

[image: image]



         


The Good Life

Jay McInerney

[image: image]

Alfred A. Knopf

New York 2006





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph



PART ONE

Indian Summer

1

2

3

4

5

PART TWO

That Autumn

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

PART THREE

Holidays

27

28

29

30

31

32



Acknowledgments

Other books by Jay McInerney

Copyright Page




         


FOR JEANINE

Who rescued me that day and many days thereafter




         


In middle age there is mystery, there is mystification. The most I can make out of this hour is a kind of loneliness. Even the beauty of the physical world seems to crumble, yes, even love.

—John Cheever

Cataclysmic events, whatever their outcome, are as rare and transporting as a great love. Bombings, revolutions, earthquakes, hurricanes,—anyone who has passed through one and lived, if they are honest, will tell you that even in the depths of their fear there was an exhilaration such as had been missing from their lives until then.

—Ana Menendez




         


1

Summer used to be as endless as the ocean when she was a girl and her family rented the gray shingled cottage on Nantucket. Now, she found it hard to believe she was already back in Manhattan and the kids were in school and she was already racing home, late again, feeling guilty that she’d lingered over a drink with Casey Reynes. The kids had been home for hours after their first day in first grade, and she had yet to hear about it.

Women blamed themselves; men blamed anything but.

This was Corrine’s interpretation of the guilt nipping at her high heels as she cantered up Hudson Street from the subway, passing the hand-lettered sign in the window of their Chinese takeout: FRESHLY GROUNDED COFFEE. Guilt about leaving the kids for so long, about not helping Russell with dinner, about attempting to restart her long-dormant professional life. Oh, to be grounded herself. Seven-fifteen by her watch. Still attuned to the languorous rhythm of the summer—they’d just closed up the house in Sagaponack four days ago—she’d barely had time to kiss the kids good-bye this morning and now the guests would be arriving at any minute, Russell frenzied with cooking and child care.

Bad mother, bad wife, bad hostess. Bad.

When she had yearned to be a mother, imagining what it would be like to be a parent, it had been easy to conjure the joy… the scenes of tenderness, the Piet moments. What you don’t picture are the guilt and the fear that take up residence at the front of your brain, like evil twins you didn’t bargain for. Fear because you’re always worried about what might go wrong, especially if your kids were born, as hers were, three months early. You can never forget the sight of them those first few days, intubated under glass, veined eggshell skulls and pink writhing limbs—the image stays with you even as they grow, reminding you of just how fragile these creatures are, how flimsy your own defenses. And guilt because you can never possibly do enough. There’s never enough time. No matter how much love and attention you lavish on them, you’re always afraid that it will never be enough.

Corrine had become a connoisseur of guilt; not for her the stabbing thrust of regret for an ill-conceived act—but, rather, the dull and steady throb of chronic guilt, even as she’d done her best to rearrange her life around her kids, quitting her job to take care of them and, over the past two years, working highly flexible hours on a screenplay and on a project that was the obverse of a busman’s holiday—a start-up venture called Momtomtom.com, which had been on the verge of a big launch this past spring, when the Internet bubble started to deflate and the venture capital dried up. This afternoon, she’d spent four hours making a presentation to a possible backer, hustling for seed money for the Web site. As these prospects dimmed, she’d been trying to set up meetings on the screenplay, an adaptation of Graham Greene’s The Heart of the Matter. And here were the theoretical bookends of her existence, the maternal and the romantic—the latter submerged and almost extinct. In fact, that had been her secret intention in writing this script: to try to rekindle the romance and fan it back to life.

Corrine hadn’t wanted to be one of those mothers who paid someone else to raise her kids; for the first five years, to the astonishment of her friends and former colleagues, she’d stayed at home. Manhattan was an existential town, in which identity was a function of professional accomplishment; only the very young and the very rich were permitted to be idle. The latter, like her friend Casey Reynes, had their charities and their personal assistants and inevitably managed to convey the impression that all this constituted an exhausting grind. Russell had initially supported her maternal ideal, though, as the years went by and their peers bought vacation homes in the Hamptons, he couldn’t consistently disguise his resentment over their straitened finances, or his sense that his stay-at-home wife had become translucent, if not invisible, within the walls of their loft—a nanny without salary.

Writing a screenplay was, in their circle, code for being unemployed; finishing the first draft failed to produce the sense of accomplishment she’d expected. A screenplay, after all, was a kind of theoretical object, a recipe rather than the meal itself. And thus far she hadn’t had much luck in assembling the ingredients. So when the kids entered preschool last year, she had tried to turn her obsession with child rearing into a profession—formalizing the body of knowledge she’d acquired as a full-time city mother into a viable on-line resource. If that plan didn’t work out, she would have to return to the job marketplace, as much for her own self-esteem as to defray the $34,000 tuition for the kids.

A homeless man was encamped in the shadow of construction scaffolding across the street from her building—a rarer sight than it would have been ten years ago. A young, dirt-caked slacker with a ragged goatee, a bull terrier on a leash, and a paper coffee cup at his feet. As Corrine hurried past, he said, “Hey, beautiful. I need a blow job. I need a place in the Hamptons. I need a movie role.”

She paused, registering the humor—and her husband would have loved this, storing it away with all the other anecdotes he used to illustrate his wife’s hilarious singularity—but instead of laughing, she was thinking about needs. What we need in order to make life bearable.

Suddenly coming to her senses, the panhandler gaping at her.

“I need romance,” said Corrine, dropping a dollar in the wishing well of his cup. “Whatever happened to the romance?”

         

She burst into her apartment, aching for her children, who over the course of the interminable afternoon might have died, dashed their heads against the edge of the coffee table she kept vowing to replace, been kidnapped, or forgotten her entirely. Corrine would have been less surprised at any of these scenarios than she was to see Hilary on the sofa, playing with the kids.

“Mom, guess what. You won’t believe! Aunt Hilary’s here.”

Her daughter, Storey, loved to deliver news and make announcements.

It’s true—she wouldn’t believe. Last Corrine knew, her little sister had been in L.A. She’d tried calling as recently as last week, only to be told the number had been disconnected. And now here she was in TriBeCa, reclining on Corrine’s couch with Jeremy in her lap. No matter that Corrine had seen her dozens of times in the intervening years: Hilary was preserved, in Corrine’s mind, semifrozen at the age of fifteen, the last year they’d shared a domicile, so that it was always a surprise to see her as a woman, and a pretty convincing one at that. Only a few evanescent lines at the corners of her eyes hinted that she’d passed thirty a few years before.

The first thing Corrine did, pure reflex, was to scoop Jeremy up into her arms and hug him, but instead of clutching her, he squirmed.

“Hey, sis.” Hilary rose from the couch, stretching lithe and catlike in her leopard top. As if to preserve Corrine’s illusion of her youthfulness, she still moved and dressed like a teenager, and had the body to carry it off. “Thought I’d surprise you.”

“I’m… I am.” Corrine belatedly hugged her sister with the arm not holding Jeremy—a sister sandwich, with her son—their son?—in the middle. Surprised, yes, Corrine thought… although at some point unpredictability becomes a pattern. “You look… great,” Corrine said.

“Thanks.”

“Aunt Hilary’s been in Paris,” Storey said.

“Paris?”

Jeremy squirmed out of Corrine’s grasp and dropped onto the ottoman.

“Well, actually I came from London today, but I’ve been in Paris for the past two weeks.”

“She met Madeline,” Storey said, holding up her favorite book. “Can you believe it, Mom? Aunt Hilary knows her. Why didn’t you tell us she knows Madeline?”

“I had no idea,” Corrine said, casting a reproving glance at her sister. “Although, actually, now that I think about it, I’m not surprised at all. Your aunt Hilary knows just about everybody in the whole world.”

“The whole world?”

“Your mom’s just making a little joke.”

It was true—you couldn’t watch a movie or open a magazine without Hilary dropping intimate remarks about the two-dimensional icons therein. Why shouldn’t she know Madeline?

“Aunt Hilary saw her at the Eiffel Tower with Miss Clavel and the other little girls.”

“What’s so great about Madeline?” Jeremy asked. “She’s just a little girl.”

Just like Hilary to tell Storey she was acquainted with a fictional character, fiction being her great specialty. Corrine didn’t want Storey getting mocked for relating this triumph at school. She was feeling ambivalent enough about the Fluffies—the fairylike creatures that she had conjured up for the kids when they were three, who had their own biographies and their own little house in the kids’ bedroom. They’d been through this once before when Hilary claimed to be great friends with Barbie—to whom she bore more than a passing resemblance.

“Corrine,” Hilary said, “why are you looking at me that way?”

“What way?” Storey demanded. “What way is she looking at you? Mom, what does she mean?”

Jeremy was bouncing up and down on the sofa.

“Have you got a place to stay?”

“Collin has this loft in SoHo? But I have to call his neighbors for the keys. I think I may have the wrong number or something.”

As if, Corrine thought, she was supposed to know who Collin was. Some fucking drug dealer, minor English aristocrat, or bass player, if experience was any guide. She gestured toward the couch. “You’re welcome to the guest suite.” Theirs was one of those old tunnel-style TriBeCa lofts, shaped like Manhattan itself, long and skinny, the most space they could find for the money back in 1990, when the area was still considered remote—an eighteen-by-eighty-foot rectangle with a single bathroom carved out of commercial space in the seventies. They’d walled off first one bedroom in the back and then another when the children were born, and kept telling themselves, as the years slipped past, that they’d probably move by the time the kids needed separate bedrooms. Which they did now. The experts said six was the age, but somehow all of the possible solutions seemed to require more cash than they commanded.

Russell was calling out from behind the kitchen counter. She wondered how he was taking this.

“Can Aunt Hilary give us our bath?” Storey asked. “Please please please.”

“I suppose so,” said Corrine.

“Race you to the bathroom,” Storey told her brother.

“We will walk to the bathroom,” Corrine said, grabbing hold of the back of Jeremy’s shirt. Last week, he’d slipped and bruised his forehead—so Corrine reminded herself as she tried to justify the note of irritation in her voice.

         

Russell, meanwhile, was in his cooking frenzy in what they called the kitchen, retaining the nomenclature of residences with discrete rooms, flailing away with his ten-inch German chef’s knife, juggling his beloved copper pots and French steel pans, which weighed as much as the unused dumbbells in the bedroom closet, the heft of which seemed to her to have as much to do with the macho aesthetics of amateur chefdom as with heat distribution. Cooking was a new sphere of masculine competition; Russell and Washington and his chef friend Carlo had lately taken to comparing notes on butchers and cutlery the way they used to deconstruct stereo equipment, garage bands, and young novelists. For fifteen years, Russell had been perfectly happy with their Calphalon pots, a wedding present from Macy’s, until Washington told him the sous-chef at JoJo said they were for pussies.

She kissed him on the cheek.“I promise I had no idea,” she whispered. “I haven’t spoken to her in weeks—months, probably. You’re not furious, are you?”

“Don’t worry, she exonerated you.”

She put a finger to her lips. Russell seemed incapable of speaking at any volume but loud, a characteristic ill-suited to loft living.

“At least she didn’t show up with some head-banger or felon in tow.” She put her arms around her husband’s ribs. “Is she going to spoil your perfect seating chart? I don’t see how we can—”

“No big deal,” Russell said, chopping away at a leek.

Corrine could hardly believe her ears. Russell was a maniac about his dinner parties. He was capable of throwing a tantrum if Corrine added someone at the last minute. It was one of the few areas of life in which he was prissy. When he put on his chef/host hat, everything had to be just so. Not to mention the fact that he’d grown tired of the saga of the prodigal sister-in-law, although he wouldn’t admit it.

She shook her head. “You mean you won’t have a heart attack if there’s an uneven number at the table?”

“Actually, Salman canceled this afternoon. And then Jim called and said Cody Erhardt was in town and would I mind if he joined us.”

Now she understood. “Did Salman have an excuse?”

“He’s got a deadline and he leaves on his book tour tomorrow.” 

Corrine could tell he was disappointed, though he liked to act as if having Salman Rushdie over to dinner was no big deal. That was one of the things she hated about New York, how you were supposed to be cool and take for granted the awe-inspiring people and events you’d fantasized about back home in Altoona or Amherst. By the time you were behind the velvet ropes or sitting at the front booth, you were probably too jaded to admit how lucky you felt or to enjoy it the way you once imagined you would have.

Corrine was actually relieved, since in the absence of their illustrious guest, the evening would be more relaxed. It wasn’t just Salman and his heady aura of celebrity; his new girlfriend was absurdly beautiful, to the point of being a socially disruptive force. The last time they’d had dinner together, Russell made an ass out of himself trying to amuse her; and besides, they’d been friends with Salman’s wife, the mother of his youngest child. Corrine didn’t believe everything she read in the tabloids and she refused to take sides in marital disputes, but this one hit a little close to home. And she was still worried that a bomb might go off in his vicinity, although supposedly the fatwa had been lifted. The people who wanted him dead weren’t the forgive-and-forget type. She’d always been nervous when Russell hooked up with him in London, and she could never quite relax when they saw him in New York. In the early days, when he was holed up in London, surrounded by armed guards, Russell had had a fax number that went through Scotland Yard or MI5. It was all very James Bondian, which, of course, appealed to Russell’s sense of adventure, but after spending a week with him in London a few years ago, making the rounds of book parties and running into Salman almost every night, she found it kind of absurd. If the Iranian secret police or whoever the fuck they were had any clue, all they would have to do would be to stake out the fashionable cocktail party circuit for a few nights and they’d have him. Martin Amis’s launch party? Hello? It was lucky, of course—and made you feel a little safer, like maybe these fanatics weren’t that dangerous outside their own countries. Salman had certainly been very conspicuous around New York in the last year, and nothing bad had happened yet.

“I’m sorry, honey. Are you terribly disappointed?” She kissed his cheek as he squinted at an open cookbook.

“It’ll be nice to see Cody,” he said. At least Erhardt’s films hadn’t alienated any Muslim fundamentalists, as far as she knew, although she recalled Christian fundamentalists had picketed one of them. Russell had published a collection of three of his screenplays a few years back. He was a hero to those who believed that his peers from the class of 1969, those legends responsible for the brief renaissance between Easy Rider and The Deer Hunter, had sold out and succumbed to the demands of the marketplace and the debt maintenance on their houses and wineries. Or died, if not young, then in the full flower of excess. Among the cineasts who could name three Japanese directors other than Kurosawa, those for whom the modern indie era began with sex, lies and videotape, Erhardt was revered as much for his intransigence and his noble failures as for the films he had actually written or directed, although at least one of these was acknowledged to be a classic.

It suddenly occurred to her that he’d be a great director for her screenplay of The Heart of the Matter.

In what seemed like one of those moments of semipsychic marital communion, Russell said, “I think Jim said he’d sent him a copy of your screenplay.”

“That would be—he’d be great,” Corrine said. Not that she was about to bring it up at dinner… not unless he did. She had a horror of appearing pushy or mercenary, a legacy she blamed on her WASPy New England heritage—a worldview in which business and pleasure were strictly segregated. She knew that this was a quaint notion and thoroughly contradicted the very essence of social life in Manhattan.

These dinner parties were always preceded by Sturm und Drang—Corrine almost wondered if it was worth it. Tonight’s suspense had begun to build when Washington had called to say that his wife, Veronica, was sick. So Russell had invited Carlo, who, besides being a chef, a fact that could only increase the level of angst and adrenaline, belonged to that class of gregarious New Yorkers with phantom spouses. “Married singles,” Corrine called them.

“Since we know Carlo won’t bring his wife, why not invite Martha Stewart,” Corrine said, “and really make yourself fucking crazy?”

“Carlo will love Hilary,” Russell said. “Hard to say which of them is more likely to start groping the other. Actually, she seems fairly sane and balanced for a change. Plus, she’s keeping an eye on the kids. And you should’ve seen how happy they were to see her.”

“She hasn’t even spoken to them in three months.”

He paused in his chopping and looked up. “A little testiness there?”

“Just an observation.” The subject of her sister was fraught with… well, with being fraught.

“Maybe she’s sensed some, I don’t know, ambivalence on your part.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know. It’s just… I think we’re all still trying to figure out the dynamics of this particular extended family.”

She watched his hands, wincing at each stroke of the glistening blade. Russell was such a klutz; he shouldn’t be allowed to wield this ruthless German cutlery—witness the scars from his culinary adventures. “Are you saying I’m insecure?”

Russell put down the knife and embraced her, holding his wet hands away from her back. “Actually, it’s the typical family drama. You love your little sister, but she happens to drive you insane.”

Corrine allowed herself to be mollified, even as she tried to remember the last time Russell had hugged her. She should mark it down on her calendar, along with her increasingly infrequent periods.

“Do we have any thyme?”

She checked her watch. “Almost seven-thirty.”

“Not time,” he said. “Thyme.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“The herb? Thyme?”

She glared at him. God, she hated how tense and snippy he got before a dinner party. Why did he bother? Why not just order in Chinese like normal people or expense-account something preprepared from Dean and DeLuca?

“How the…” She lowered her voice. “How would I know? Thyme—I’m not even sure what the hell it is. The kitchen’s your domain. Gourmet cooking is part of your recipe for the good life, not mine. And don’t blame me because you invited your chef friend and now you’re all wigged-out.”

Thyme? The only thing she knew about thyme was that it was part of the title of that Simon and Garfunkel song.

“Sorry,” he said.

“In other words, you’re not asking me a question. You’re telling me that we don’t have any thyme and hoping I might fetch you some.”

“Do you think you could pop around the corner?”

Corrine sighed. She supposed this might be preferable to witnessing the escalating panic of the home chef, but she wanted to explore the subject of Hilary a little further.

Actually, no, she didn’t. “So who’s coming, exactly?”

“Carlo—”

“I still don’t understand why you invited him. Unless you can only entertain under pressure.”

“Carlo doesn’t expect a four-star meal. He’s just grateful to be invited to someone’s home. Everyone else is too scared to cook for him.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re so relaxed.”

“I’m fine.”

“Who else?”

“Nancy Tanner—”

“I like Nancy.” Nancy was the perennial single girl of their set. Five years ago, Russell had published her first novel, a story about a perennial single girl, and it had become a surprise best-seller. Corrine had become nostalgic for the days when Nancy’s anecdotes about disastrous dates had seemed less like material she was trying out for her next book or talk-show appearance, but she always said, when called upon to defend her, that she’d earned it. Scrapping for years, jammed into a walk-up studio in Yorkville, blue-penciling articles about acne and dating and diets for young women’s magazines as her twenties turned into her thirties, surviving on canaps and cigarettes, intermittently investing her hopes in some wildly inappropriate suitor. Even lying about her age, which had become a gossip-column tempest—who could blame her? Women like Casey hated Nancy because she was pretty and thin and refused to play by their rules and because they assumed she must be after their husbands. Finding her own life increasingly circumscribed by the rituals of middle age and motherhood, Corrine liked knowing somebody who was still running around drinking too much and screwing strange men. Some of them might be married, but Nancy never poached on her friends. And she could always be counted on to say or do something embarrassing at the dinner table—nearly a lost art here at the beginning of the new century—particularly since Washington Lee had quit drinking. A few months ago, at their last dinner party, she’d told Paul Auster that he ought to read John Grisham “to bone up on plotting.”

Actually, Nancy was a lot like Corrine’s little sister, except that Hilary hadn’t yet written the book, or made the transition to act two—still the party girl at the age of thirty-whatever: the girlfriend, the traveling companion, the bit-part actress with the movie-star social life. If Corrine wasn’t mistaken, Hilary would be thirty-five on her next birthday—the scariest one for single urban women, what Nancy had called in a recent article “the female equivalent of the two-minute warning in football.” Time left, but not all that much. Bio clock ticking away.

“And of course the birthday boy and his dragoness—Jim and Judy. And Washington, and now your sister.”

“Don’t seat those two together—Washington and Hilary, I mean. They’d probably go at it right under the table.”

“Where’s the phone?” Russell asked, his head whipping around the wreckage of the kitchen. “I’ve got to ask Carlo about the meat.” Sometimes she wondered how he didn’t hurt his neck jerking his head around like some demented robin frantic for worms.

“What are you cooking?”

“Poitrine de veau farcie.”

“Sometimes you can be such a fag. What’s that in American?”

“Stuffed veal breast. It’s kind of a retro dish.”

“Sounds a little heavy. It’s, like, seventy degrees outside.”

“Hey, summer’s over.”

“Then why are you wearing a polo shirt?”

         

When Corrine stuck her head in the bathroom, Hilary was in the tub with the kids. She opened her mouth but found herself speechless, unable to think of an appropriate response. If her talk with Russell had made her self-conscious about her feelings for her sister, she nonetheless had a sudden terrifying premonition that Hilary had come to take her children away from her, and she wanted, needed, right now, to lift Jeremy up out of the tub, away from his… aunt was the word that had formed in her mind. But, of course, Hilary was more than his aunt—and that was the crux of the problem.

She tried to narrow her indignation to focus on the inappropriateness of Hilary’s body, which wasn’t the body of an aunt or a mother, but that of a starlet, of a fantasy object in a magazine. Would it be any less inappropriate if her six-year-old son were in the tub with a figure more boyish? Jeremy, however, seemed oblivious, his back to his naked aunt’s tits, holding a Pokmon figure in each hand. And what about Russell, who might at any moment walk in to check on things? Things. That was what they were—she was seeing through Russell’s eyes now—like objects with a separate existence from the owner’s. She felt she had some sudden insight into the male psyche—the objectifying power of their lust.

She tried to remember the last time she’d seen her sister naked. Were her breasts always so pronounced? So there? She caught herself looking for scars. Living in L.A. all these years, of course she must’ve had them done. Something Hilary was likely to do anyway. As if she could read her sister’s mind, Hilary began to soap her breasts and looked up at Corrine, innocent and unself-conscious, or provocative.

“I thought I’d better clean myself up for your company.”

Will they be treated to a glimpse of your breasts? Corrine wondered.

Storey, who’d been humming, broke into a warbling song:



When you say good-bye

It doesn’t mean you’ll die

So don’t cry

When you say good-bye



“That’s a nice song,” Corrine said.

“I just invented it.”

Where did she come up with this stuff?

“This is Pikachu,” said Jeremy, holding up a Pokmon, an obsession that had killed off the dinosaurs.

“How do you do, Pikachu?”

“Mom,” Storey said. “Aunt Hilary knows the Backstreet Boys.”

“I’m sure she does,” Corrine said. “I’m sure she does.”

         

Corrine was dressing when Russell, wearing his Chez Panisse apron, barged in to announce the arrival of Washington Lee.

After all these years, she still thought of Russell’s entrances as being abrupt, almost slapstick. Crash Calloway. She usually found this endearing, though, Russell’s physical lurchiness offsetting some of his more effete pretensions. She looked at her watch. “Remember when Washington always arrived two hours late?”

“That was before he stopped drinking. Now he wants to eat at six-thirty and be home by ten.”

It was kind of sad, the extinction of that bright genie that came out after Washington had had a few. Corrine didn’t particularly go for black guys as a rule, but the glimmer in his eye was when he was hitting his stride, the naughty confidences he drew you into, the outrageous and obscene comments always delivered with dry aplomb, his way of playing on your fear of being an uncool white person but then letting you off the hook at the last minute, allowing you to laugh with him at them.… She missed the bad old Washington, the one who wobbled to his feet as the dessert was served to quote swatches of poetry in a variety of languages before screwing one of the guests in the bathroom. It was all highly amusing, until the moment it became merely sloppy, a moment that came earlier and earlier in the evening as time went by and which became less and less charming after he married Veronica and they had a baby. Then he’d finally stopped, cold turkey, and while he was a less unpredictable element, she missed that spark, the demonic gleam…. The lights grew dimmer as they hit their forties and some of the lights had been extinguished altogether.

Russell pulled off the apron and rummaged in his closet. “Any idea how long Hilary’s staying?”

“Haven’t had a chance to ask.” She glanced over at him. “You don’t really mind, do you? God knows we owe her.”

“I like Hilary,” Russell said. “I’m crazy about Hilary.” He held up one of his stripy English dress shirts. “What do you think? With a blazer and jeans.”

“Very Upper East Side at home for the evening,” Corrine said, smiling at the pride Russell took in his slightly fuddy-duddy, contrarian form of dress, particularly since they’d moved downtown. He was one of the few humans south of Fourteenth Street who didn’t own a pair of black jeans.

“Maybe she can do some baby-sitting,” he said. “I mean, not that I think of her as a natural in that department. On the other hand—”

“Let’s not get into the other hand,” said Corrine, nodding to indicate Jeremy, who was suddenly in the door.

“Hey, Dad,” he said. “What’s faster—a Ferrari or a Porsche?”

“It depends,” Russell said.

“Jimmy Clifton’s dad has a Ferrari, but Asher Gold’s dad has a Porsche.”

“Ferrari,” Russell said.

“I thought so. Thanks, Dad.”

This was one of the perils of raising kids in New York, she thought, at least if you were trying to subsist on less than two hundred and fifty grand a year. Ferraris and Porsches. When they had first moved to TriBeCa, it was a frontier village populated by artists, musicians, and families that couldn’t afford space uptown and didn’t mind traveling ten blocks for groceries, but in the last few years it had been overrun by Wall Streeters and celebrities and Kennedy princes. If they’d owned their loft, they at least would have profited from the gentrification, but by renting, they had missed out on the boom. Although their rent was for the moment stabilized, they lived in fear of paying market price for the space. She’d tried to persuade Russell to look at houses in Brooklyn or even Pelham, a not-too-distant refuge of the middle-aged culturati that had some unrestored houses and decent public schools, but he was determined to make his stand in Manhattan, claiming he was too old for Brooklyn and too young for Pelham—a typical Russell observation.

“How do I look?” Corrine smoothed her hair back and faced him.

“Great,” he answered without looking.

“How would you know?”

He turned away from the mirror, where he was fixing his collar. “That dress isn’t my favorite.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Too stretchy across the top. It makes you look flat.”

“I am flat.” She pictured Hilary’s breasts, their volume and thrust.

“No you’re not.” He seemed to take this personally, as if she were devaluing marital property. For her part, Corrine was quite happy with her endowment and secretly believed that cup size had an inverse ratio to IQ. “Well, thirty-four barely B doesn’t exactly count as stacked.” 

“You asked my opinion, my love.”

“Go see if Storey’s in her pj’s yet. Since I’ve got to change.”

While she didn’t necessarily share Russell’s opinion on the dress, she now felt self-conscious—a bad way to start out an evening. Suddenly, it was all about tits.

“Hey, Mom,” Jeremy said. “Can humans transform themselves?”

“What do you mean, honey?”

“I mean, can they change into other things?”

Puzzled, she finally looked away from the vanity and saw he was playing with one of those Transformer robots that can be converted into trucks and tanks and planes. “That’s a very good question, honey.”

“Well, can they?”

“Better ask your father.”




         


2

Everywhere he looked, there was a black Suburban with smoked windows, idling curbside or double-parked, like a crocodile lurking beside a riverbank. Yesterday, this same vehicle, or one identical to it, had been standing outside his gym, but when Luke approached, it had disappeared into the current of uptown traffic before he’d thought to take down the license number. Though he hadn’t noticed anything when he flagged a cab outside the New School, the black hulk had been behind him since they’d come up from the underpass in front of Grand Central, trailing him up Park, making the turn onto Eightieth and then onto Lexington, passing slowly as his cab pulled to the curb outside the apartment building where his daughter was meeting her psychiatrist.

When, a few minutes later, he confided his suspicions to Ashley, who was surprised, if not necessarily thrilled, to see him standing on the sidewalk, she rolled her eyes with that exasperation that she seemed to reserve for her credulous father.

“Do you know how many black Suburbans there are in the city? Half the girls in school get picked up in them.”

She was right, of course. In the last decade, they’d become as ubiquitous as Lincoln Town Cars, the hypertrophied stealth vehicle of urban wealth.

“You realize I’ve got study group at Bethany’s house in a few minutes?” she added impatiently.

“Actually, I thought maybe you could blow her off and we’d go to Starbucks or something.”

She seemed to weigh this option for a moment. “It’s our first one. After the summer and all.”

“Well, then, I’ll walk you over,” he said, trying to hide his disappointment.

“I think Mom may be right,” she said as they headed west on Eightieth. “You’ve got too much time on your hands.”

This remark he chose to ignore. “How was school?”

“Okay.”

“You happy with your teachers?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So you think I gave enough money to the capital fund last year?” He still couldn’t get over the fact that one of the mothers had informed Sasha, over lunch last year, that in order to get the best teachers, a girl’s parents were expected to give at least ten thousand on top of the tuition, which was almost thirty. Or that in the end he’d caved in. On the Upper East Side, charity tended to entail this kind of cost-benefit analysis.

“I guess.”

As they walked toward Fifth, the conversation limped along in this fashion—like a pedestrian with a stunted leg.

He left her at the door of the limestone Beaux Arts town house. “Your mom and I are going out tonight.”

“I know,” she said, turning in the doorway. “To the benefit at the zoo. Didn’t Mom tell you I’m going, too? She had an extra table, so I invited some friends.”

         

Letting himself into his apartment, Luke sought out his wife, who was being groomed by her hair and makeup team, and stood outside the master bedroom, reluctant to enter this buzzing, fragrant enclave. In recent years, he’d felt less and less at home in their bedroom anyway, and spent less and less time there. His alleged snoring, his midlife, middle-of-the-night, enlarged prostate–induced trips to the bathroom, the differences in their schedules—all of this added up to many nights on the daybed in the library. When he left his job, he had imagined that this would change, that the sexual fervor of their early years—or at least the companionability of their middle period—might be revived; but if anything, he spent fewer nights in the marital bed than when he was still working, and sex was strictly by appointment. Unfortunately, he still wanted her. To be relieved of that specific desire might be a blessing, as apparently it had been for other long-married husbands of his acquaintance.

Standing in the doorway, observing her in the midst of her preparty regimen, he was reminded of Bismarck’s remark about law and sausages—feminine glamour was something you didn’t necessarily want to see being made. At one time, Sasha herself was strict as a bride on her wedding day about segregating their toilettes, banishing him from the bedroom in the days when she still did her own hair and makeup, but she’d long since ceased worrying about preserving that part of her mystique for him.

She was one of those celebrated beauties—women for whom the drape of a garment and the shape of the eyebrow were subjects of advanced study, who submitted themselves not only to trainers, hairdressers, and stylists but even unto the scalpels of surgeons in pursuit of a feminine ideal that they, in turn, took their modest part in shaping after their pictures appeared in the party pages of Town & Country and W. She was, in one sense, a professional beauty. In fact, Luke was still proud of her on that purely superficial level, of making an entrance with Sasha on his arm.

The hairstylist was aiming a huge blow-dryer at his wife’s skull, which was somewhat disconcertingly exposed and pink—memento mori—in the jet of hot air, while her colleague dabbed at Sasha’s eyes with a little brush. Finally, the stylist noticed Luke standing in the doorway and turned off the dryer.

Opening her eyes, Sasha looked at him in the mirror. “Oh, Luke, there you are. Do you think I have too much shadow?”

Her voice had shadows, husky and abraded by years of smoking—but all the more attractive for that. People were starting to say she sounded like her pal Betty Bacall. Even in this intermediate stage of preparation, she could provoke his desire, and at this moment he almost held that against her.

“Depends. Are you trying to look mysterious or slutty?”

“I thought so,” Sasha said. “Let’s lighten up on the shadow, Yvonne.”

Although renowned for her fashion sense, courted by designers and doted on by their assistants, a perennial on the Best Dressed list—she would be sitting in the front rows once Fashion Week commenced in a matter of days—Sasha still trusted Luke’s judgment on matters of basic taste and proportion, perhaps an instinct left over from the days when she dressed and groomed for him alone, or at least most especially for him.

“What are you wearing?” she asked as the hair dryer resumed its howl.

“A strapless tulle gown from Dolce & Gabbana over a push-up bra.”

“What?”

“My tux.” This was practically tautological—the benefit was formal.

“Duh. I mean which tux?”

“The Anderson & Sheppard.”

“Luke, you’ve been wearing that thing for ten years. It’s starting to shine.”

“And I’m hoping to wear it another ten.”

“Not to mention that it hangs on you.” She turned to the girls. “Luke’s lost fifteen pounds since he quit his job, which, as far as I’m concerned, is the only good thing that’s come out of this whole finding-yourself kick, losing that business-lunch paunch, though I’m starting to suspect he must be having a fling. Darling,” she said, “can’t you wear the Ozwald Boateng I bought you in London?”

“When I’m younger.”

The garment in question was cut like a cigar tube and made him look like an Oscar nominee advised by an overzealous team of stylists.

“Now that he’s unemployed,” Sasha said to the girls, “Luke’s working on his sense of humor.”

He sat down on the bed and sank slowly into the fluffy depths of the duvet. “And what will you be showing to stunning advantage?”

“Don’t worry. Oscar lent me a gown from the showroom.”

“I wasn’t worried.”

“Well, I’m just telling you what a thrifty little hausfrau you have.”

He took some comfort in the verb, with its imputation of possession.

“It’s beyond,” Sasha said.

“Just wait till you see it,” Clarice said.

“It’s to die,” the other one said.

“Totally to die.”

The blow-dryer started up again.

He looked around as if to reacquaint himself with the room. While the public rooms were austerely neoclassical, in the style that had become fashionable in their little corner of the world in the nineties, the bedroom was a pastel nest, the inner chamber of a queen bee, all padded and layered in patterned and quilted fabrics from Fortuny, Scalamandre, and Brunschwig.

“Can you think of any reason,” he asked once the blow-dryer stopped, “why anyone would be following me?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I keep seeing the same black Suburban everywhere I go.”

“He’s also working on his paranoia,” Sasha announced to her groomers, “now that he has all this time on his hands.” She turned to Luke: “Maybe you should be writing a thriller instead of some book about samurai movies.” Back to the girls: “He spent a year in Tokyo when he was working for Morgan and bought into the whole Bushido thing. Of course, all the investment bankers like to think of themselves as Toshiro Mifune in Yojimbo, fearlessly slicing down the competition. That whole Art of War thing. He’s rented a little studio over on Seventy-sixth to write, but I think he’s probably using it to entertain exotic women. Or maybe to look at Internet porn.”

“Just trying to stay out of your way, dearest,” Luke said.

She wasn’t actually worried about him straying; only about his self-imposed sabbatical. Although he’d determined six months ago that they would be able to maintain their current opulent manner of living for some years to come, even if he failed to resume working, she was alarmed at the prospect of a declining standard of living, or even a static one. Were it up to her, Sasha would have been perfectly willing to trade back the fifteen pounds he’d lost for the seven-figure income without a second thought, and, in fact, the market slide of the past spring had suddenly seemed to bear out her fears. As yet, he hadn’t confided the extent of their losses, but he was the principal investor in an independent film-production company that was, he suspected, on the verge of collapse after an overambitious expansion into broadband, which he himself, as their former investment banker, had encouraged back in the days when they were shoveling money at every twenty-five-year-old with a laptop and a business plan.

Whatever her concerns about her monthly allowance, Sasha seemed slightly embarrassed at having a husband whose place in the community was no longer clearly defined. He thought of himself as a ronin, a samurai without a master, and somehow he imagined she would share his excitement about this freedom, that she might find it romantic, even sexy, to have a husband who wasn’t just another suit.

As part of his program of exploration and personal improvement, he’d planned to spend the summer traveling through Europe with his family, but Sasha had been loath to miss out on the social season in Southampton, as had their daughter, who seemed to believe that an hour spent without her friends was a hideous waste; in the end, they’d settled for two unhappy weeks in Italy.

“They have a term for guys like Luke,” Sasha announced. “Men who cash out their winnings early and leave the table. There’re dozens of them around town. Walking ghosts. That’s what they call them. Isn’t that good?”

“Hell, I wish I could retire,” said Clarice, pointing her blow-dryer at the ceiling. “I mean, isn’t that like everybody’s dream?”

“Luke, I think we’ve found your next wife.”

To her credit, Clarice blushed.

“What’s this about Ashley going to the benefit?” He would have preferred to have this conference in private, but his irritation drove him forward. “I really wish you’d consulted me about this. I can’t see why she needs to attend these kinds of events at her age. Especially on a school night.”

“We had an extra table and I thought it would be nice for her to host her friends. Don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud.”

“She’s thirteen years old, Sasha.”

“Fourteen. I seem to recall you moping around at the birthday party last month.”

“And if you’d had your way, it would have been her Sweet Sixteen. Isn’t she precocious enough, for Christ’s sake?”

“What’s the harm? It’s important to socialize her.”

“Prepare her for a life of charity balls?”

“She’ll be with her friends. She’s going directly to Bethany’s house and changing there, so we’ll meet her at the zoo.”

“Just because Bethany’s mother lets her dress like a slut and hang out till dawn.”

Luke had finally realized how seriously his wife’s ambitions for their daughter diverged from his own three years ago when he’d picked up the Sunday Times magazine one morning and discovered a full color picture of her standing in front of their building in a Gucci trench coat, under the headline YOUNG FASHION PLATES OF MANHATTAN. He should have made a stand then. Or somewhere along the way. Instead, he had allowed it to happen while he spent most of his waking hours making a career that bankrolled a style of living that he did not, he suddenly realized, find amusing.

The other reason he was upset about Ashley’s presence at the benefit was that this “extra table” would have cost at least ten grand.

         

After changing into the tux, he drifted out to the rarely used double-height living room—which seemed to be holding its breath, as if awaiting a crew from Architectural Digest or House & Garden to set up and shoot it—checking out what appeared to be a new Christian Liagre daybed he was almost certain he hadn’t seen before, then remembered Sasha threatening to update the decor with some contemporary pieces if they couldn’t redecorate this year. “The whole Biedermeier neoclassical look is so mid-nineties,” she’d concluded. For that matter, he wondered if he recognized the carpet—was it the same Tabriz or Shiraz he’d been walking on for years, or had it been replaced recently? For some reason, it looked different.

The light was going fast, the days getting shorter, although the heat of summer lingered in the air outside. From the window, Luke looked out over the water towers of Fifth Avenue to the park, studying the senescence of the daylight, which seemed almost viscous, ready to coagulate—trying to register that perfect moment of transition from day to evening, that instant when the light, in dying, was most nearly itself.

It was the hour of anticipation and preparation, the still pivot between the activities of the day and the promises of the night. He felt as if he was waiting for something to happen. Something miraculous. Something other than the gala beginning of another officially sanctioned autumn season. Wasn’t that the promise of the city—that anything could happen—the possibility of riot and reinvention? Or had it been revoked somewhere along the way… while he was in the Hamptons this summer, when he was still working downtown and wouldn’t have noticed? When he’d turned forty?

         

Finally, Sasha stood framed in the doorway, vibrating, it seemed to him, with the knowledge of her own creamy beauty, her hair a golden helmet, wearing something that looked like a rippling golden sheet secured over one shoulder. Diana the huntress.

Jesus, he thought. She looks edible.

“So? Isn’t the dress beyond?”

“Definitely.”

“Isn’t it to die?”

“Well,” he said, having never quite gotten used to this figure of her speech, though he heard it a dozen times a day. He pulled her toward him and raised his hand to stroke her forehead.

“Luke,” she said, squirming out of his grasp. “My hair.”

         

The elevator doors opened on Luke’s floor, revealing a tuxedoed Tupper Carlson, ruler of a downtown brokerage house and the president of the co-op, descending from the penthouse with his great blue heron of a wife, notable for her stick legs and prominent beak. (Five years ago, with his application pending before the co-op committee, Luke had given five thousand to the Audubon Society, on whose board she aptly sat.) Her pencil-thin, sinewy arms and knotted hands were at odds with her taut glazed-porcelain face. Sixty-year-old arms and hands, forty-year-old face. Dr. Baker her Praxiteles, as Sasha had once remarked.

“What a lovely dress,” Sasha said.

“Oh, this? I found it in the closet. I can’t even remember where I bought it.”

“It’s beyond,” Luke said, smiling stupidly.

This regal couple always conveyed a certain irritation when forced to share the elevator, having largely insulated themselves from unexpected infusions of humanity with their chauffeur-driven cars, private jets, and private clubs. As board president, Carlson had been responsible for replacing the elevator man with a control console and video system at the door, which allowed the doormen to regulate the destination of the elevator—presumably to spare Carlson the discomfort of sharing the cramped conveyance with a representative of the lower orders, although he’d justified the change in economic terms. It was also Carlson who, in order to prevent the lesser rich from infesting the building, had raised the cash-purchase requirement from 75 to 100 percent, and the net-worth requirement from double to triple the purchase price of the apartment, although Luke had circumvented these mandates by borrowing half a million from his firm and then, after his application was approved, repaying it by taking out a secret mortgage. Everybody did it, of course, except for those like Carlson, who were so rich that they sneered at the tax deduction.

It seemed to Luke at this moment, as they silently descended, that Tupper’s demeanor was even more citric than usual, as if he knew about some of Luke’s recent market losses, which wasn’t impossible, given his position in the financial community; the only thing more distasteful than a man of declining means to someone of his caste and temperament was such a man who held shares in one’s co-op.

“After you,” Luke said when the doors finally opened.

         

Fifth Avenue was clogged with limos and Town Cars, but after ten minutes they had nearly reached the entrance, where blue police barriers funneled them between the scrum of paparazzi and curious civilians into the Central Park Zoo. As their driver tried to ease over toward the curb, he was cut off by a black Mercedes, followed closely by a black Suburban.

“There it is again,” Luke said.

“There what is?”

“The black Suburban.”

“For God’s sake, Luke.”

“And if I’m not mistaken, that’s Melman’s Mercedes,” he said. “The way I hear it, his thugs are completely out of control. A cab sideswiped one of his cars the other night and they opened fire right there on Seventy-third Street. He had to make some calls and spread some cash around to keep that out of the papers.”

“I don’t know what you’re babbling about.”

The two cars inched forward ahead of them. Three hulks in suits jumped out of the Suburban while it was still moving. The two cars docked in front of the entrance. A fourth bodyguard leapt from the front seat of the Mercedes, conferred with the others and reconnoitered the crowd, then finally walked back to the car and tapped gently before opening the rear door.

From his window, Luke glimpsed Bernard Melman and his escort—not the wife but the daughter, Caroline, from his first marriage. Melman, a head shorter, was intermittently visible, or at least the skunklike white stripe of his pate was. Luke glanced over at his wife, who was checking herself out in the mirror of her compact, apparently unaware of Melman, who was rumored to be on the brink of a divorce, his wife having taken up residence in their Palm Beach house.

Finally, their car nosed up to the entrance. Sasha tugged Luke’s bow tie down at the corners, imparting a less rigid, more insouciant look. He jumped out of the car and held the door open for Sasha, who elicited a hue and cry from the photographers. Sasha took Luke’s arm and marched forward, amid calls of “Sasha, over here.” “Smile, Sasha.” “Who are you wearing?”

Luke let Sasha set the pace as she paused in front of her favorite photographers, letting her step out ahead, and admiring her himself: a figurehead braving the dark waves of paparazzi surging and yearning on either side of her, illuminated by flashes of lightning.

“Come on, Luke, give us a smile.”

Amazing, he thought, trying to summon a semblance of a smile, that one of them remembered the name of Sasha’s husband. The benefit circuit was the realm of wives; husbands were merely the bankers, black-and-white shadows of their brilliantly plumed mates.

“Just one by yourself, Sasha.”

Luke stepped away. Sasha rolled her eyes and pursed her lips apologetically, as if to say, What a bother. But she obliged the photographers’ every request.

“One more. This way.”

“That’s the third great lie,” Sasha said when she rejoined Luke. “When a photographer says ‘Just one more.’”

“Only if you’re a beautiful woman.”

“Well,” she said, rewarding him with a smile all his own. “Around here, the competition is mostly geriatric.”

Finally, they were past the gauntlet and sheltered by a tented tunnel that emerged into the courtyard of the zoo. Luke announced himself to one of the young women with clipboards who flanked the inner entrance—all of them in black, alert, ready at a moment’s notice to be either slavish or slightly imperious, as the situation demanded. She repeated his name interrogatively, as if testing its validity.

“Here are your place cards, Mr. and Mrs. McGavock,” a second young woman said, then whispered something to the first.

“Get me a drink, darling,” Sasha said. “I’m going to say hi to the girls.” She gestured toward a group over near the seal pool.

At the bar, Luke stood behind a redheaded socialite known for her wit. “I was married to Tom for six months,” she said to her girlfriend. “It was a case of mistaken identity, basically. Someone said he was the biggest prick at Time Warner and I misheard the verb.”

She’d said the same thing to Luke at a previous benefit, when she was still married to the man in question, who had subsequently moved into the Carlyle when the couple split. Word was that he’d left her after catching her with her head between the legs of his partner’s wife. To which one listener replied, “Yeah, but why did he leave?”

Carrying the two drinks, he looked around for Sasha and caught sight of her huddled with Melman, the only man present to whom even the movie stars paid court. He watched from a distance as Sasha whispered in Melman’s ear and the deputy mayor waited respectfully for his moment. Melman was perhaps not quite as small as Luke liked to imagine him, although the hulking bodyguards who accompanied him everywhere—which some saw as an affectation to underline his importance—did nothing to make him seem taller. Bernie was one of the few corporate raiders of the eighties to have flourished in the subsequent decade. Time travelers from that era would scarcely have recognized the socially prominent philanthropist who was practically this evening’s unacknowledged guest of honor. Although he had left in his wake a Hoxsey’s army of disappointed investors and wrecked companies, it was said that he had never been on the wrong end of a deal, and, unlike some of his peers, he’d never been indicted. Very few people had the knowledge or the interest to evaluate his arcane financial dealings, and his victims tended to dwell in the outer provinces of the republic, where goods were manufactured, or in the arid regions of corporate finance, far from the gossip columns and society pages of Manhattan. During his early years in New York, he had been caricatured as a barbarian and a parvenu. His current eminence and good press stemmed as much from genuine admiration for his vast fortune as from fear of his power and influence, which now included certain branches of the media. The rumors of his impending divorce seemed plausible—Melman and his wife hadn’t been photographed together in months. There was also, Luke knew, a certain buzz surrounding his friendship with Sasha. They had been spotted lunching together recently, not at the Four Seasons or Aureole or one of the consecrated stations of their mutual circuit, where their presence would be so conspicuous as to merit no reproach, but at a dowdy Italian spot on Third Avenue in the Fifties. Sasha had explained the rendezvous plausibly enough—she was hitting him up for a big donation on behalf of the ballet, on whose board she served—if not the unlikely venue, where they might have believed it was unlikely to see anyone they knew. Luke found it more than curious that his wife, of all people, would have chosen to dine anonymously with such an illustrious acquaintance
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