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One

My family hated my job. Aunt Estelle had said, “Darling, politics is so unlike you. All those loudmouths and lower-class lawyers. They’re beneath you. I know deep down you realize it.”

“Roosevelt was a politician. So was Kennedy—Harriman.”

“Marcia, sweetheart, they were statesmen. We’re talking New York City now, and you know as well as I do that no one you come in contact with is interested in real elegance.”

As usual, my mother had let a refined sigh escape through the delicate hole in her pursed lips and then had noted that I seemed to spend a lot of time catering to people in slums.

Uncle Julius had muttered that politicians wouldn’t know a nice girl if they fell over her.

Cousin Barbara was thrilled that I was fulfilled but hinted I might combine my career with marriage and children for even deeper fulfillment.

It was a situation from which half-hour television comedies are made. “Marcia! In tonight’s episode, Marcia Green’s warm and winning and wise and wonderful Jewish family reminds her that she is thirty-five, divorced, and childless.”

It would have been a veritable laff riot except that it was my life they were criticizing. They belittled every choice I had made by myself.

That job. Who does she think she is, Miss Last Hurrah, chasing around with all those Democrats, getting older and older and her uterus shriveling to the size of a walnut so she can be guaranteed not to have a family and live a normal life? And her apartment, up four flights of stairs like she was an immigrant, in the middle of Greenwich Village, with weirdos and women who don’t shave under their arms for neighbors.

And him. Can you believe what she’s involved with? There would be howls of laughter on the sound track as they schemed to drag still another eligible man across my life, trying to pry me away from him. Can you believe her, divorcing a very fine third-year medical student, running around Manhattan like she was a wild Indian, and then winding up living with an Irishman from the Bronx old enough to be a lot older than she is? We’ll find her a real boyfriend. The camera would pan to a smiling Aunt Estelle. Before the commercial, there would be an ethnic joke about beer cans and perhaps a line or two about bloodshot eyes.

Ha! Such a life our girl Marcia is living.

Jerry Morrissey’s eyes were not bloodshot. They were clear, framed with a heavy fringe of dark lashes. And while he sipped an occasional beer, he was quite elegant. Late on that morning when everything began happening, a lock of his thick black hair fell over his forehead and it looked tasteful and quite wonderful, as if styled by a Hollywood hairdresser for a fast take of vulnerable dishevelment. He brushed it away gracefully.

He spoke nicely too. “Listen, if you’re hungry, you can grab a hot dog at the stand over there. The governor probably won’t be here for another fifteen minutes.”

“I’ll wait till after the rally.” I remained close to Jerry. “Anyway, I saw those hot dogs and they’re really an unhealthy-looking pink. They look like they’d bite back.”

“Well, it’s a tough city, sweetheart.”

Across from us, a handbill stuck under the windshield wiper of a parked car flapped in an unusually gentle winter wind. I couldn’t read it, but I could guess what it said: THE BOROUGH OF QUEENS SALUTES GOVERNOR GRESHAM! There would be fifteen sentences about the rally, fourteen followed by exclamation points.

“Morrissey! Marcia!” William Paterno, President of the Council of the City of New York, climbed from the leather softness of his official car and hurried toward us. His legs were short and his feet small, but he moved fast, doing two steps for a longer-limbed man’s one. “Gresham’s motorcade just went through Long Island City. He should be here in ten-fifteen minutes.” Paterno’s expression was sour. “Crazy,” he went on, “the governor calling a rally outdoors in the middle of February, just to say hello to people. You’ll see, five thousand people will come, a third catch cold and blame it on him and vote Republican next November. Gresham’s nuts.”

Jerry offered him a diplomatic shrug. I offered the truth: “They love him. Did you see the crowd? It’s huge.” Jerry glanced away while Paterno glanced at me, dyspeptic. Then I added, “He’s unbeatable.”

Well, he was.

If James d’Avonne Gresham had only listened to his nanny’s lectures on table manners, he would still be governor of New York. Small bites, James. Chew thoroughly. Slowly. We’re in no hurry. But he was, after all, a politician, so someplace between his first meeting of the New York County Independent Democrats—where he quickly made his mark as the only person in the room not shrieking—and his first race for State Assembly, James d’A. Gresham began tear-assing around. His nanny would have deemed it highly unseemly. Members of the leisure class do not dash from a Fifth Avenue penthouse to inappropriate parts of Brooklyn to lunch with Negroes. Nor do they seek the counsel of Jews who have not yet learned to lower their voices. Rather, they sit in law firms and banks and nod to each other. They remain calm. And despite the occasional deviant, the aberrant Roosevelt, they do not become Democrats.

I could be nothing but a Democrat, although my mother attempted to instill good breeding in me post partum: “Marcia, a lady dips her soup spoon away from her.” While Governor Gresham’s grandfather began crewing at Princeton, mine spent twenty dollars to change his name from Isadore Greenbaum to I.S. Green. Alas, by the time Grandpa Gresham entered Harvard Law School, Grandpa Green had been rolling hems on ladies’ better coats for three years; two years later, he moved up to finishing collars, and that was as high as he got.

But this was America, so things got better. In the next generation, when Gresham’s father took up the oars for Princeton, my father, the optimistically named Victor Green, was in his third year of night school at Brooklyn College. Papa Gresham became an investment banker, Papa Green an accountant. However, the Greens lacked the Greshams’ intuitive grasp of the spirit of capitalism. So while d’Avonne Gresham moved on to become Secretary of Commerce, my father remained an employee of Nathan L. Fingerhut, C.P.A., until his death. But as my aunt told my newly widowed mother, “You can always hold your head up. You were married to a professional.”

The sirens from Gresham’s motorcade grew from a nearly subliminal hum into a shrill scream. I groped through my handbag for my pen and pad. Paterno would be up on the platform with Gresham, and he liked me, his speech writer, to take notes. If, unconsciously, he scratched his nose or blinked too much or allowed his mouth to hang open, he wanted to know about it so he could control it the next time. He recognized that appearing with a relaxed and Protestant Gresham made him especially uneasy.

I found it exciting. I was the last Green, the only member of the third generation, but much closer to the Greshams. Both the governor and I earned our living in the same way—from New York Democratic politics. That he supplemented his salary with a twenty-five-million-dollar trust is not the point.

In fact, Gresham is not the point either. His soon-to-be-famous Rego Park rally is simply a convenient place to begin. And he provides a nice contrast to everyone else in my life. James d’A. was profoundly Episcopalian, his pure WASP-hood muddied only by a tinge of Huguenot blood.

The rest of us were real New Yorkers: ethnics, minorities. Our roots were mainly in the working class. Paterno’s father had been a gravedigger. Jerry’s had been a cop. Although we never got to Princeton because the subway didn’t go to New Jersey, we got to college, we got away from our old neighborhoods, we got to run the city that aristocrats like Gresham conceded was the most exciting in the world.

We were assimilating into the Great Washed, the rest of the country. We were moving up. Of course, Gresham remained tantalizingly remote. We minded our manners; he scratched his crotch at the April in Paris Ball and forgot to write thank-you notes.

But Gresham wasn’t too remote. He loved New York City and we loved him back, joining with the rest of the state to put him in the governor’s mansion. Governor Gresham alliterated well, looked well, and performed magnificently.

Jerry called, “Marcia, over here.” He had returned from escorting Paterno up to the flatbed truck that would serve as a stage during the rally. Normally, he did not follow Paterno about. He was Paterno’s most important aide, his Chief of Administration, and as such remained at City Hall and performed important chiefly duties. But a rally for the governor required special attention.

“Is Bill nervous?” I asked.

“El Wrecko,” Jerry answered. Paterno had been hoping this was the day he could pull the governor aside and search him for clues as to whether Gresham planned to drop his present lieutenant governor and select someone worthier—like Paterno. “He keeps complaining that his mouth is too dry so he gives a fast spray with that blue mouthwash he carries and his mouth smells like a disinfected bathroom. And he’s cranky. Edgy as hell.”

So were we. Jerry’s career and mine were tied to Paterno’s. His success became ours. Our prestige and power derived from his. In that sense, Jerry and I were like children—or serfs.

“How are you doing?” I asked.

“Me? I’m fine.”

“I mean, how’s your back?” Jerry had exited from the official car at a bad angle.

“Just a pull.” His back was fragile. He had a wooden board under his side of the mattress. “You’ll give me a nice soft massage tonight.”

“I promised to have dinner …”

“That’s right. I forgot.”

“But I’ll call my Aunt Estelle and—”

“No, go ahead. I’ll get into bed with the heating pad. It’s a good opportunity to catch up with some paperwork.”

“Jerry, I really don’t mind.”

“No, you haven’t seen them for a while. Anyway, whenever you get back from a family dinner you’re so happy to see me that I can get you to do whatever I want.”

“What do you want?” I whispered, waiting for him to whisper back something hot and sexual, or something tender and long-range.

“What?” he demanded loudly, as though I had interrupted a conversation he was having with someone else. He looked annoyed. “Come on. No funny stuff during working hours. I thought we agreed on that.”

Embarrassed, afraid he knew how I wanted my own question answered, I glanced away, but he threw me a fast wink before I could completely avert my eyes. Jerry gave gifts and then snatched them away and handed back different ones. His presents were more than enough to keep me with him, yet he never bestowed so much that I might be tempted to cut all my other ties and irritate him with my demands for more winks, more sex, more companionship. “Sorry,” I murmured. He reached out to me and traced my lips with his index and middle finger: a consolation prize to keep me happy for the next twenty-four hours, so I would not surrender under the combined Green/Lindenbaum barrage of guilt and hope at dinner and consent to meet the latest anesthesiologist or raincoat manufacturer.

“Don’t apologize,” he said. “It’s just that I have to keep a clear head during daylight hours.” And he even gave me a bonus, a grin.

Jerry Morrissey was a very good politician.

The crowd in the parking lot surrounding Alexander’s Department Store grew thicker, waiting for Gresham. They were people I considered of my ilk. There were women a decade younger than I, in their mid-twenties, placating toddlers with a pretzel or a bottle of orange juice; pairs of middle-aged women in synthetic furs, fifty-year-old tigresses and leopards, pawing in their shopping bags to retrieve and display a polyester sweater, unbelievably discounted; a sprinkling of older men, retired, faces blank and ashen after forty-five years of shuffling paper under the fluorescent lights of Metropolitan Life.

The crowd grew even heavier, responding to the come-on of Gresham’s advance team, young men with electronic bullhorns. “Ladies and gentlemen, in just a very few minutes, the governor of this great state will make an appearance right here! In Alexander’s parking lot! Don’t miss this opportunity, ladies and gentlemen!” Two sound-equipped trucks cruised the streets, luring the patrons of boutiques, delicatessens, beauty salons, and furniture stores with the same pitch. “Governor Gresham is coming! Come see him, ladies and gentlemen!”

Jerry shifted around, switching his weight from one foot to the other. He did not complain that his back ached, although it obviously did. He grew angry at frailty, even though he was discovering, at forty-seven, that he was increasingly susceptible to viruses, pains, allergies. He equated illness with weakness. For Jerry, a person was either fit or dying.

He lifted his cleft chin toward the truck, pointing it at Paterno. “Look at him. He has his hand around his wrist. I bet he’s taking his goddamn pulse again.” Paterno’s mild hypochondria annoyed Jerry terribly. It made him feel he was working for someone who was less than a man.

“Come on,” I said, believing he took Paterno’s weakness too seriously. “He’s just sitting there quietly, waiting for things to get moving. When he’s worried about his health, he twitches—you know, feeling for lumps under his arms or palpating his stomach.”

“Marcia, he was complaining about chest pains again last night, right before I dropped him off. We went to that German-American cultural thing, and he must have put away about ten pounds of bratwurst. Then, on the way home, he puts his hand against his chest and kind of looks away, out the window. So I say, Anything wrong, Bill?’ and he says, ‘No. Nothing. A little tightness in my chest. It must be gas.’ So I agreed with him.”

“You could have been a little more sympathetic.”

“Sure. Right. Then I could have had the fun of spending the night at the emergency room at New York Hospital while he gets another EKG. Do you know how many man-hours have gone into giving that guy cardiograms? It’s crazy. I’m not going to play his game.”

“But he’s been lonely since Terri died, living in that big house all by himself. He wants attention.”

“So let him get married again. We could use a good wife in the next campaign.”

I turned away from Jerry, partially because I didn’t want to argue with him. I knew he’d be in a testy mood if his back was bothering him. And also, I still had trouble—even after two years of living with him—in fighting with him and looking at him at the same time. His handsomeness was glaring enough to be distracting.

Generally, handsome is an easy word, casually bestowed. It is withheld only when a man possesses a major flaw, like inch-thick glasses or a forehead studded with blackheads. Any man with reasonably even features is called handsome by someone, as long as he keeps his weight under an eighth of a ton and doesn’t drool.

Beautiful is a more exacting adjective, saved for special occasions. Women with pleasant features can be attractive, cute, nice-looking, or pretty. My mother told me I looked pretty on my wedding day, although there were mitigating factors: I had had my hair straightened and I was marrying a future physician. Jerry now and then said I was pretty, but I think he was simply declaring his preference for women with my coloring. He could have said “I like blue-eyed blonds” instead. For I am not really pretty. I get my eyes from my Grandma Malke, who, as a girl, stood by the family pushcart twelve hours a day peddling herring. They are quite ordinary pale blue eyes, washed with the same gray as Grandma’s herring. As for the blond hair, every humid New York summer it contracts from a smooth yellow cap into a crazed kink. And I am short, so overall I look like a stunted Scandinavian. But I’m pretty enough for politics, where women routinely look intense and blotchy, like the “before” picture in a magazine makeover.

But Jerry was objectively, truly, and irrevocably handsome. His looks were so classically lovely they were dazzling. They startled people who met him for the first time, for such looks do not normally appear in mundane contexts. They seem to demand at least a tuxedo and a microphone, not a rumpled blue suit and the I.R.T. subway.

Jerry, at the height of middle age, was a joy, a treat. His chin was still rugged, magnificently, squarely carved and then, miraculously, cleft dead center, giving the glorious strength of his jaw just a quarter inch of vulnerability.

And the thick, straight, soft black hair, now shot with sparks of silver at the temples. It called out to fingers for a run-through. It curled into teeny o’s at the nape of his neck.

The nose? It goes without saying. Perfect and straight. None of that Boston Irish thickness around the nostrils or that crude County Limerick pug. It was a nose to make the chief of plastic surgery at Mount Sinai Hospital eat his heart out.

But the eyes were the best, the Oscar winner in a face of nominees. Blue. Real blue, not drained by gray like mine. Not flecked with brown or pushed around by the threat of green. Jerry’s eyes were true blue, deep and so soft that you wished you could stroke their color, lick them.

Such a face.

The crowd pressured us, growing, taking up space. The cops set up wooden barriers and began herding everyone behind them.

It was an unnaturally warm February day. Several people, coats hanging open, faces damp, glanced around, perhaps fearful of being seduced by Gresham into forgetting their dentist’s appointments. But most stayed and more joined them, attracted by the tumult, by the blast of “Happy Days Are Here Again” and “East Side, West Side” booming from the huge round speakers atop the cab of the truck.

“You know,” said Jerry, “I once tap-danced to ‘East Side, West Side’ in the fifth grade, in the school talent show.”

“You? Really? You tap-danced?”

“Yeah. My mother made me take all these lessons. She thought I’d be the male Shirley Temple. But I lost to this redheaded kid, Paul Rooney, who sang Anchors Aweigh.’ Little bastard wore a sailor suit.”

Gresham’s advance team was putting on the pressure, whipping up the crowd. “In just a brief moment or two, ladies and gentlemen, Governor Jim Gresham will appear right here….”

The crowd waited. They wanted to see their governor. It was more than the hoopla, more than curiosity. They loved him. Gresham was perfect for New York: an aristocrat with dirty hands. He played sea chanteys on his harmonica. His doctoral dissertation at Princeton had concerned his great grandfather’s diplomatic missions during World War I. He had given up an assistant professorship at Columbia to live in East Harlem, where he had instituted a successful consumer mathematics program. And he was good-looking, with great Paul Bunyan shoulders and a thick blond lumberjack mustache.

“They have a great ad campaign,” said Jerry, a little bitterly. “No slogans, no copy at all, just pictures of Gresham at work. All candid shots: at his desk, talking to people on the subway, having dinner. There’s this picture of him sitting down with an Italian family. He’s got this monster loaf of bread in his hands and he’s tearing off a piece and you see ten smiling Dago faces around the table. He’s the only one with a blond mustache.”

“Jerry, be quiet.”

Gresham was so much the aristocrat that he was beyond class, so secure in his position that he could comprehend the needs of all the people. He was Gresham the Good, Gresham the Invincible. Paterno, who probably began coveting the governorship the day he learned the office existed, had, after a few perfunctory conversations with supporters, decided that challenging Jim Gresham in a primary was faster suicide than a revolver to the temple. He took Jerry’s advice, which was that if Gresham, in his second term, decided to try for the Presidency, he would rather bestow the governorship on a man who would not embarrass him, like Paterno. The current lieutenant governor, Lawrence Parker, né Piatagowski, had been one of Gresham’s few public mistakes.

“Okay, get back, everyone,” a cop ordered, stretching out his arms to herd the last few strays behind the barricade. On the platform of the flatbed truck, Paterno sat stiffly on a gray metal folding chair, three seats away from where Gresham would be.

“He’s sweating,” I commented. “Why is he so nervous?” Paterno’s high, furrowed forehead was shiny with perspiration. With his sallow complexion, it gave him a sickly look. “Do you think it’s because he’s with Gresham, that he feels so much is riding on their relationship?” Paterno’s dark eyes darted about the crowd, as if he were searching for someone who loved him. He was a small man, about five feet six inches, and beside the mayor, the borough president, and the city comptroller, he looked quite fragile. The only things big about Paterno were his eyes, huge and a little protuberant, his great forehead, and his stomach. He had a huge appetite, and all the food he ate seemed to settle in his belly, as if the rest of his small body was not equipped to assimilate it. If a frog who’d been kissed by a princess turned into a man, he would look like Paterno and not like the prince in fairy tales.

“Sure he’s sweating,” Jerry conceded. “He’s wearing long johns.”

“Why? It’s warm today, for God’s sake.”

The sound equipment shrieked a wild, high-pitched cry and then calmed down, emitting only intermittent crackles, random pops. “And seated next to the Mayor of this great City, ladies and gentlemen, the President of the great Borough of Queens!” The reflexive booing of the mayor subsided, and the crowd, responding a little to the manic joy in the advance man’s voice, applauded lightly.

“I know it’s warm today,” said Jerry, sounding peeved. “But it’s February. And you know Bill. If it’s February it’s winter and if it’s winter it’s cold and if it’s cold he needs long underwear, so he won’t get the chills and die.” Even in frigid weather, politicians do not like to be seen in overcoats. They feel it makes them look weak, vulnerable, old.

We watched Paterno lift the back of his hand to his face, ostensibly to massage the tip of his nose. He wiped some perspiration off his upper lip.

“And, ladies and gentlemen,” the advance man continued, his voice soaring to new heights of ecstasy, “the President of City Council, the man from this wonderful Borough of Queens who almost single-handedly settled the police strike and the great garbage strike, ladies and gentlemen, the son of immigrant parents who rose to become a great New Yorker, a truly great American, William Paterno!”

Shoving my handbag under my right arm, I applauded furiously, accidentally poking the woman next to me with my left elbow. Reflexively, she started clapping, a gold crucifix bopping rhythmically each time her upper arms crashed into her huge balloon breasts. Jerry, on my right, stuck two fingers between his lips and gave a piercing, practiced whistle. It was not the sort of sound people anticipate from an adult. Several glanced around, looking for the acne-ridden fifteen-year-old responsible; unsuccessful, they applauded anyway, not without enthusiasm.

“Hear that?” Jerry demanded, his eyes moist, sparkling. “They love him.”

“They like Bill. They love Gresham.”

“Marcia, you’re wrong. They just know Gresham better. He’s been more visible, that’s all. If Bill had as much coverage …”

“If he had as much coverage, he’d be better known, period. He’s not the sort to inspire love. Respect, sure. But he can’t—”

“Bullshit,” Jerry snapped. “You’re talking defeatist bullshit. No wonder …”

A woman stood on the other side of Jerry, an ordinary, upwardly mobile Puerto Rican woman in a subdued beige coat. She was in no way remarkable except that she was staring at Jerry, her eyes traveling the circuit, her jaw drooping, so that I, on his left, could peer past him and look inside her mouth, where a reservoir of saliva had accumulated around her bottom teeth. She did not, of course, notice me, even when I rubbed against him familiarly.

Jerry sensed her glance and turned his head to look at her. Most women, upon being discovered, would have averted their heads or pretended to be searching for a friend just past Jerry. That always happened on the subways and at parties. But this one kept staring, examining him unselfconsciously, as though he existed in another sphere and could not sense her presence.

He leaned down and whispered into my ear, “Weird lady,” and grasped my arm, maneuvering me a few feet closer to the flatbed truck.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen,” the advance man said, his tone growing calmer, almost reverential, “the man who needs no introduction. Ladies and gentlemen of Queens, Governor James d’Avonne Gresham!”

From where he had been secluded, Jim Gresham strode around the side of the truck and leaped up onto the stage. The crowd bellowed its delight, the roar bouncing off the storefronts on Queens Boulevard and returning to the parking lot, refueling the excitement. Whistles, screams, squeaks, sighs, and gulps of suppressed desire, surreptitious peeks at the bulge, probably visible at ten yards, under the fly of the gubernatorial jeans. This brave new man, this radiant leader, this easy, self-assured great guy beside whom all other politicians seemed as attractive as Quasimodo, sauntered up to the microphone.

“Hey,” Gresham began, “I’m glad to be here. But I’ve got to tell you something. I didn’t come here because I was in the mood for a drive through Queens. You know why I’m here.” Pause. Grin. Swivel head slowly. “Pretty soon I’ll be asking you for another four years.”

The blast of noise was even stronger than that following his introduction. Shouts and applause, the thunder of approval, indicated that another four years were his, no need to ask. “Thanks.” Pause. “Thanks a lot.” Another grin. Wait until noise dies down. “I’d like to tell you a few of my ideas.”

“Listen,” I said to Jerry, “do you think Bill could inspire that sort of reaction? That exuberance? That love?”

“No.” Jerry ran his fingers through the gray part of his hair. “But that sort of love isn’t necessary. It’s too volatile. It can’t last.”

Jab a finger at audience. “The rights of the middle class have to be protected,” Gresham was explaining, “because if the majority cannot live in peace, there will be no peace for rich or poor.” The majority seemed to agree, because the tumult began again.

“It’s lasted three years,” I said.

“What?” Jerry yelled over the applause. “I can’t hear you.”

“I said it’s lasted three years!” I stood on tiptoe, my hands forming a megaphone around my mouth, aiming my voice at Jerry’s ear. “They’re as wild about him now as they were during his last campaign.”

“Horse shit!” The crowd’s excitement had wanted somewhat, so Jerry’s “horse shit” was heard by quite a few people standing near us. Even a cop turned, eyed Jerry suspiciously for an instant, and then, assured that he was not dealing with a potential rat-faced assassin, an Oswald or a Ray, turned away.

“Not horse shit,” I murmured. “Look.”

Gresham bent over, reaching out to a woman in the crowd who had maneuvered near the edge of the flatbed truck. She offered him something. He took it and held it aloft. It was a pale brown square, a knish, half wrapped in a rectangle of flimsy white paper.

“This is why I like campaigning in Queens,” Gresham enthused. “A knish. Real food!” The crowd beamed as the Ultimate WASP, their Beloved Non-Ethnic, smiled and inhaled, seeming to savor the greatness of the knish. The dignitaries seated behind him put smiles on their faces, showing they too were enjoying this moment. Paterno’s eyes were wide open; he was probably hungry and, could he have gotten away with it, would have grabbed the knish from Gresham’s hand and stuffed it into his mouth. “Fantastic!” Gresham took a large bite. Too large, his nanny would have said. The clapping began again, the crowd expressing its pleasure at the communion of candidate and knish.

The applause ebbed, and then it ceased.

Gresham’s face turned red, then purple. His grin contorted into a grimace. His long, muscular arms flailed about, as if he were doing some crazy boogie for the folks.

“Je-sus,” said Jerry.

Paterno was up first, reaching Gresham at the same time as his advance man and his state trooper bodyguard. The governor’s mouth had dropped open, his tongue flopped out, and he would have fallen if the state trooper hadn’t grabbed him around the waist and held him up. But Gresham was too big for one man, and the trooper would have keeled over had not Paterno and the advance man propped him up. Within seconds, two cops were on the stage, followed by a News Alert cameraman.

“My God,” said a wizened little man standing near us. “Something is wrong up there.”

One of the cops, a huge black man who looked like a defensive blocker for a successful team, moved behind Gresham and instituted the Heimlich maneuver. He held his hands under Gresham’s diaphragm and squeezed, attempting to push the air up and out of the governor and, with it, the offending glob of knish that was choking him.

But the giant bite of knish did not fly out of Gresham’s mouth. Paterno grabbed the microphone that had fallen to the floor and yelled into it, “Is there a doctor? Is there a doctor anywhere?”

Seconds later, a man pushed past us. “I’m a doctor,” he kept calling, all the way up to the truck. Later reports in the Post indicated that he was Steven H. Greenlick, a dermatologist.

I heard whimpering around me, fearful bleats, moans of “God” repeated over and over. Gresham could be held up no longer. He pitched forward and crashed to the floor. The police, politicians, state troopers, and Dr. Greenlick pushed and shoved each other as they moved around, trying to save the governor.

I swallowed guiltily, great gulps of saliva. The air felt colder and seemed to solidify around me, pierced only by the crazed, atonal moan of an ambulance that must have been summoned. It screamed up Queens Boulevard, racing toward Gresham.

“Why can’t they do anything?” I whispered.

Jerry shrugged and continued to stare at the truck. I closed my eyes. “Marcia,” he said a moment later, poking my arm. “Look.”

I opened my eyes, half expecting to see Gresham leap off the floor and wave. But he lay there still, and the police and troopers and pols and Greenlick backed away.

“Christ,” Jerry muttered.

A Daily News photographer scooted around the stage and stopped in front of Paterno; she focused on him and began shooting. He had begun crying as she approached.

A cop pushed back against the crowd saying, “Get back. Get back.” It wasn’t necessary. Everyone remained motionless, even after the ambulance arrived, even after Gresham’s once-powerful six-foot-six-inch body was squished onto a stretcher made for lesser men. The crowd started to shuffle only as the ambulance drove out of sight.

I whispered, “My God.” The air grew icy, numbing me. Then I sensed, more than felt, Jerry wrapping his arm around my shoulder. “It’s awful,” I added, realizing that the strange feeling on my face was the frosty path made by tears running along my cold skin. I sniffled. “It’s like a nightmare, Jerry.”

“Well, it’s going to put quite a crimp into the knish business,” he observed.


Two

My uncle, Julius Lindenbaum, furrier and family man, yanked open the door a second after my pressing the lighted button that set off a four-note chime. “Marcia honey,” he boomed. “Did you hear about it?”

“You mean about the governor?” I mumbled the last two syllables into his blue alligator as he gave me one of his specialties, a crushing hug, squeezing my arms to my sides and squashing my face against his shirt.

“Terrible,” he said, leading me into the house. “Ever wonder how come it’s Democrats who always die?”

My mother’s sister, Aunt Estelle, and her husband, my Uncle Julius, lived in Jamaica Estates in the borough of Queens, one of those upper-middle-class areas of New York City so greenly landscaped, so secure with its oak doors and brass knockers, that if you clapped your hands over your ears and refused to listen to the residents’ accents, you could imagine yourself in Shaker Heights or Bellaire.

Their house was a colonial, red-brick, two-story, with a large central hall. On the left of the hall was a beige living room; my aunt had determined that monotones were quietly rich-looking. On the right was the dining room, filled with brilliantly waxed dark furniture: table and chairs, of course, and a huge breakfront displaying the Lindenbaum Collection of Extremely Fine China, and a buffet—with a marble top for serving and long thin drawers underneath—for holding Aunt Estelle’s sizable stock of ecru tablecloths.

“Hello, Marcia.” As I walked into the living room, I saw my mother.

“Hi, Mom.” Observing her sister’s dictum on monotones, my mother wore a brown dress. However, since she was the poor relation, she looked fittingly ill-clothed. The dress clung to her everywhere except the waist, like a late-fifties chemise with static. “How are you?” I asked.

“All right,” she answered. “I saw your employer on the news. Did he say anything to you about having seen …?”

“I was there.” I said it simply, knowing I had scored so many points with those three little words that I could afford to toss them off. My Uncle Julius even waved his hairy arm graciously, offering me a seat anywhere on their couch.

“Oh?” she murmured.

“I’ll tell Aunt Estelle you’re here,” Uncle Julius said. “She’s in the kitchen, but don’t say anything till she comes, so it’s still fresh in your mind.” He lumbered out of the living room, anxious to find my aunt and, I think, relieved to get away from my mother and me. Uncle Julius did not seem comfortable with people who could not afford fur.

“Well,” my mother said, “you picked an exciting career.” Her voice was thin, weary. It sounded about five minutes from dead.

She spoke a little like she looked. My mother is plain-looking, short—like me—and dried out like a parched, neglected houseplant. It’s as if the routine of living—pouring orange juice, applying deodorant—sapped her strength. Even when I was a child thirty years ago she was the same, sighing after tying each shoelace, silently serving me peanut butter sandwiches which she never had enough energy to cut into halves. Nothing I did, knock-knock jokes, making perfect hospital corners on my bed, graduating number six in my high school class, made her perk up.

As a young woman, she must have possessed some élan, an aspiration or two, because as a child I heard stories about Hilda saving up to buy a Packard, Hilda keeping company with a Columbia boy and making plans to go to Hunter College, Hilda forgoing the movies so she could buy fresh flowers every day to pin on her lapel.

But after high school she spent four years typing up tax returns for an accountant with offices on Kings Highway in Brooklyn. Then she met my father, Victor Green, certified public accountant, when he was hired to fill the opening left by another accountant, who had suffered a paralytic stroke during tax season.

My father was not a Columbia boy. He had five years of night school at Brooklyn College and, from their wedding picture, appears as pale and ordinary looking as I remember him. Definitely not the Ivory League type, as my Grandma Yetta would have said. So Hilda Shochet Green traded her dream of a Packard for the reality of a Toastmaster. They moved to a tiny apartment on Ocean Avenue in Brooklyn. Instead of buying a sprig of sweet lilacs, she bought waxed apples and bananas for the green glass bowl on their dinette table.

“How has the television coverage been?” I asked her. “Did they have any footage …?”

“Uncle Julius asked us not to discuss it until he and Estelle can hear it together.” She did not look at me as she spoke.

I shifted around on Aunt Estelle’s beige couch. I don’t think my mother trusted me. She seemed to suspect that I was perpetually on the verge of doing something crass that would further decrease her status in the family, like passing gas or mocking a cousin’s choice of stemware. “How have you been feeling?” I asked.

“All right. Oh, I was reading Reader’s Digest.”

“Any good articles?”

“Let me think. Oh, they had one about the wives of the ones who aren’t circumcised.”

“What?” I asked, momentarily more confused than curious.

“These women have a very high rate of it.” She stretched her short arm across my aunt’s long coffee table and took a cashew from a crystal bowl.

“A high rate of what?” I demanded.

“You know what I mean, Marcia.” She held the nut between her thumb and index finger and nibbled it delicately with her front teeth.

“No. I don’t know what you mean.”

“Cancer,” she hissed. “Cancer of the vagina.”

“You mean cervical cancer?”

“Whatever.” Her next selection was an almond, which she examined closely, as if it were a new and fascinating species.

“Mom.” She turned to me, her weakly colored brown eyes trying to fix on mine. “Why did you bring up the subject?” Her eyes returned to the almond.

“I was just making conversation.”

“Come on, Mom. You’re thinking about me and Jerry.”

“I most certainly was not,” she countered.

“Mom,” I said, “he’s a decent person. He’s clean. Cleaner than I am. He takes two showers a day.”

“That’s not funny.”

“Who said it was funny? I wasn’t trying to be funny.”

“My girls having a good time?” Uncle Julius loomed on the threshold of the living room.

My mother and I both smiled and nodded at Uncle Julius.

“Good. Good. Estelle will be in in just a minute. You didn’t cheat, did you, Marcia? I hope not a word—”

“I’m saving it all for you and Aunt Estelle.”

“Wonderful. Well, just make yourself comfortable.” He stalked the living room and sat at the other end of the couch. It was a leviathan of a sofa, a sectional that wound its eighteen feet around two sides of the living room. “You want a drink, Marcia?”

“A drink?” my mother muttered. Our family, of course, did not drink before dinner, although once at the table, a glass of tomato juice with an overhanging lemon wedge was de rigueur.

Uncle Julius spoke fast. “I got some Cherry Heering and some Dubonnet. Or do you want something harder? Scotch?”

“Nothing, thanks.”

Uncle Julius shot my mother a fast glance: See, Hilda, at least Irish isn’t contagious.

“But if you want something, don’t let me stop you.”

I could not imagine anyone stopping Uncle Julius. He combined a massive, czarlike presence with unwavering self-assurance. The resulting force was so powerful it seemed elemental. I could no more deflect his hugs and prolonged cheek kisses than I could order a hurricane to leave New York and go blow on New Jersey.

Because he never questioned himself, no one ever questioned him. Women accepted his suffocating embraces, pulling their lips inside their mouths so as not to smear lipstick on his shirt. Men fought not to wince as Uncle Julius shook their hands and squashed their knuckles. Did you ring his bell, collecting for Cystic Fibrosis or the Heart Fund? He’d bellow a “hi, sweetheart” and tear off a fast twenty or two from his roll of bills and stuff it into your hand. Was your son having trouble getting into medical school? Don’t worry, Dave, I’ll speak to a couple of people. Uncle Julius, apolitical, not even registered to vote, understood power. In Jamaica Estates, he was a mover, a doer. And he demanded no quid pro quo, although obviously, if he had managed to get your semiliterate daughter a summer job at the local library, you bought your lynx at Julius Lindenbaum Fine Furs Ltd. when the leaves began to fall.

“How is Barbara?” I asked him. His daughter, my cousin, was six months older than I.

My Aunt Estelle glided up behind me and answered. “She’s fine, darling. Just finishing a diet with a special metabolism doctor on Fifth Avenue, near the Guggenheim Museum. How are you?” Like my mother, she wore brown, but hers was a tissuey wool, finely tailored with a soft pleated skirt and high collar. It flattered her short body; she looked rich and well turned out, like an expensive roast.

“I’m fine, thanks.” My aunt leaned her head to the left, offering me her right cheek to kiss. I did so.

“Now,” she said, lowering herself into a straight-backed chair that was upholstered in a creamy silk, “tell me what happened today.” Her pale, fleshy arms rested on the carved mahogany ones of the chair. She was a queen granting an audience.

“Well, some woman offered him a knish—”

“And he took it, just like that?”

“Yes. I mean, it was an impulsive gesture.”

“It never occurred to him that she could be a Red China spy with poison?” My mother and uncle simultaneously pursed their lips in thoughtful expressions and, separately, nodded at my aunt’s sophisticated insight.

“Well, the woman looked ordinary.”

“How did they know it’s a knish? You turn on the radio in the kitchen and all you hear is knish, knish. It was probably one of those square cocktail egg rolls, full of shrimp and all those vegetables they use and God knows what other dreck.”

“Aunt Estelle, it looked like a knish to me.”

“Darling, have you ever heard of anyone choking to death on a knish?”

In my family, caprice always triumphed over logic, opinion slaughtered fact. Normal conversation was impossible because all rules of reasonable discourse were suspended. I found a five-minute discussion of my vacation plans more exhausting than a month’s worth of intense political campaigning.

Maybe it’s universal and there’s dementia released whenever two people from the same gene pool meet. I’ve rarely seen anyone who didn’t look paler returning from a family gathering than leaving for it.

“Aunt Estelle, let me explain what I saw.”

“Later, Marcia darling. It’s so upsetting. Come over here and let me see that necklace.”

I walked across the thick, spongy carpet and bent toward her.

“What a sweet locket,” she said, peering closely for a thorough inspection. “Is it new?”

“Jerry gave it to me. For Christmas.”

Silence. Sorry, my fault. My mother glanced down at the buff-colored carpet, ashamed. Uncle Julius stuck his paws in his pockets.

“Would you like to hear some more about this afternoon?” I offered. “About Gresham? I was only about ten feet…”

But Aunt Estelle endured. “Let me see it,” she cooed, lifting the dainty heart. “How nice. Did he pick it out himself?”

“Yes,” I snapped. I didn’t know what she had planned, but sensed it couldn’t be good.

“Real gold?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t think so, darling. I mean, I’m sure he paid for real gold but I think it’s electroplated.” She rubbed it between her fingers and let it drop back to my neck. I stood upright. “He probably just walked in off the street. I mean, he doesn’t have a relationship with a jeweler, does he?”

“I don’t know.”

“Probably not,” she said, smiling again. She turned her head toward my mother. “They leave themselves wide open, unless they can afford to go to Tiffany’s, and then they pay for the name.”

“Aunt Estelle—”

“I’m sure he means well, Marcia.”

“He does mean well.”

“Good, good,” enthused my Uncle Julius, who began pacing the room, trying to escape the inevitable clash.

“He more than means well. He makes me happy.”

My aunt looked at my mother and demanded, “What is happiness?” My mother shrugged.

“Look,” I snapped, “every time we get together it’s the same thing. Can’t you just accept that I’m content?”

“A minute ago it was happy,” my mother observed.

“Goddamn it, you refuse even to meet him, to give him the chance—”

“He wouldn’t feel comfortable here,” my Aunt Estelle said. “Anyway, Marcia, before you lose your temper again, just remember that we don’t like these scenes anymore than you do. But you say you’re happy and what do we see in your life? Nothing. What does this man have to offer you? Marriage? Children?”

“Where will you be five-ten years from now?” my mother chimed in.

“Let me do it, Hilda,” my aunt said. “Marcia, he may be very sweet for all I know, but he could wander off to a bar and grill one night and never come back. Did you ever think of that? What would happen to you then?”

“Nothing would happen. Listen to me, try to understand. I can take care of myself. I’m doing that now. I have a wonderful job, friends—”

“Friends? Your friends are political people who stab friends in the back for a living.”

“Aunt Estelle, please—”

“Taking care of yourself! In an apartment without a doorman where any rapist could walk right in.”

Uncle Julius refereed. He pulled out an exceedingly large handkerchief and blew his nose. Honk! Aunt Estelle rose, said “Dinner,” and gave my cheek two light pats.

The big rectangular dining room table was covered with a pale linen cloth trimmed with brown lace at each of its four corners. It was nearly obscured by the place settings and the platters and bowls of gold-leafed china, silver, and cut crystal. These serving pieces, as my mother and aunt called them, were filled with the usual Lindenbaum cuisine: rolls and white and rye bread, pot roast and tiny potatoes, kasha and varnishkas. Four thick slabs of stuffed derma steamed under a heavy blanket of flour-thickened pot-roast gravy. My family may have moved up to English bone china, French crystal, and Belgian linen, but in food, good taste remained strictly Eastern European.

Someone once described Jewish food as a brown cuisine, which is essentially true, although that definition did not allow for the ruby red of borscht or the deep forest green of sour pickles. That night, the table was further accented with a shimmery orange ring—a gelatin mold—and a crimson blaze of pickled peppers on Florentined Wedgwood.

“Hilda darling, another piece of meat,” my aunt urged. My mother only took one slice of meat at a time, although she’d invariably make two or three return trips. “What will happen now that he’s passed away, Marcia?”

“Gresham? Well, there will definitely be a primary. You see, the lieutenant governor really has a very narrow political base.”

“That should be exciting,” my aunt remarked. “Hilda, you’ve hardly eaten anything.”

“All right, one more,” my mother said, accepting the platter of meat my uncle placed on her uplifted palms.

“Do you want to hear about what happened this afternoon?” I asked.

“Later, Marcia,” Aunt Estelle said soothingly. “Not at the dinner table.”

Conversation did not cease, of course. Uncle Julius volunteered that I was too “petite” for a long-haired fur like fox or coyote. Aunt Estelle explained that in my case “petite” meant short. My mother asked if I wanted my copy of The Complete Poems and Plays of T. S. Eliot or should she donate it to the library because I hadn’t looked at it since college and she needed the space on the bookshelves. Aunt Estelle whispered that her friend Miriam Zackheim’s sister had had a mastectomy and, lowering her voice even more, that a girl who was my age who also went to Queens College was a homosexual and she wouldn’t mention names because she had sworn not to but this had been a nice girl, a sorority girl who had never had any problems meeting boys.

And two cups of tea and a slice of jelly roll.

“No fruit, Marcia?”

“No, thanks, Aunt Estelle.”

“I ripened the peaches myself. They’re not hard.” I took a peach and was about to bite into it when I heard: “There’s a fruit knife right next to your plate, darling. That little knife with the mother-of-pearl handle.”

I took a few stabs at the peach and then excused myself, walking back through the central hall toward the bathroom. But on my way I was drawn by Aunt Estelle’s wall of pictures, a floor-to-ceiling gallery of photographs of every relative born since the invention of the camera. Each photo was matted and framed, whether it was a snapshot or a full-fledged portrait, like the one of my cousin Kenny, the littlest Lindenbaum, taken when he received his doctorate from M.I.T. The photographer had airbrushed out Kenny’s acne scars, so he looked quite handsome, like a fat-faced Montgomery Clift. Kenny lived in New Mexico, where he worked as a biophysicist for the army, doing some research that made him terribly nervous. During his annual Passover visit, his left cheek twitched and his hands trembled so that he could barely break a piece of matzoh. He was not his parents’ favorite.

There were other pictures too: Grandma Yetta cuddling baby Estelle while three-year-old Hilda stared at the floor, her toddler shoulders slumping wearily; Uncle Julius as a boy in Bensonhurst, slouching, trying to look cool and American. And Cousin Helen in her middy blouse, waving; Great-aunt Bertha, whose breasts were so huge, like two giant knackwursts, that her belt fit over them; Cousins Morty and Harold, grinning, their eyes obscured by the shadow from the peaks of their Brooklyn Dodger caps. There was even a picture of my parents pushing me in my carriage; I was sitting up but kept in place by a harness that attached to the carriage. I must have been less than a year old. I was bald and unsmiling.

But most of the photographs were of my cousin Barbara, the finest flowering of the family tree. There was Barbara as a child, pudgy-cheeked, in her Brownie uniform. Barbara on roller skates. Barbara dressed in a pink, gauzy strapless prom gown, a corsage of orchids on her wrist. With a tennis racket. With a bridal gown. With Buckingham Palace behind her. With Philip, her husband, beside her. With Michael and Peter, her sons. And again with tennis racket, this time on her private court.

On her wedding day, Barbara had turned to me, her matron of honor, and whispered, “Isn’t life wonderful?” I found myself smiling instead of gagging. She had seemed sincere. Barbara had been born happy and lucky. When she smiled, the world beamed back.

Aunt Estelle somehow wafted into the hallway, landing right beside me. I did not realize she was there until she touched my arm.

“Marcia,” she said, taking my hand into hers. Her hand was padded and soft, like the softest part of a baby. “Don’t be depressed, darling.” I turned to meet her eyes, but they were gazing at a silver-framed snapshot of her grandsons, dressed in identical blazers and slacks, the uniform of their country day school. “You’ll meet someone right. Your time will come too.”

It wasn’t until later, on the way home, that I realized I had been so upset with my aunt that I had forgotten to go to the bathroom.

My mother and I took the same subway. Her ride was only minutes long, and I had another three quarters of an hour to Greenwich Village, but our short time together was more frightening and silent than the rest of my ride, alone in the subway. Full-bladdered, I twitched about in my seat. She sat beside me for those few minutes, her legs pressed tightly together, her hands, clenched into hard fists, resting on unyielding thighs. I listened to the gut-churning screech of the train’s wheels, read a poster advising victims of violent crimes to telephone a Manhattan number for counseling, and learned from the writing on the wall that Carmen sucks cocks and Susan loves Jay 4-ever.

My mother’s silence felt stifling. I sensed she was hard at her wordless work, raking over her resentments. Her squat, thick trunk, seemingly detached from her mind and rigid legs, swayed and shook with the subway’s motion. First, of course, was her weekly humiliation by my Aunt Estelle. My mother saw herself forced to sit at a dinner table covered with meats and starches and condiments that cost more than she spent on food for an entire week. She saw herself accepting the castoff cashmere cardigan, the outmoded handbag, the dross of a wealthy woman’s life, the passé luxuries Aunt Estelle concluded were too good for her maid.

My mother ran her fingers over her cheek; both hand and face were covered with a veil of wrinkles. Her sister’s face was lubricated by the queen bee, colored with powders and gels so expensive that a half-ounce jar of night cream cost what my mother might spend on a new spring coat. To have such a sister as Estelle, to yearn to buy, despite shrugged disclaimers, nightgowns with hand embroidery and to be visited weekly by a little Polish lady who creams your cuticles, to go to a Florida health spa to lose five pounds, to gain it back at catered luncheons and restaurant dinners. To realize that while she cut coupons for 10¢ off Fab, her sister was cutting them from City of Utica bonds, 6.1 percent, due 1996.

It wasn’t right. My mother was smarter than her sister. While my Aunt Estelle skimmed the label of a blouse, searching for assurance that it was truly one hundred percent silk, my mother read books. Each Saturday afternoon she would visit the library, leaving an hour later with a shopping bag of ten or twelve books that would last her until the next weekend. She read everything, from ponderous translations of German allegories to modern gothic romances, where the heroine is ravished once every thirty pages. She read biographies of musicians, accounts of demonic possession, ghosted autobiographies of politicians and starlets, and every book that dealt, even peripherally, with American and Western European aristocracy.

So unfair, said my mother’s tight mouth, with dry little lines radiating from her lips. To have had only one child and then, at age sixty, to discover an inexorable law of nature: Losers beget losers. Her daughter was not dependable. She was not married. She was not elegant. Her humor was suspect. Hilda couldn’t even have the pleasure of a few warm chuckles with a bright, delicious daughter, a fair-haired Barbara who would invite her to lunch in Manhattan and tell her frothy tales of her joyous marital life.

“Good-bye,” she said as the train pulled into her stop.

I returned to an empty apartment. Jerry, I knew, was with Paterno, holding his hand and fielding telephone calls from cronies and reporters who wanted an eyewitness account of Gresham’s death.

The apartment we shared in Greenwich Village was about two blocks away from the charming section and a half block from where the old Women’s House of Detention used to be, until it had been razed when someone decided it was unfit even for whores and junkies. Our building, a five-story walk-up, was constructed from the same sort of dank brick that the jail had been, and it looked gloomy. If Emily Brontë had written about apartment houses, she might have seen the façade of ours in her imagination.

But inside, the rooms were spacious, the ceilings high, and the rent not outrageous. I opened the refrigerator and took out the only thing we had to drink—a can of presweetened iced tea. After work, I was generally too tired to market and Jerry never considered it; he could thrive on year-old saltines.

Since we had no dining room, I sat at a small round butcher-block table in the end of the living room near the kitchen. The chairs, made from bentwood, were not ungraceful, but they were uncomfortable. The woman who had lived with Jerry before me, a demographer who worked for the Harris polling organization, had had an unerring eye for the decorating cliché. Kathye Baron, for that was her name, had built her dream house for Jerry, furnishing the living room with an ersatz Tiffany lamp, an oak umbrella stand, several floor pillows fashioned from midget-sized Oriental rugs, and a huge bronze jar that sprouted tall stalks—dried wheat or swamp grass.

The scale of the furniture would have gotten a first-year interior design student an unequivocal B minus, but Kathye Baron’s sense of color was off. The room irritated people. The couch was not a true red, but a cherry so dull it was almost maroon. The carpet, probably intended to be a neutral pale brown, had so much yellow that it looked stained by some unhealthy secretion. Even an impulsive purchase, a small mohair blanket she had bought for Jerry’s birthday, was jarring. It was thrown over the arm of the couch. She had probably thought she was selecting a soft pink to harmonize with the red fabric. Instead, the blanket was the color of human flesh and guests made certain not to lean against its hairy softness. Then, just two weeks after Jerry’s birthday, in the cold end of January, Kathye Baron had moved out.

I traipsed across the rug and turned on the television. Channel Five featured a man pointing to a piece of oak tag with a diagram featuring a red esophagus and a blue trachea. Channel Four was running a head shot of Gresham along with Verdi’s Requiem for background music. Channel Two, finally, had a newscaster, a young woman in her mid-twenties with thick swirls of blue-black hair, luscious garnet lips, and a heavy mid-western accent.

“… according to New York City Medical Examiner Irwin Robinson, the cause of death was a piece of liver knish. A knish“—and she blinked at the teleprompter—“is a fried or baked turnover of dough with a filling like potato or kasha or, in this case, liver. The knish lodged in Governor Gresham’s—” She pronounced “knish” with a silent k; I changed channels.

Channel Seven showed the same few hundred feet of film that I was to see over and over that night, film taken by the stations’ pool camera. Gresham smiling. Gresham not smiling. Gresham falling. Gresham dead.

“How,” asked Dr. Donald Finkelberg, dean of commentators, later that night on Channel Five again, “how could such a thing like this happen?”

And a panel of experts on Channel Thirteen, to a person, could not answer him. Dr. Hazel Bennett, identified as “thoracic surgeon” in small letters that hid part of her chin, was able to offer several theories. “But bottom line, Mel,” she informed the program’s moderator, “bottom line is that the Heimlich maneuver should have worked.” She adjusted her microphone with long, flexible surgeon’s fingers. She wore no nail polish.

Dr. Bennett was right. As we learned several days later, the reason Officer John Baker failed in his first-aid attempt was because access to Gresham’s diaphragm had been blocked, cut off by the hip-to-chest corset the governor had been wearing until he lost the forty pounds ordered by his media director.

I watched Gresham die, again and again, until it was nearly ten o’clock. By then, it had become so familiar that it was almost comforting to watch. I knew Gresham would fall sideways and would lie on his left side, jerking his legs about as if he were having a dream about running. The left half of his big blond stand-out mustache would be squashed against the floor of the truck, leaving the right half sticking up in the air like a hairy question mark.

“Marcia?” Jerry had a gift for smooth, silent movement. He would have made a superb burglar, sneaking in on cat feet. I hadn’t even heard him opening the locks.

“Here. By the TV.” The room was dim, lit only by the glow of the television. I was somewhat obscured by the darkness and Kathye Baron’s dry, dusty stalks.

“Come on. You’re still watching that?”

I nodded, noting that the governor’s shoelace on his right work boot had become untied. I didn’t turn to look at Jerry.

“Would you please turn the damned thing off? It’s morbid, you sitting here in the dark, watching that.”

“It’s not morbid. It’s news.” The camera panned quickly, but there was an excellent shot of Paterno looking appropriately shattered.

“It’s not news,” Jerry said. “It hasn’t been news since lunchtime.”

“How’s Bill?” I asked.

“Impossible. Blabbing away and then all of a sudden sitting back stricken, like he had choked. I finally called his sister and got her to take him for
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