition to a nearly encyclopedic knowledge of art and antiquities,
         Billy was well versed in the finer points of jets and yachts, knew who owned what, where to go on vacation, and which restaurants
         to frequent.
     

      
      Billy had very little money of his own, however. Possessing the fine nature of an aristocrat, Billy was a snob, especially
         when it came to money. He was happy to live among the rich and successful, to be witty at dinner and house parties, to advise
         what to say and how best to spend money, but he drew the line at soiling his own hands in the pursuit of filthy lucre.
     

      
      And so, while he longed to live at One Fifth Avenue, he could never raise the desire in himself to make that pact with the
         devil to sell his soul for money. He was content in his rent-stabilized apartment for which he paid eleven hundred dollars
         a month. He often reminded himself that one didn’t actually need money when one had very rich friends.
     

      
      Upon returning from the park, Billy usually felt soothed by the morning air. But on this particular morning in July, Billy
         was despondent. While in the park he had sat down on a bench with The New York Times and discovered that his beloved Mrs. Houghton had passed away the night before. During the thunderstorm three days ago, Mrs.
         Houghton had been left out in the rain for no more than ten minutes, but it was still too late. A vicious pneumonia had set
         in, bringing her long life to a swift and speedy end and taking much of New York by surprise. Billy’s only consolation was
         that her obituary had appeared on the front page of the Times, which meant there were still one or two editors who remembered the traditions of a more refined age, when art mattered more
         than money, when one’s contribution to society was more important than showing off the toys of one’s wealth.
     

      
      Thinking about Mrs. Houghton, Billy found himself lingering in front of One Fifth, staring up at the imposing facade. For
         years, One Fifth had been an unofficial club for successful artists of all kinds—the painters and writers and composers and
         conductors and actors and directors who possessed the creative energy that kept the city alive. Although not an artist herself,
         Mrs. Houghton, who had lived in the building since 1947, had been the arts’ biggest patron, founding organizations and donating
         millions to art institutions both large and small. There were those who’d called her a saint.
     

      
      In the past hour, the paparazzi apparently had decided a photograph of the building in which Mrs. Houghton had lived might
         be worth money, and had gathered in front of the entrance. As Billy took in the small group of photographers, badly dressed
         in misshapen T-shirts and jeans, his sensibilities were offended. All the best people are dead, he thought mournfully.
     

      
      And then, since he was a New Yorker, his thoughts inevitably turned to real estate. What would happen to Mrs. Houghton’s apartment?
         he wondered. Her children were in their seventies. Her grandchildren, he supposed, would sell it and take the cash, having
         denuded most of the Houghton fortune over the years, a fortune, like so many old New York fortunes, that turned out to be
         not quite as impressive as it had been in the seventies and eighties. In the seventies, a million dollars could buy you just
         about anything you wanted. Now it barely paid for a birthday party.
     

      
      How New York had changed, Billy thought.

      
      “Money follows art, Billy,” Mrs. Houghton always said. “Money wants what it can’t buy. Class and talent. And remember that
         while there’s a talent for making money, it takes real talent to know how to spend it. And that’s what you do so well, Billy.”
     

      
      
      And now who would spend the money to buy the Houghton place? It hadn’t been redecorated in at least twenty years, trapped
         in the chintz of the eighties. But the bones of the apartment were magnificent—and it was one of the grandest apartments in
         Manhattan, a proper triplex built for the original owner of One Fifth, which had once been a hotel. The apartment had twelve-foot
         ceilings and a ballroom with a marble fireplace, and wraparound terraces on all three floors.
     

      
      Billy hoped it wouldn’t be someone like the Brewers, although it probably would be. Despite the chintz, the apartment was
         worth at least twenty million dollars, and who could afford it except for one of the new hedge-funders? And considering some
         of those types, the Brewers weren’t bad. At least the wife, Connie, was a former ballet dancer and friend. The Brewers lived
         uptown and owned a hideous new house in the Hamptons where Billy was going for the weekend. He would tell Connie about the
         apartment and how he could smooth their entry with the head of the board, the extremely unpleasant Mindy Gooch. Billy had
         known Mindy “forever”—meaning from the mid-eighties, when he’d met her at a party. She was Mindy Welch back then, fresh off
         the boat from Smith College. Full of brio, she was convinced she was about to become the next big thing in publishing. In
         the early nineties, she got herself engaged to James Gooch, who had just won a journalism award. Once again Mindy had had
         all kinds of grand schemes, picturing she and James as the city’s next power couple. But none of it had worked out as planned,
         and now Mindy and James were a middle-aged, middle-class couple with creative pretensions who couldn’t afford to buy their
         own apartment today. Billy often wondered how they’d been able to buy in One Fifth in the first place. The unexpected and
         tragic early death of a parent, he guessed.
     

      
      He stood a moment longer, wondering what the photographers were waiting for. Mrs. Houghton was dead and had passed away in
         the hospital. No one related to her was likely to come walking out; there wouldn’t even be the thrill of the body being taken
         away, zipped up in a body bag, as one sometimes saw in these buildings filled with old people. At that instant, however, none other
         than Mindy Gooch strolled out of the building. She was wearing jeans and those fuzzy slippers that people pretended were shoes
         and were in three years ago. She was shielding the face of a young teenaged boy as if afraid for his safety. The photographers
         ignored them.
     

      
      “What is all this?” she asked, spotting Billy and approaching him for a chat.

      
      “I imagine it’s for Mrs. Houghton.”

      
      “Is she finally dead?” Mindy said.

      
      “If you want to look at it that way,” Billy said.

      
      “How else can one look at it?” Mindy said.

      
      “It’s that word ‘finally,’” Billy said. “It’s not nice.”

      
      “Mom,” the boy said.

      
      “This is my son, Sam,” Mindy said.

      
      “Hello, Sam,” Billy said, shaking the boy’s hand. He was surprisingly attractive, with a mop of blond hair and dark eyes.
         “I didn’t know you had a child,” Billy remarked.
     

      
      “He’s thirteen,” Mindy said. “We’ve had him quite a long time.”

      
      Sam pulled away from her.

      
      “Will you kiss me goodbye, please?” Mindy said to her son.

      
      “I’m going to see you in, like, forty-eight hours,” Sam protested.

      
      “Something could happen. I could get hit by a bus. And then your last memory will be of how you wouldn’t kiss your mother
         goodbye before you went away for the weekend.”
     

      
      “Mom, please,” Sam said. But he relented. He kissed her on the cheek.

      
      Mindy gazed at him as he ran across the street. “He’s that age,” she said to Billy. “He doesn’t want his mommy anymore. It’s
         terrible.”
     

      
      Billy nodded cautiously. Mindy was one of those aggressive New York types, as tightly wound as two twisted pieces of rope.
         You never knew when the rope might unwind and hit you. That rope, Billy often thought, might even turn into a tornado. “I
         know exactly what you mean.” He sighed.
     

      
      
      “Do you?” she said, her eyes beaming in on him. There was a glassy look to les yeux, thought Billy. Perhaps she was on drugs. But in the next second, she calmed down and repeated, “So Mrs. Houghton’s finally
         dead.”
     

      
      “Yes,” Billy said, slightly relieved. “Don’t you read the papers?”

      
      “Something came up this morning.” Mindy’s eyes narrowed. “Should be interesting to see who tries to buy the apartment.”

      
      “A rich hedge-funder, I would imagine.”

      
      “I hate them, don’t you?” Mindy said. And without saying goodbye, she turned on her heel and walked abruptly away.

      
      Billy shook his head and went home.

      
      Mindy went to the deli around the corner. When she returned, the photographers were still on the sidewalk in front of One
         Fifth. Mindy was suddenly enraged by their presence.
     

      
      “Roberto,” Mindy said, getting in the doorman’s face. “I want you to call the police. We need to get rid of those photographers.”

      
      “Okay, Missus Mindy,” Roberto said.

      
      “I mean it, Roberto. Have you noticed that there are more and more of these paparazzi types on the street lately?”

      
      “It’s because of all the celebrities,” Roberto said. “I can’t do anything about them.”

      
      “Someone should do something,” Mindy said. “I’m going to talk to the mayor about it. Next time I see him. If he can drum out
         smokers and trans fat, he can certainly do something about these hoodlum photographers.”
     

      
      “He’ll be sure to listen to you,” Roberto said.

      
      “You know, James and I do know him,” Mindy said. “The mayor. We’ve known him for years. From before he was the mayor.”

      
      “I’ll try to shoo them away,” Roberto said. “But it’s a free country.”

      
      “Not anymore,” Mindy said. She walked past the elevator and opened the door to her ground-floor apartment.

      
      The Gooches’ apartment was one of the oddest in the building, consisting of a string of rooms that had once been servants’
         quarters and storage rooms. The apartment was an unwieldy shape of boxlike spaces, dead-end rooms, and dark patches, reflecting the inner psychosis of James and Mindy Gooch and shaping the
         psychology of their little family. Which could be summed up in one word: dysfunctional.
     

      
      In the summer, the low-ceilinged rooms were hot; in the winter, cold. The biggest room in the warren, the one they used as
         their living room, had a shallow fireplace. Mindy imagined it as a room once occupied by a majordomo, the head of all servants.
         Perhaps he had lured young female maids into his room and had sex with them. Perhaps he had been gay. And now, eighty years
         later, here she and James lived in those same quarters. It felt historically wrong. After years and years of pursuing the
         American dream, of aspirations and university educations and hard, hard work, all you got for your efforts these days were
         servants’ quarters in Manhattan. And being told you were lucky to have them. While upstairs, one of the grandest apartments
         in Manhattan was empty, waiting to be filled by some wealthy banker type, probably a young man who cared only about money
         and nothing about the good of the country or its people, who would live like a little king. In an apartment that morally should
         have been hers and James’s.
     

      
      In a tiny room at the edge of the apartment, her husband, James, with his sweet balding head and messy blond comb-over, was
         pecking away mercilessly at his computer, working on his book, distracted and believing, as always, that he was on the edge
         of failure. Of all his feelings, this edge-of-failure feeling was the most prominent. It dwarfed all other feelings, crowding
         them out and pushing them to the edge of his consciousness, where they squatted like old packages in the corner of a room.
         Perhaps there were good things in those packages, useful things, but James hadn’t the time to unwrap them.
     

      
      James heard the soft thud of the door in the other part of the apartment as Mindy came in. Or perhaps he only sensed her presence.
         He’d been around Mindy for so long, he could feel the vibrations she set off in the air. They weren’t particularly soothing
         vibrations, but they were familiar.
     

      
      
      Mindy appeared before him, paused, then sat down in his old leather club chair, purchased at the fire sale in the Plaza when
         the venerable hotel was sold for condos for even more rich people. “James,” she said.
     

      
      “Yes,” James said, barely looking up from his computer.

      
      “Mrs. Houghton’s dead.”

      
      James stared at her blankly.

      
      “Did you know that?” Mindy asked.

      
      “It was all over the Internet this morning.”

      
      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      
      “I thought you knew.”

      
      “I’m the head of the board, and you didn’t tell me,” Mindy said. “I just ran into Billy Litchfield. He told me. It was embarrassing.”
     

      
      “Don’t you have better things to worry about?” James asked.

      
      “Yes, I do. And now I’ve got to worry about that apartment. And who’s going to move into it. And what kind of people they’re
         going to be. Why don’t we live in that apartment?”
     

      
      “Because it’s worth about twenty million dollars, and we don’t happen to have twenty million dollars lying around?” James
         said.
     

      
      “And whose fault is that?” Mindy said.

      
      “Mindy, please,” James said. He scratched his head. “We’ve discussed this a million times. There is nothing wrong with our apartment.”
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      On the thirteenth floor, the floor below the three grand floors that had been Mrs. Houghton’s apartment, Enid Merle stood
         on her terrace, thinking about Louise. The top of the building was tiered like a wedding cake, so the upper terraces were
         visible to those below. How shocking that only three days ago, she’d been standing in this very spot, conversing with Louise,
         her face shaded in that ubiquitous straw hat. Louise had never allowed the sun to touch her skin, and she’d rarely moved her
         face, believing that facial expressions caused wrinkles. She’d had at least two face-lifts, but nevertheless, even on the day of the storm, Enid remembered noting that Louise’s skin had been astoundingly smooth. Enid was
         a different story. Even as a little girl, she’d hated all that female fussiness and overbearing attention to one’s appearance.
         Nevertheless, due to the fact that she was a public persona, Enid had eventually succumbed to a face-lift by the famous Dr.
         Baker, whose society patients were known as “Baker’s Girls.” At eighty-two, Enid had the face of a sixty-five-year-old, although
         the rest of her was not only creased but as pleasantly speckled as a chicken.
     

      
      For those who knew the history of the building and its occupants, Enid Merle was not only its second oldest resident—after
         Mrs. Houghton—but in the sixties and seventies, one of its most notorious. Enid, who had never married and had a degree in
         psychology from Columbia University (making her one of the college’s first women to earn one), had taken a job as a secretary
         at the New York Star in 1948, and given her fascination with the antics of humanity, and possessing a sympathetic ear, had worked her way into
         the gossip department, eventually securing her own column. Having spent the early part of her life on a cotton farm in Texas,
         Enid always felt slightly the outsider and approached her work with the good Southern values of kindness and sympathy. Enid
         was known as the “nice” gossip columnist, and it had served her well: When actors and politicians were ready to tell their
         side of a story, they called Enid. In the early eighties, the column had been syndicated, and Enid had become a wealthy woman.
         She’d been trying to retire for ten years, but her name, argued her employers, was too valuable, and so Enid worked with a
         staff that gathered information and wrote the column, although under special circumstances, Enid would write the column herself.
         Louise Houghton’s death was one such circumstance.
     

      
      Thinking about the column she would have to write about Mrs. Houghton, Enid felt a sharp pang of loss. Louise had had a full
         and glamorous life—a life to be envied and admired—and had died without enemies, save perhaps for Flossie Davis, who was Enid’s
         stepmother. Flossie lived across the street, having abandoned One Fifth in the early sixties for the conveniences of a new high-rise. But Flossie was crazy and always had been, and Enid reminded
         herself that this pang of loss was a feeling she’d carried all her life—a longing for something that always seemed to be just
         out of reach. It was, Enid thought, simply the human condition. There were inherent questions in the very nature of being
         alive that couldn’t be answered but only endured.
     

      
      Usually, Enid did not find these thoughts depressing but, rather, exhilarating. In her experience, she’d found that most people
         did not manage to grow up. Their bodies got older, but this did not necessarily mean the mind matured in the proper way. Enid
         did not find this truth particularly bothersome, either. Her days of being upset about the unfairness of life and the inherent
         unreliability of human beings to do the right thing were over. Having reached old age, she considered herself endlessly lucky.
         If you had a little bit of money and most of your health, if you lived in a place with lots of other people and interesting
         things going on all the time, it was very pleasant to be old. No one expected anything of you but to live. Indeed, they applauded
         you merely for getting out of bed in the morning.
     

      
      Spotting the paparazzi below, Enid realized she ought to tell Philip about Mrs. Houghton’s passing. Philip was not an early
         riser, but Enid considered the news important enough to wake him. She knocked on his door and waited for a minute, until she
         heard Philip’s sleepy, annoyed voice call out, “Who is it?”
     

      
      “It’s me,” Enid said.

      
      Philip opened the door. He was wearing a pair of light blue boxer shorts. “Can I come in?” Enid asked. “Or do you have a young
         lady here?”
     

      
      “Good morning to you, too, Nini,” Philip said, holding the door so she could enter. “Nini” was Philip’s pet name for Enid,
         having come up with it when he was one and was first learning to talk. Philip had been and was still, at forty-five, a precocious
         child, but this wasn’t perhaps his fault, Enid thought. “And you know they’re not young ladies anymore,” he added. “There’s
         nothing ladylike about them.”
     

      
      
      “But they’re still young. Too young,” Enid said. She followed Philip into the kitchen. “Louise Houghton died last night. I
         thought you might want to know.”
     

      
      “Poor Louise,” Philip said. “The ancient mariner returns to the sea. Coffee?”

      
      “Please,” Enid said. “I wonder what will happen to her apartment. Maybe they’ll split it up. You could buy the fourteenth
         floor. You’ve got plenty of money.”
     

      
      “Sure,” Philip said.

      
      “If you bought the fourteenth floor, you could get married. And have room for children,” Enid said.

      
      “I love you, Nini,” Philip said. “But not that much.”

      
      Enid smiled. She found Philip’s sense of humor charming. And Philip was so good-looking—endearingly handsome in that boyish
         way that women find endlessly pleasing—that she could never be angry with him. He wore his dark hair one length, clipped below
         the ears so it curled over his collar like a spaniel’s, and when Enid looked at him, she still saw the sweet five-year-old
         boy who used to come to her apartment after kindergarten, dressed in his blue school uniform and cap. He was such a good boy,
         even then. “Mama’s sleeping, and I don’t want to wake her. She’s tired again. You don’t mind if I sit with you, do you, Nini?”
         he would ask. And she didn’t mind. She never minded anything about Philip.
     

      
      “Roberto told me that one of Louise’s relatives tried to get into the apartment last night,” Enid said, “but he wouldn’t let
         them in.”
     

      
      “It’s going to get ugly,” Philip said. “All those antiques.”

      
      “Sotheby’s will sell them,” Enid said, “and that will be the end of it. The end of an era.”

      
      Philip handed her a mug of coffee.

      
      “There are always deaths in this building,” he said.

      
      “Mrs. Houghton was old,” Enid said and, quickly changing the subject, asked, “What are you going to do today?”

      
      “I’m still interviewing researchers,” Philip said.

      
      A diversion, Enid thought, but decided not to delve into it. She could tell by Philip’s attitude that his writing wasn’t going well again. He was joyous when it was and miserable when it
         wasn’t.
     

      
      Enid went back to her apartment and attempted to work on her column about Mrs. Houghton, but found that Philip had distracted
         her more than usual. Philip was a complicated character. Technically, he wasn’t her nephew but a sort of second cousin—his
         grandmother Flossie Davis was Enid’s stepmother. Enid’s own mother had died when she was a girl, and her father had met Flossie
         backstage at Radio City Music Hall during a business trip to New York. Flossie was a Rockette and, after a quick marriage,
         had tried to live with Enid and her father in Texas. She’d lasted six months, at which point Enid’s father had moved the family
         to New York. When Enid was twenty, Flossie had had a daughter, Anna, who was Philip’s mother. Like Flossie, Anna was very
         beautiful, but plagued by demons. When Philip was nineteen, she’d killed herself. It was a violent, messy death. She’d thrown
         herself off the top of One Fifth.
     

      
      It was the kind of thing that people always assume they will never forget, but that wasn’t true, Enid thought. Over time,
         the healthy mind had a way of erasing the most unpleasant details. So Enid didn’t remember the exact circumstances of what
         had happened on the day Anna had died; nor did she recall exactly what had happened to Philip after his mother’s death. She
         recalled the outlines—the drug addiction, the arrest, the fact that Philip had spent two weeks in jail, and the consequent
         months in rehab—but she was fuzzy on the specifics. Philip had taken his experiences and turned them into the novel Summer Morning, for which he’d won the Pulitzer Prize. But instead of pursuing an artistic career, Philip had become commercial, caught
         up in Hollywood glamour and money.
     

      
      In the apartment next door, Philip was also sitting in front of his computer, determined to finish a scene in his new screenplay,
         Bridesmaids Revisited. He wrote two lines of dialogue and then, in frustration, shut down his computer. He got into the shower, wondering once
         more if he was losing his touch.
     

      
      
      Ten years ago, when he was thirty-five, he’d had everything a man could want in his career: a Pulitzer Prize, an Oscar for
         screen-writing, money, and an unassailable reputation. And then the small fissures began to appear: movies that didn’t make
         as much as they should have at the box office. Arguments with young executives. Being replaced on two projects. At the time,
         Philip told himself it was irrelevant: It was the business, after all. But the steady stream of money he’d enjoyed as a young
         man had lately been reduced to a trickle. He didn’t have the heart to tell Nini, who would be disappointed and alarmed. Shampooing
         his hair, he again rationalized his situation, telling himself there was no need for worry—with the right project and a little
         bit of luck, he’d be on top of the world again.
     

      [image: image]

      
      A few minutes later, Philip stepped into the elevator and tousled his damp hair. Still thinking about his life, he was startled
         when the elevator doors opened on the ninth floor, and a familiar, musical voice chimed out, “Philip.” A second later, Schiffer
         Diamond got on. “Schoolboy,” she said, as if no time had passed at all, “I can’t believe you still live in this lousy building.”
     

      
      Philip laughed. “Enid told me you were coming back.” He smirked, immediately falling into their old familiar banter. “And
         here you are.”
     

      
      “Told you?” Schiffer said. “She wrote a whole column about it. The return of Schiffer Diamond. Made me sound like a middle-aged
         gunslinger.”
     

      
      “You could never be middle-aged,” Philip said.

      
      “Could be and am,” Schiffer replied. She paused and looked him up and down. “You still married?”

      
      “Not for seven years,” Philip said, almost proudly.

      
      “Isn’t that some kind of record for you?” Schiffer asked. “I thought you never went more than four years without getting hitched.”

      
      
      “I’ve learned a lot since my two divorces,” Philip said, “i.e.: Do not get married again. What about you? Where’s your second
         husband?”
     

      
      “Oh, I divorced him as well. Or he divorced me. I can’t remember.” She smiled at him in that particular way she had, making
         him feel like he was the only person in the world. For a moment, Philip was taken in, and then he reminded himself that he’d
         seen her use that smile on too many others.
     

      
      The elevator doors opened, and Philip looked over her shoulder at the pack of paparazzi in front of the building. “Are those
         for you?” he asked, almost accusingly.
     

      
      “No, silly. They’re for Mrs. Houghton. I’m not that famous,” she said. Hurrying across the lobby, she ran through the flashing
         cameras and jumped into the back of a white van.
     

      
      Oh, yes, you are, Philip thought. You’re still that famous and more. Dodging the photographers, he headed across Fifth Avenue
         and down Tenth Street to the little library on Sixth Avenue where he sometimes worked. He suddenly felt irritated. Why had
         she come back? She would torture him again and then leave. There was no telling what that woman might do. Twenty years ago,
         she’d surprised him and bought an apartment in One Fifth and tried to position it as proof that she would always be with him.
         She was an actress, and she was nuts. They were all nuts, and after that last time, when she’d run off and married that goddamned
         count, he’d sworn off actresses for good.
     

      
      He entered the cool of the library, taking a seat in a battered armchair. He picked up the draft of Bridesmaids Revisited, and after reading through a few pages, put it down in disgust. How had he, Philip Oakland, Pulitzer Prize–winning author,
         ended up writing this crap? He could imagine Schiffer Diamond’s reaction: “Why don’t you do your own work, Oakland? At least
         find something you care about personally.” And his own defense: “It’s called show ‘business.’ Not show ‘art.’”
     

      
      “Bullshit,” she’d say. “You’re scared.”

      
      Well, she always prided herself on not being afraid of anything. And that was her own bullshit defense: insisting she wasn’t vulnerable. It was dishonest, he thought. But when it came to
         her feelings for him, she’d always thought he was a little bit better than even he thought he was.
     

      
      He picked up the pages again but found he wasn’t the least bit interested. Bridesmaids Revisited was exactly what it seemed—a story about what had happened in the lives of four women who’d met as bridesmaids at twenty-two.
         And what the hell did he know about twenty-two-year-old girls? His last girlfriend, Sondra, wasn’t nearly as young as Enid
         had implied—she was, in fact, thirty-three—and was an up-and-coming executive at an independent movie company. But after nine
         months, she’d become fed up with him, assessing—correctly—that he was not ready to get married and have children anytime soon.
         A fact that was, at his age, “pathetic,” according to Sondra and her friends. This reminded Philip that he hadn’t had sex
         since their breakup two months ago. Not that the sex had been so great anyway. Sondra had performed all the standard moves,
         but the sex had not been inspiring, and he’d found himself going through the motions with a kind of weariness that had made
         him wonder if sex would ever be good again. This thought led him to memories of sex with Schiffer Diamond. Now, that, he thought,
         staring blankly at the pages of his screenplay, had been good sex.
     

      
      At the tip of Manhattan, the white van containing Schiffer Diamond was crossing the Williamsburg Bridge to the Steiner Studios
         in Brooklyn. Schiffer was also attempting to study a script—the pilot episode for Lady Superior—for which she had a table read that morning. The part was especially good: A forty-five-year-old nun radically changes her
         life and discovers what it means to be a contemporary woman. The producers were billing the character as middle-aged, although
         Schiffer still had a hard time accepting the fact that forty-five was middle-aged. This made her smile, thinking of Philip
         trying not to act surprised to see her in the elevator. No doubt he, too, was having a hard time accepting that forty-five
         was middle-aged.
     

      
      
      And then, like Philip, she also recalled their sex life. But for her, the memory of sex with Philip was laced with frustration.
         There were rules about sex: If the sex wasn’t good the first time, it would probably get better. If it was great the first
         time, it would go downhill. But mostly, if the sex was really great, the best sex you’d had in your life, it meant the two
         people should be together. The rules were juvenile, of course, constructs concocted by young women in order to make sense
         of men. But sex with Philip had broken all the rules. It was great the first time and great every time thereafter, and they
         hadn’t ended up together. This was one of the disappointments one learned about life—yes, men loved sex. But great sex didn’t
         mean they wanted to marry you. Great sex held no larger implications for them. It was only that: great sex.
     

      
      She looked out the window at the East River. The water was brown but somehow managed to be sparkling as well, like a grand
         old lady who won’t give up her jewels. Why did she bother with Philip at all? He was a fool. When great sex wasn’t enough
         for a man, he was hopeless.
     

      
      This led her back to her only conclusion: Maybe the sex hadn’t been as special for him as it had been for her. How did one
         define great sex, anyway? There were all the things one could do to stimulate the genitals—the kissing and licking and firm
         yet gentle touches, hands wrapped around the shaft of the penis and fingers exploring the inside of the vagina. For the woman,
         it was about opening up, spreading, accepting the penis not as a foreign object but as a means to pleasure. That was the defining
         moment of great sex—when the penis met the vagina. She could still remember that first moment of intercourse with Philip:
         their mutual surprise at how good it felt, then the sensation that their bodies were no longer relevant; then the world fell
         away and it seemed all of life itself was concentrated in this friction of molecules that led to an explosion. The sensation
         of completion, the closing of the circle—it had to mean something, right?
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      There were times now when Mindy Gooch wasn’t sure what she was doing in her job, when she couldn’t see the point of her job,
         or even exactly what her job was. Ten years ago, Mindy, who had been a cultural columnist for the magazine, who at thirty-three
         had been ambitious, smart, full of beans and fire, and even (she liked to think) ruthless, had managed to ratchet herself
         up to the head of the Internet division (which no one had really understood back then) to the tuneful salary of half a million
         dollars a year. At first she had flourished in this position (indeed, how could she not, as no one knew what she was doing
         or what she was supposed to do), and Mindy was considered one of the company’s brightest stars. With her sleek, highlighted
         bob and her plain but attractive face, Mindy was trotted out at corporate events, she was honored by women’s media organizations,
         and she spoke to college students about her “recipe” for getting ahead (“hard work, no job too small, no detail too unimportant,”
         words no young person really wanted to hear, though they were true). Then there were rumors that Mindy was being groomed for
         a bigger position, an executive position with dominion over many minions—the equivalent, she’d liked to think, of being made
         a knight in the sixteenth century. At that time, in the beginning of the upswing of her career, Mindy was full of a magical hubris that allowed her to take on any
         aspect of life and succeed. She found the apartment in One Fifth, moved her family, got herself on the board, got her son,
         Sam, into a better private kindergarten, made Toll House cookies and decorated pumpkins with nontoxic finger paints, had sex
         with her husband once a week, and even took a class with her girlfriends on how to give a blow job (using bananas). She’d
         thought about where she might be in five years, in ten years, in fifteen. She did have fantasies of flying around the world
         in the corporate jet, of heading up meetings in foreign countries. She would be a noble star while being silently and secretly
         beleaguered by the pressure.
     

      
      But the years had passed, and Mindy had not fulfilled her promise. It turned out there were no extra innings in which to make
         her dreams come true. Sam had had a brief bout with “socialization issues”; the experts at the school thought he’d benefit
         by spending more time with other children—not unusual in a household consisting of a single child and two adults—requiring
         subsequent layers of organization and the forcing of Sam into afterschool sports, playdates (the apartment filled with the
         bells and whistles of video games as “the boys” engaged in side-by-side playing), and the pricey ski weekends in Vermont (during
         one such jaunt, Mindy sprained her ankle and was on a crutch for a month). And then James, who had won the National Magazine
         Award in 1992, had decided to write fiction; after three years of what felt to him like hand-to-hand combat with the written
         word, he managed to publish a novel that sold seventy-five hundred copies. His depression and resentment permeated their lives,
         so in the end, Mindy saw that everyday life with its everyday disappointments had simply worn her down.
     

      
      And yet she often thought, all this she could have overcome if it weren’t for her personality. Anxious and awake in the middle
         of the night, Mindy often examined the details of her interactions with “corporate” and saw they were lacking. Back then,
         corporate had consisted of people like Derek Brumminger, the pockmarked perpetual teenager who seemed to be in a never-ending quest to find himself; who, when he discovered that Mindy had no knowledge
         of seventies rock and roll, tolerated her in meetings with only the barest acknowledgment. It was silently understood that
         in order to become corporate, in order to be one of them, one had to literally be one of them, since they hung out together,
         had dinner at each other’s apartments, invited each other to endless nights of black-tie charity events, and all went to the
         same places on vacation, like lemmings. And Mindy and James most decidedly did not fit in. Mindy wasn’t “fun.” It wasn’t in
         her nature to be sassy or witty or flirtatious; instead, she was smart and serious and disapproving, a bit of a downer. And
         while much of corporate was made up of Democrats, to James, they were the wrong kind of Democrats. Wealthy, privileged Democrats
         with excessive pay packages were unseemly, practically oxymorons, and after the third dinner party during which James expressed
         this opinion and Derek Brumminger countered that perhaps James was actually a Communist, they were never asked again. And
         that was that. Mindy’s future was established: She was in her place and would go no further. Each subsequent yearly review
         was the same: She was doing a great job, and they were happy with her performance. They couldn’t give her a raise but would
         give her more stock options. Mindy understood her position. She was trapped in a very glamorous form of indentured servitude.
         She could not get the money from those stock options until she retired or was let go. In the meantime, she had a family to
         support.
     

      
      On the morning of Mrs. Houghton’s death—on that same morning when Philip Oakland was wondering about his career and Schiffer
         Diamond was wondering about sex—Mindy Gooch went to her office and, as she did most days, conducted several meetings. She
         sat behind her long black desk in her cushy black leather swivel chair, one ankle resting on the other knee. Her shoes were
         black and pointy, with a practical one-and-a-half-inch heel. Her eleven o’clock meeting consisted of four women who sat on
         the nubby plaid couch and the two small club chairs, done up in the same ugly nubby plaid fabric. They drank coffee or bottled water. They talked about the article in The New York Times about the graying of the Internet. They talked about advertisers. Were the suits who controlled the advertising dollars finally
         coming around to the fact that the most important consumers were women like themselves, over thirty-five, with their own money
         to spend? The conversation turned to video games. Were they good or evil? Was it worth developing a video game on their website
         for women? What would it be? “Shoes,” one of the women said. “Shopping,” said another. “But it already exists. In online catalogs.”
         “Why not put the best all in one place?” “And have high-end jewelry.” “And baby clothes.”
     

      
      This was depressing, Mindy thought. “Is that all we’re really interested in? Shopping?”

      
      “We can’t help ourselves,” one woman said. “It’s in our genes. Men are the hunters and women are the gatherers. Shopping is
         a form of gathering.” All the women laughed.
     

      
      “I wish we could do something provocative,” Mindy said. “We should be as provocative as those gossip websites. Like Perez
         Hilton. Or Snarker.”
     

      
      “How could we do that?” one of the women asked politely.

      
      “I don’t know,” Mindy said. “We should try to get at the truth. Talk about how terrible it is to face middle age. Or how lousy
         married sex is.”
     

      
      “Is married sex lousy?” one woman asked. “It’s kind of a cliché, isn’t it?” said another. “It’s up to the woman to stay interested.”
         “Yes, but who has time?” “It’s the same thing over and over again. It’s like having the same meal every day of your life.”
         “Every day?” “Okay, maybe once a week. Or once a month.”
     

      
      “So what are we saying here, that women want variety?” Mindy asked.

      
      “I don’t. I’m too old to have a stranger see me naked.” “We might want it, but we know we can’t have it. We can’t even talk
         about wanting it.” “It’s too dangerous. For men.” “Women just don’t want it the way men do. I mean, have you ever heard of
         a woman going to a male prostitute? It’s disgusting.” “But what if the male prostitute were Brad Pitt?” “I’d cheat on my husband in
         a second for Brad Pitt. Or George Clooney.”
     

      
      “So if the man is a movie star, it doesn’t count,” Mindy said.

      
      “That’s right.”

      
      “Isn’t that hypocritical?” Mindy said.

      
      “Yeah, but what’s the likelihood of it happening?”

      
      Everyone laughed nervously.

      
      “We’ve got some interesting ideas here,” Mindy said. “We’ll meet again in two weeks and see where we are.”

      
      After the women left her office, Mindy stared blankly at her e-mails. She received at least 250 a day. Usually, she tried
         to keep up. But now she felt as if she were drowning in a sea of minutiae.
     

      
      What was the point? she wondered. It only went on and on, with no end in sight. Tomorrow there would be another 250, and another
         250 the day after, and the day after that into infinity. What would happen if one day she just stopped?
     

      
      I want to be significant, Mindy thought. I want to be loved. Why is that so difficult?

      
      She told her assistant she was going to a meeting and wouldn’t be back until after lunch.

      
      Leaving the suite of offices, she rode the elevator to the ground floor of the massive new office building—where the first
         three floors were an urban mall of restaurants and high-end shops that sold fifty-thousand-dollar watches to rich tourists—and
         then she rode an escalator down into the damp bowels of underground corridors and walked through a cement tunnel to the subway.
         She’d been riding the train ten times a week for twenty years, about a hundred thousand rides. Not what you thought when you
         were young and determined to make it. She arranged her face into a blank mask and took hold of the metal pole, hoping no male
         would rub up against her, rub his penis on her leg, the way men sometimes did, like dogs acting on instinct. It was the silent
         shame endured by every woman who rode the subway. No one did anything about it or talked about it because it was performed
         mostly by men who were more animal than human, and no one wanted to be reminded of the existence of these men or the disturbing baseness
         of the natural male human. “Don’t take the train!” exclaimed Mindy’s assistant after Mindy regaled her with yet another tale
         of one such incident. “You’re entitled to a car.” “I don’t want to sit in traffic in Manhattan,” Mindy replied. “But you could
         work in the car. And talk on the phone.” “No,” Mindy said. “I like to see the people.” “You like to suffer, is what,” the
         assistant said. “You like to be abused. You’re a masochist.” Ten years ago, this comment would have been insubordination.
         But not now. Not with the new democracy, where every young person was equal to every older person in this new culture where
         it was difficult to find young people who even cared to work, who could even tolerate discomfort.
     

      
      Mindy exited the subway at Fourteenth Street, walking three blocks to her gym. By rote, she changed her clothes and got onto
         a treadmill. She increased the speed, forcing her legs into a run. A perfect metaphor for her life, she thought. She was running
         and running and going nowhere.
     

      
      Back in the locker room, she took a quick shower after carefully tucking her blow-dried bob under a shower cap. She dried
         off, got dressed again, and thinking about the rest of her day—more meetings and e-mails that would only lead to more meetings
         and e-mails—felt exhausted. She sat down on the narrow wooden bench in the changing room and called James. “What are you doing?”
         she asked.
     

      
      “Didn’t we discuss this? I have that lunch,” James said.

      
      “I need you to do something for me.”

      
      “What?” James said.

      
      “Get the keys to Mrs. Houghton’s apartment from the super. I can’t have those keys floating around. And I need to show the
         real estate agent the apartment. Mrs. Houghton’s relatives want it sold quickly, and I don’t want the place sitting empty
         for long. Real estate is at a high now. You never know when it might drop, and the price of that apartment needs to set a
         benchmark. So everyone’s apartment is worth more.”
     

      
      
      As usual, James zoned out when Mindy talked real estate. “Can’t you pick them up when you get home?” he asked.

      
      Mindy was suddenly angry. She had excused much over the years with James. She had excused the fact that at times he would
         barely make conversation other than to respond with a two-syllable word. She’d excused his lack of hair. She’d excused his
         sagging muscles. She’d excused the fact that he wasn’t romantic and never said “I love you” unless she said it first, and
         even then he only, when obligated, said it three or four times a year. She’d excused the reality that he was never going to
         make a lot of money and was probably never going to be a highly respected writer; she’d even excused the fact that with this
         second novel of his, he was probably going to become a bit of a joke. She was down to almost nothing now. “I can’t do everything,
         James. I simply cannot go on like this.”
     

      
      “Maybe you should go to the doctor,” James said. “Get yourself checked out.”

      
      “This has nothing to do with me,” Mindy said. “It’s about you doing your part. Why can’t you help me, James, when I ask you
         to?”
     

      
      James sighed. He’d been feeling up about his lunch, and now Mindy was spoiling it. Feminism, he thought. It had wrecked everything.
         When he was younger, equality meant sex. Lots of sex, as much as you could grab. But now it meant doing all kinds of things
         a man wasn’t prepared to do. Plus, it took up a huge amount of time. The one thing feminism had done was to make a man appreciate
         what a bummer it was to be a woman in the first place. Of course, men knew that anyway, so maybe it wasn’t much of a revelation.
     

      
      “Mindy,” he said, feeling kinder, “I can’t be late for my lunch.”

      
      Mindy also tried a different approach. “Have they told you what they think of the draft of your book?” she asked.

      
      “No,” James said.

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “I don’t know. Because they’ll tell me at lunch. That’s what the lunch is about,” James said.

      
      
      “Why can’t they tell you on the phone? Or by e-mail?”

      
      “Maybe they don’t want to. Maybe they want to tell me in person,” James said.

      
      “So it’s probably bad news,” Mindy said. “They probably don’t like it. Otherwise, they’d tell you how much they loved it in
         an e-mail.”
     

      
      Neither one said anything for a second, and then Mindy said, “I’ll call you after your lunch. Will you be home? And can you
         please get the keys?”
     

      
      “Yes,” James said.

      
      At one o’clock, James walked the two blocks to the restaurant Babbo. Redmon Richardly, his publisher, wasn’t there, but James
         hadn’t expected him to be. James sat at a table next to the window and watched the passersby. Mindy was probably right, he
         thought. His book probably did suck, and Redmon was going to tell him they weren’t going to be able to publish it. And if
         they did publish it, what difference would it make? No one would read it. And after four years of working on the damn thing,
         he’d feel exactly the same way as he had before he started writing it, the only difference being that he’d feel a little bit
         more of a loser, a little bit more insignificant. That was what sucked about being middle-aged: It was harder and harder to
         lie to yourself.
     

      
      Redmon Richardly showed up at one-twenty. James hadn’t seen him in over a year and was shocked by his appearance. Redmon’s
         hair was gray and sparse, reminding James of the head of a baby bird. Redmon looked seventy, James thought. And then James
         wondered if he looked seventy as well. But that was impossible. He was only forty-eight. And Redmon was fifty-five. But there
         was an aura about Redmon. Something was different about him. Why, he’s happy, James thought in shock.
     

      
      “Hey, buddy,” Redmon said, patting James on the back. He sat down across from James and unfolded his napkin. “Should we drink?
         I gave up alcohol, but I can’t resist a drink during the day. Especially when I can get out of the office. What is it about
         this business now? It’s busy. You actually have to work.”
     

      
      
      James laughed sympathetically. “You seem okay.”

      
      “I am,” Redmon said. “I just had a baby. You ever have a baby?”

      
      “I’ve got a son,” James said.

      
      “Isn’t it just amazing?” Redmon said.

      
      “I didn’t even know your wife was pregnant,” James said. “How’d it happen?”

      
      “It just happened. Two months before we got married. We weren’t even trying. It’s all that sperm I stored up over fifty years.
         It’s powerful stuff,” Redmon said. “Man, having a baby, it’s the greatest thing. How come no one tells you?”
     

      
      “Don’t know,” James said, suddenly annoyed. Babies. Nowadays, a man couldn’t get away from babies. Not even at a business lunch. Half of James’s friends were new fathers. Who
         knew middle age was going to be all about babies?
     

      
      And then Redmon did the unthinkable. He pulled out his wallet. It was the kind of wallet teenaged girls used to have, with
         an insert of plastic sleeves for photographs. “Sidney at one month,” he said, passing it over to James.
     

      
      “Sidney,” James repeated.

      
      “Old family name.”

      
      James glanced at the photograph of a toothless, hairless baby with a crooked smile and what appeared to be a peculiarly large
         head.
     

      
      “And there,” Redmon said, turning the plastic sleeve. “Sidney at six months. With Catherine.”

      
      James assumed Catherine was Redmon’s wife. She was a pretty little thing, not much bigger than Sidney. “He’s big,” James said,
         handing back the wallet.
     

      
      “Doctors say he’s in the ninety-ninth percentile. But all kids are big these days. How big is your son?”

      
      “He’s small,” James said. “Like my wife.”

      
      “I’m sorry,” Redmon said with genuine sympathy, as if smallness were a deformity. “But you never know. Maybe he’ll grow up
         to be a movie star, like Tom Cruise. Or he’ll run a studio. That would be even better.”
     

      
      
      “Doesn’t Tom Cruise run a studio, too?” James smiled feebly and tried to change the subject. “So?”

      
      “Oh yeah. You probably want to know what I think about the book,” Redmon said. “I thought I’d let Jerry tell you.”

      
      James’s stomach dropped. At least Redmon had the courtesy to look distracted. Or uncomfortable.

      
      “Jerry?” James said. “Jerry the mega-asshole?”

      
      “One and the same. I’m afraid he loves you now, so you may want to amend your assessment.”

      
      “Me?” James said. “Jerry Bockman loves me?”
     

      
      “I’ll let him explain when he comes by.”

      
      Jerry Bockman, coming to lunch? James didn’t know what to think. Jerry Bockman was a gross man. He had crude features and
         bad skin and orange hair, and looked like he should be hiding under a bridge demanding tolls from unsuspecting passersby.
         Men like that shouldn’t be in publishing, James had thought prudishly the one and only time he’d met Jerry.
     

      
      But indeed, Jerry Bockman wasn’t in publishing. He was in entertainment. A much vaster and more lucrative enterprise than
         publishing, which was selling about the same number of books it had sold fifty years ago, the difference being that now there
         were about fifty times as many books published each year. Publishers had increased the choices but not the demand. And so
         Redmon Richardly, who’d gone from bad-boy Southern writer to literary publisher with his own company that published Pulitzer
         Prize–winning authors, like Philip Oakland, and National Book Award winners, and authors who wrote for The Atlantic and Harper’s and Salon, who were members of PEN, who did events at the public library, who lived in Brooklyn, and most of all, who cared—cared about words, words, words!—had had to sell his company to an entertainment conglomorate. Called, unimaginatively, EC.
     

      
      Jerry Bockman wasn’t the head of EC. That position was held by one of Jerry’s friends. Jerry was the head of a division, maybe
         second in command, maybe next in line. Inevitably, someone would get fired, and Jerry would take his place. He’d get fired
         someday, too, but by then none of it would matter because he would have reached every goal he’d ever aspired to in life and
         would probably have half a billion dollars in the bank, or stock options, or something equivalent. Meanwhile, Redmon hadn’t
         been able to make his important literary publishing house work and had had no choice but to be absorbed. Like an amoeba. Two
         years ago, when Redmon had informed James of the impeding “merger” (he’d called it a merger, but it was an absorption, like
         all mergers), Redmon said that it wouldn’t make any difference. He wouldn’t let Jerry Bockman or EC affect his books or his
         authors or his quality.
     

      
      “Then why sell?” James had asked.

      
      “Have to,” Redmon said. “If I want to get married and have children and live in this city, I have to.”

      
      “Since when do you want to get married and have kids?” James asked.

      
      “Since now. Life gets boring when you’re middle-aged. You can’t keep doing the same thing. You look like an asshole. You ever
         notice that?” Redmon had asked.
     

      
      “Yeah,” James had said. And now Jerry was coming to lunch.

      
      “You saw the piece about the ayatollah and his nephew in The Atlantic?” Redmon asked. James nodded, knowing that a piece about Iran or Iraq or anything that had to do with the Middle East was
         of vast importance here on the little twelve-mile island known as Manhattan, and normally, James would have been able to concentrate
         on it. He had quite a few informed opinions on the subject, but all he could think about now was Jerry. Jerry coming to lunch?
         And Jerry loved him? What was that about? Mindy would be thrilled. But it put an unpleasant pressure on him. Now he was going
         to have to perform. For Jerry. You couldn’t just sit there with a Jerry. You had to engage. Make yourself appear worthwhile.
     

      
      “I’ve been thinking a lot about Updike lately,” James said, to ease his tension.

      
      “Yeah?” Redmon said, unimpressed. “He’s overrated. Hasn’t stood the test of time. Not like Roth.”

      
      
      “I just picked up A Month of Sundays. I thought the writing was pretty great,” James said. “In any case, it was an event, that book. When it came out in 1975.
         A book coming out was an event. Now it’s just like …”
     

      
      “Britney Spears showing her vagina?” Redmon said.

      
      James cringed as Jerry Bockman came in. Jerry wasn’t wearing a suit, James noted; suits were for bankers only these days.
         Instead, Jerry wore khakis and a short-sleeved T-shirt. With a vest. And not just any old vest. A fishing vest. Jesus, James
         thought.
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