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TURN OF THE CENTURY
KURT ANDERSEN


“An artfully plotted and often very funny novel … Turn of the Century is a convincing portrayal of the rhythms and stresses of a high-powered two-career marriage.”

—Newsday




“Andersen jacks you into the nerve center of the media society and pins your eyelids open until you go nearly blind with overload. He wins back terrain for the novel that has been ceded to new media, demonstrating that the novel is as alive and as nimble as its high-tech competitors. He’s got a book chock-full of references to today that stick out like neon Post-It tags … yet he’s infused it with so much inventive imagination that it transcends all that.… He’s managed to write a book portraying our fragmented lives that is not itself fragmented. In other words, he’s shown that the novel is flexible enough to encompass the chattering of its electronic cousins and, in the end, to hush them.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“A big, Tom Wolfe-ish New York comic novel … an ironic take on the last breath of the century.”

—Elle




“Packed with everything that’s made the decade what it is today—it’s an astonishing doorstop of a debut that deconstructs the 1990’s by peering just over the border into the next decade. It’s a fresh and frequently very funny point of view … his tour of the near future says volumes about the present.… The first most promising novelist of the Third Millennium … Can’t wait to see what he does with the next decade.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“A blockbuster fiction debut … this brilliantly conceived, keenly incisive social satire draws fresh humor out of the overhyped territory of millennial madness. Andersen’s eye is fresh and his irony carries a potent sting. Andersen employs a biting topical humor that is always exaggerated, yet seldom actually seems inconceivable. While the tone is hyperbolic and beyond the cutting edge, the core issues are curiously old-fashioned: love, ethics, friendship, even happiness. Andersen brilliantly sustains the comic pace throughout the lengthy narrative.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“Deftly written … Andersen has delivered a thorough and understated satire of America in the very near future.”

—GQ




“Impressive: a well-imagined picture of an info-teeming, overmediated, very possible near future … [a] hyper-sharp satire of business, media and manners … a sweet, mature love story. Andersen has clearly taken good notes while working in and commenting on the culture industry … his satire is militantly up-to-the-minute.”

—salonmagazine.com




“It comes alive like a caffeine jolt. Mr. Andersen is indeed way cleverer than your average bear, and when it comes to the details of how news and entertainment are cooked up and what it’s like to work with ‘the big owner-operators of American culture,’ he’s about as knowledgeable as you can get.”

—New York Observer




“Astonishing … the most unclichéd novel imaginable … Mr. Andersen is endlessly energetic and seems to know just about everything. Fortunately, most of the digressions are informative, wickedly satirical or outrageously funny and often all at once.”

—The New York Times




“Intriguing, entertaining, and persuasive … Andersen’s choice of topic and his style bring inevitable comparisons to Tom Wolfe.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch




“It’s a funny book! In his sardonic first novel, Kurt Andersen serves up a wicked Manhattan.”

—Mirabella




“Andersen certainly has caught the drumbeat of our times, he catches us as we truly are in our attempt to make the best of the society we have wrought.”

—Booklist




“The high point of the book is the amazing and amusing catalog of references to modern culture. Andersen inserts real people, places, and events into a barrage of images that includes Bill Gates, L.A., the NASDAQ, interspecies organ transplants, and the Beanie Baby craze.”

—Library Journal
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This is a work of fiction—which should go without saying, given that the story is set in the future. Any similarity between an imaginary character and a living person is coincidental. Although dozens of well-known real people are mentioned in the book, and a few speak, the actions and dialogue attributed to them are fictional. Imaginary products and companies are also intermingled freely with real ones, but where real companies are mentioned, many of the events and products and characters connected with them are imaginary, and none of these fictional creations should be construed as depictions of real events, people, or things. For instance, there is no place like BarbieWorld operating under Mattel’s auspices. The portrayal of Microsoft’s business practices and executives is fictional. And while the description of computers’ vulnerability to hackers is accurate, the author has no detailed knowledge of any particular company’s systems or security procedures.
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PART ONE

February
March




1

He has just left an early breakfast meeting—very early—with three men he’s never met before. He’s never heard of the men, in fact, and he planned to blow off breakfast until his partner told him he should go, because the men are important and potentially useful. He trusts his partner, who used to work for their agency. They are agents, all three of the men at breakfast, but agents who made it very clear that they prefer never to be called agents. He is already confusing and forgetting their names, even though the men’s main purpose in coming to town, they strongly suggested, was to meet him and tell him they would love to be in business with him. That’s the phrase these people always use: “We would love to be in business with you,” said in a breathy, solemn, confidential way that makes it sound profound and salacious. He is walking up the Avenue of the Americas, just south of Forty-seventh Street, now thinking of almost nothing but the morning sunlight pouring over from the right, making the line of proud, gray, dumb, boxy giants on the left—Smith Barney, Time-Life, McGraw-Hill, News Corporation—prettier than they deserve to be.

A pair of mounted police walking past him, about to make the turn onto Forty-seventh Street, snags his attention for an instant, the very instant a signal reaches the tiny device wedged in his left inside jacket pocket. It is forty-two minutes and forty seconds past eight on the twenty-eighth of February.

Between his right thumb and forefinger he grips a huge paper coffee cup, and, with the other three fingers, the handle of his briefcase. As the device’s programmed sequence proceeds, there is no noise, not even a click, only a tiny, continuous, hysterical vibration. In the first quarter second, the muscles in his chest tense and his left nipple goes erect. He takes a short, sharp, surprised breath and, without thinking, flings the coffee toward the gutter, then grabs at his left pocket with his right hand. But already the first instant of dumb panic has congealed to dread—two seconds—as he claws to find the device, to punch the button, to shut the thing down before the sound—three seconds … four seconds—before it is too late.

It is too late.

“Hey, man,” says the young man kneeling and looking up at George Mactier. His eyebrows, George sees, are sculpted into what look like Morse code dots and dashes, each eyebrow a different letter. “What the fuck you, man, you fucking clumsy dick, man! Shit.”

The messenger’s electronic signature-slate clipboard and his Day-Glo green nylon satchel of envelopes are drenched now in steaming ultra-venti latte, skim milk, extra shot of espresso. His helmet—a glossy magenta with built-in radio mouthpiece, like a fighter pilot’s—has been knocked off the handlebars and into the street by George’s briefcase. The helmet is now skittering up Sixth like a pinball between the tires of an accelerating Harlem-bound M5—one of the dozen new, clear, vodka-bottle-shaped Absolut Transit buses the city has been given for Christmas. The two men each survey the wreckage. If only the restaurant’s espresso machine hadn’t been broken, George knows, he wouldn’t have stopped at Starbucks; if the espresso machine at the Millennium hadn’t been broken and he hadn’t stopped at Starbucks, this poor groovy schmo wouldn’t despise him, and the chasm between the races and the classes and the generations wouldn’t now gape a nanometer wider. Perhaps it was the fluttering of a satyrid’s wings in Bhutan that had roiled into a breeze in the South China Sea that blew across the Pacific and became a thunderstorm last week in Oakland, and that delayed the shipment of an espresso-machine valve to the Millennium.

“Maybe the helmet, maybe you can—”

“Maybe I can what, man? My boss is gonna motherfucking criticize my ass so bad, man,” the messenger says, looking up at George. “You know that? He’s Soviet, man!”

“I’m really—oh, jeez, look at your pants, too. I’m sorry.” George leans in to help him up, but then remembers the kid hasn’t been knocked down. He was kneeling when George flung the coffee, fiddling with his bike, and so instead, George just quickly touches his sweaty green-and-pink-spandexed shoulder and says again, “Sorry.”

“The thing was brand-new, like three hundred dollars, I think. Man.” They stare together across the street at the bashed, cracked pink helmet still wobbling crazily. (Stenciled on its side in big teal letters is a phrase George reads as !MOM !69. A rap group? A brand of heroin? A lifestyle choice?)

“The coffee cup sort of like … collapsed.” Sort of.

The silent, five-second-long vibrating alert on the tiny device in George’s pocket has given way to the up-and-down do-re-mi-fa-mi-redo chromatic tweet of the audible alert. His wife, Lizzie, has said it sounds like reveille for pixies, and his stepdaughter, Sarah, has asked him if he cares if it makes strangers think he is gay. But George has stuck with the little tune rather than any standard beeeeeep choice, because it subverts the display of self-importance, he hopes, of getting a cell-phone call on the sidewalk, in an elevator, at a restaurant table. It has finally become possible, for about three years now, to carry on a phone conversation walking down the street and not look like an asshole. It’s still not possible in a restaurant, he and Lizzie agree. Yet is consistently looking like an asshole really any different from being an asshole? This they are less sure about.

“My phone,” George says to the messenger with a lame, bashful smile. He nods toward the silly electronic noise deedle-de-deeing from his chest and starts to move away. “Sorry.” Shrug, step. “Sorry.” Five paces later, crucially beyond the latte blast radius, freed again to be just another pedestrian, George puts his briefcase on the sidewalk and finally pulls out the phone.

“Hello?”

“George? Honey—”

“Yeah?” He hears nothing. “Lizzie?” Nothing. “Hello?” He punches END. He will wait for her to call back. Holding the phone a foot from his face, he leans against the sandstone of Rockefeller Center, the real Rockefeller Center, staring distractedly through the mists of his own winter breath at new Rockefeller Center, the stolid late-fifties and early-sixties addendum across the avenue. The sunlight has diffused now. But the buildings still look strangely, unaccountably handsome. Have they been steam-cleaned? Is it the new outdoor sculpture (Torqued Mousetrap with Logo, three blocks long, by Richard Serra) that Disney installed on the sidewalk? Or is it because Lizzie announced this morning as he said goodbye and she spat out toothpaste that she is desperate for him to fuck her? Where has his contempt gone? Then he realizes: the skyscrapers that looked atrocious in 1980 and 1990 now, in 2000, look quaint, elegant, swingy. He isn’t aware of having revised his opinion; his opinion has been changed for him, updated automatically, gradually, by sensibility osmosis, leeching from glossy magazines and newspaper style sections into George’s brain. First Frank Sinatra, cocktails, Palm Springs, rayon garments, plastic furniture, and all kinds of Cold War bibelots were resuscitated, even the words VIP and chick—and now, as of this morning, these buildings, which George has spent a few seconds every week of his adulthood loathing actively, are looking kind of cool. He doesn’t know whether to feel pathetic or liberated by the insight.

The phone jiggles.

“Yeeeesss?” he says joshingly.

“Oh, George.”

“What is it?”

“Your mother died last night.”

“Ohhhhh …” He feels like he’s been shot in the face at close range. With blanks, but it’s still loud and sickening. “Oh, Christ.”

“I’m so sorry, darling.”

“How? I mean …”

“Honey?”

“She told me a couple of weeks ago her doctor said she probably has years.”

“It wasn’t the cancer. She was in a car accident, honey. She was driving home on the interstate from her line-dancing class, and she slowed way down for some animal, a weasel, and a giant semi rammed into her.”

“Which car?”

“Which car? The Yugo.”

“Christ.”

“Your sister says she, you know, she didn’t—it all happened so fast, she died instantly.”

George watches the messenger he victimized pedal west toward Times Square. With the helmet now right side up, he sees that the odd legend, on the satchel as well as the helmet, isn’t !MOM !69, but GO! NOW! It’s the name of a messenger service; the same company operates the car service Lizzie uses at work.

“So,” Lizzie says, “I’ll go home and pack.”

“You don’t have to. We can fly out in the morning.”

“Why not tonight?”

“We’re presenting the shows to Mose at six-thirty, which means I’m out of here at seven. At the earliest. This is the meeting, Lizzie. I guess we could try to reschedule, but Emily’s flying in from L.A. for it, and she needs to be in Washington at some Kennedy Center Al Gore thing tomorrow.” He knows he’s babbling. “But, I guess, if we could maybe get in to Mose tomorrow … No, shit, tomorrow is, he’s—Mose and the rest of them are going—are in, uh, Washington State? … Maybe Vancouver. Someplace out there, I’m not sure, for something.” He coughs; so lame. “I think I really ought to be here this afternoon.”

His mother was killed hours earlier; he and his partner are to have an audience with the chairman of the network to pitch two new shows; now he’s concealing a business secret probably not worth concealing from his wife, and doing it clumsily. He isn’t even sure what he’s dissembling about. He’s only heard snippets, glancing references, roundabout allusions, all equally plausible and implausible, all equally reliable and unreliable. Asian video-game programming? An agreement to earmark MBC’s extra digital channels for data transmission in return for putting the network’s two-A.M.-to-five-A.M. home-shopping show Booty! on Microsoft’s WebTV? Some grander plot to ally with Microsoft against Intel, or to make life a little unpleasant for NBC vis-à-vis MSNBC? Computers and the internet, so radiant with revolutionary promise and terror, change everyone’s business strategy every other month, so the gossip changes every week to keep up. All he knows definitely is that he shouldn’t be frank with Lizzie. The strands of anxiety are too much, each exacerbating the other and making George feel guilty and stupid.

Lizzie saves him. “We’ll go to St. Paul in the morning. Sarah’s got a sleepover at our house with Penelope tonight, anyway, to work on their video. We can go tomorrow.”

“Did you tell the kids?”

She doesn’t answer.

“Lizzie, do the kids know about my mom?”

The connection is lost. Taking full advantage of the convenience of the wired era, George finds, can be very difficult.

He dials home, using his thumb, and the voice mail picks up (“Hello—we’re not here,” his own voice says to him, which always gives him the willies), then calls her office (“This is the office of Elizabeth Zimbalist at Fine Technologies,” the recording of Lizzie’s assistant Alexi says. “Please leave—”), and finally the phone in the Land Cruiser, which generates a sort of Disney World PA-system announcer: “Welcome to AT&T Wireless Services. The cellular customer you have called is unavailable, or has traveled outside the coverage area.” George specifically hates this passive-aggressive record-o-man. The prissy, vague excuse—“unavailable”?—always strikes him as a prevarication meant to keep him from speaking to Lizzie, or his colleagues, or other cellular customers. (Nothing like America Online’s digital butler, with his fake-enthusiastic utopian-zombie voice. George continues to find “You’ve got mail!” entertaining enough, even ten thousand repetitions later, so that he didn’t finally deactivate it until around the time the movie came out and he read that the AOL man, whose first name is Elwood, has his own web site.)

“U.S. West!” a female electronic voice says over the opening chords to the overture from John Williams’s new U.S. West Symphony, “Directory assistance … for which community in the … 6-5-1 … area code?”

“St. Paul,” George says.

“Which customer listing?” the robot operator asks.

“Edith Hope Mactier.” He figures his sister is at his mother’s house. He can never recall his mother’s new phone number, which she changed a few years ago to dodge telemarketers; from now on, he won’t have to try to remember it.

“One moment,” the robot operator replies.

John Williams, “Fanfare for the New Economy,” the same four chords, once again. “Northwest Airlines flies … five … convenient, comfortable nonstops to the Twin Cities from … New York/Newark … every day! The number you requested … can be automatically dialed by pressing the star or dollar keys, or by saying the word please.”

Dollar key? The star key on his cell phone has not worked for a year. George, walking past Radio City, says, “Please.”

His sister answers.

“We’ll do the modified fondue option,” she is saying, “but we do not need Smithfield ham,” and then, into the phone, “Hello?”

“Alice? Hi, it’s me.”

“Hello, George.”

He sighs. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” she says, sniffling violently. “When are you coming?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow, huh.”

“Sarah has to finish some important school project tonight.”

His sister doesn’t reply.

“I mean,” George continues, filling the space, not quite lying, not quite being honest, “I guess I could fly out with Max tonight and then she and Lizzie and Louisa could come tomorrow.”

Still no response.

“Tomorrow, I—we’ll all be there before lunch. Alice?”

The connection is lost. Maybe, he thinks as he lurches into the revolving door of the tower on Fifty-seventh Street, he really ought to get a new phone, a smaller, digital one. This phone cost a fortune when he had ABC News pay for it four years ago; the same model now sells for twenty-nine dollars. Did the thing really work better in 1996, he wonders, or did it just feel more reliable and powerful when it was selling for seven hundred dollars? It was the smallest one available back then, but now it seems as clunky and enormous as an eight-track tape cartridge. On the other hand, George, six foot three and one-ninety, feels out of scale using the new three-inch-long, 1.9-ounce models, like he’s handling a piece of fragile dollhouse furniture or someone else’s newborn.

Which leads George to an idea for NARCS, a B-story for an episode this spring: the new deputy commissioner wants the detectives to start using tiny pocket-size computers, a vice-cop intranet, and Jennie has to get the old guys cyberready … No, he thinks, no … make Jennie resist the computers as trendy bullshit.

“Hello, NARCS.” Daisy Moore, the twenty-six-year-old English receptionist, looks up, punches a button—not a button, really, but a picture of a button printed on the flat plastic plane of her black telephone console—and says, parodying deference, “Good morning, Mr. Mactier, sir,” taps the little picture of a button again and says into her headset, “Hello, NARCS.” Being black as well as English, Daisy said to George when she was interviewing for the job, she would give him two for the price of one—convenient not only in the routine way that black receptionists are convenient in America, but also in pandering to Americans’ Anglophilia. Her second week, in a conversation with Daisy about her family, George used the term African-American. “Crikey, George!” she had said, “I’m English!”

George loves coming to work, the arrival and the settling in, the wakeful, hopeful, testing one-two-three-four sameness of that first hour. Each morning he all but marches through the reception area and down the corridor that bisects the open space, his hair still wet, his eleven-year-old Armani overcoat unbuttoned and flapping, and makes the ritual heartfelt exchanges of hellos with Daisy, with the story editors, Paul and Phoebe, with Jerry the line producer and Gordon the director, with the odd writer or production designer, with Iris Randall, his assistant. He likes the sight of Iris making the fresh pots of freshly ground, freshly roasted coffee, and of his in-baskets filling tidily with fresh Nielsen packets, fresh Daily Varietys and Hollywood Reporters, fresh network memos, fresh drafts of scripts. He gets a little high on the sense of readiness, even if that readiness is almost always also the imminence of frenzy, of third-act scenes that weren’t ever fresh and aren’t working now, of MBC executives quibbling knowingly and meaninglessly about “beats” and “arcs” and “laying pipe” in scripts they haven’t read, of sulky guest stars, incremental ticks in the ratings, negotiations with the network standards-and-practices woman (she didn’t want a character’s seven-year-old son to call him a bung-hole, and she didn’t want the star to refer to Pat Robertson as “a born-again Nazi” or to a colleague as “white trash”), of leased camera cranes that won’t swivel or a fake-bullet squib that burns an actor, of do-or-die presentations to the chairman. (“Do and die,” as Emily Kalman, his L.A. partner, says at every opportunity about every important task.) The beginning of the workday, from the moment he steps into the lobby until the ten A.M. phone call with Emily, is a consistently fine, bright swath of life: hopeful, purposeful, organized. George takes pleasure in the anticipation of familiar problems. All problems are either soluble, in which case he promptly solves them, or else insoluble, which is rare, and these he ignores.

As he checks his e-mail, he realizes that his mother’s death has completely slipped his mind.

He has never assigned his sister a programmed speed-dial number on his office phone, so he has to punch in nine for an outside line, zero, all eleven digits of her phone number, and then the fourteen digits of his calling-card number, since it’s a personal call. (He has become scrupulous about that kind of fiscal niggle, almost obsessively so. Since he is now making $16,575 a week—an astonishing figure that occurs to him often, daily—he can afford it.) Twenty-seven digits, all from memory! Given the proliferation of number-dialing automation and number-dialing assistants in his life, it seems to George a sweet, old-fashioned task, like subway riding, that he seldom performs anymore.

When her machine picks up, he remembers that he just spoke to Alice at their mother’s house. He has only a few seconds to decide whether to hang up; to leave a message admitting he dialed the wrong number—which Alice might attribute to grief-stricken insensibility or (more likely) heartlessness—or to leave a message pretending that it’s earlier in the day and that he hasn’t, in fact, spoken to her already. But what if her phone machine registers the times of incoming calls?

At the beep, he finesses a not-quite-lie that straddles options two and three.

“Hi, Alice, it’s George. You’re over at Mom’s? I’ll try there. If I don’t get you this morning, we’ll see you tomorrow around lunchtime. Okay. Bye.”

Iris has entered, shiny brass watering can in hand, to water the huge flowering plants that don’t annoy him quite enough to make her remove them.

“You know the author Dr. John Gray? Guys Are from Mars … Men … whatever? Last night in my book group we discussed his new one, Children Are from Pluto. You and Lizzie would love it, and there was this new woman there I kind of know from Harold Mose’s office—You don’t care. I’m droning, sorry, let me spritz your orchids, bye.”

“My mom died last night, Iris.”

“What?”

“In a car accident.”

“Oh, George! Oh, my God.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty … shocking. Lizzie is going to be really upset.”

“Of course. That is terrible. Oh, my God.…”

“We need to fly to St. Paul for the funeral—”

“Whatever I can do—”

“—so we’ll need reservations for tomorrow morning for the two of us and all three kids. Nonstop. To Minneapolis.”

A pause. “Business class for the baby?”

“She’s six, Iris. That’s a little large for laps.” The price sensitivity mooted by earning $16,575 a week sometimes needs to be supplied artificially by Iris or Lizzie. Sometimes, coming from Iris, there’s more point of view than necessary.

“George, I am so sorry, how old was she? I loved your mom. May she rest in peace.”

“Uh …” This year, 2000, minus 1918 equals eighty-two, but Armistice Day is months away. “Eight-one. She’s eighty-one. Was.”

Iris starts to cry, and leaves her extremely shiny watering can on his desk, dripping onto the tiger maple, as she rushes out.

Almost immediately, she is back, now wearing a black sweater and sunglasses. “George,” she says, holding back sobs, “I know it’s only nine, but pick up for your ten o’clock.”

“Hiya, Emmy.”

“Hi, George, it’s Becky. I have Emily for you. Go ahead, Emily, it’s George.”

“Morning.” She’s on a speakerphone.

“Emily, the next time I get the assistant when it’s supposed to be you, I hang up. And if you stay on the speakerphone, I’m hanging up right now.” He’s kidding, sort of, and she knows it, sort of. “And why aren’t you on the plane?”

“Tranh’s doing me. I’m coming—ahh!—as soon as I finish here.”

“Emily, I’m not sure I want to have a serious business discussion with one of us naked and greasy.”

“So: nasty numbers.” She means the instant overnight ratings, derived every night from a sample of TV viewers in big cities. “The nationals’ll drop.” One of the reasons George enjoys being in business with Emily (in addition to the fact that she’s an experienced show-runner, and has actually created and produced her own network entertainment series—Girlie, a 1996 Fox show about a hooker turned feminist lawyer) is her extreme economy of speech. Except when she gets excited, she speaks as though she’s being charged by the word, double for verbs.

“Yeah,” he says, “the numbers are not what one would hope for.” Since NARCS went on the air in October, five months ago, its average rating has been 7.2, and its average share 14—which means, as every American knows, that the show is watched in about 7 million households, which, at ten o’clock on Saturday nights, amounts to 14 percent of the houses in which TVs are on. This past Saturday night the rating was 7 and the share 12, down .4 and 2 respectively, from last week’s rating and share. George and Emily vowed, the day the NARCS pilot was picked up by Mose for thirteen episodes the previous May, never to obsess over ratings, certainly not the weekly overnights. But of course they can’t help themselves. And their success has made them stew more.

“Dharma Minus Greg only got a six, nine,” George says hopefully. “And we were up against the Rosie O’Donnell special with Tom Cruise, and all the septuplets and octuplets on NBC, and the big NBA game, at least in the West—”

“And Ken Burns’s show about Des Moines in the fifties was on PBS. Stop. No excuses.”

“Do we think doing ‘The Real Deal’ so early on was a strategic mistake? You know, maybe we raised the bar too high too soon.”

“No. We got a fourteen, George. Ted Koppel said it transformed the face of television.”

“It wasn’t praise.”

“It wasn’t not. But you do have to top it for May sweeps.”

“Emily,” he says, mock sternly, fondly, as he might say “Max” to his son after a loud fart at the dinner table.

Ordinarily, each forty-four-minute-long episode of NARCS is filmed and edited a few weeks before it airs. Eight weeks ago, on the first night of the year (and of the decade, the century, the millennium), they broadcast an episode of NARCS called “The Real Deal” live, from four locations in Queens, the Bronx, and Manhattan, and on three sets on their soundstage. Doing a dramatic show live is not an original stunt, but it is still rare, and none had ever been so … ambitious is the word George and Emily used in interviews. The episode’s B-story was its unannounced climax, an actual bust of an actual Ecstasy dealer on Ludlow Street who had been celebrating the New Year for twenty-four hours straight. Actual New York police detectives made the arrest, but the NARCS stars were in the shots with them, physically handling and delivering scripted lines to the bewildered suspect, who was in handcuffs and bleeding from a small, telegenic cut on his forehead. The dealer’s actual girlfriend, a pale, very pretty young blonde wearing only underwear and an unbuttoned leather coat, stood sobbing in the doorway; one camera was isolated on her during nearly the whole arrest, and the director, with George’s encouragement from inside the motor-home control room on Houston Street, had cut to her repeatedly, including a long fade-out to the final commercial break.

It was extremely cool television. That’s really all George was trying for. Didn’t the fact that they wrote the sensational cinema verité scene as the finale of the B-story, not even of the main story line, demonstrate their restraint? Editorial writers and legal scholars were unanimously appalled. Nearly everyone else was fascinated and amused and thrilled as well as a tiny bit appalled. The dealer, it turned out, had appeared briefly in Rent in 1998, and belonged to Actors’ Equity; his lawyer asked for and got scale plus 10 percent for his client’s “involuntary performing services” during the arrest. It was Emily’s idea to sign the boy to the series for a possible recurring role, which provoked a small second wave of news coverage, all of which contained a lead sentence containing the word ironically. Stories about the show appeared everywhere, including the cover of Entertainment Weekly and even page A-1 of the Times. Nightline devoted a whole program to the episode. Ted Koppel mentioned in his introduction that George was “a respected former television journalist who used to work with us here at ABC News.” It felt odd, being splashed with drops of Ted Koppel’s disapproval, but not awful. When the episode was rebroadcast the following week, it got a 16 rating and a 29 share, twice the highest rating Mose Broadcasting has gotten for any show ever.

“So. (Thanks, Tranh.)” The fuzzy ambient sound of her office disappears as she picks up the receiver at last. “Why are you so … wormy?”

“My mom died last night.” He swivels away from the desk and puts his feet on the maple credenza, and stares up toward the park, the snowy, astounding park. Why doesn’t he adore Central Park as much as everyone else? Maybe because it’s uptown, and uptown still disconcerts him slightly, even though he’s making $16,575 a week. (Twenty years ago, his annual salary was $16,000. Five years ago, his and Lizzie’s combined salaries were still only—only—$16,000 a month. They are discovering that they like making plenty of money, particularly George, even though it reinforces their disapproval of people who seem motivated by money.)

“Why didn’t you say?”

“I guess I’m sort of numb.”

“She was sick?”

“She was. But it was a car accident. She was, you know, boom, it was instant. We’re flying out in the morning.”

“Anything I can do …”

“Thanks. I know. Thanks.”

“You’re okay?”

“Yeah. I am.”

“Well …” Seconds pass. “So, Mose, six-thirty?” Emily asks. “Ready?”

“I think.”

“Yesterday Timothy said to me on the phone, and I quote, ‘Let’s literally lock and load, my mad dude.’ ”

“No.”

“Uh-huh.” Whenever George mentions Timothy Featherstone, Mose’s head of programming, it briefly sets Emily off, which both of them enjoy. Provoked by the idea of Featherstone, her language becomes practically expansive.

“I ran into the second-dumbest man in TV at the Getty just last night. He had both kids—it was a Flemish seventeenth-century circus, a fund-raiser for Yucatán war orphans—and the pregnant twenty-one-year-old Chinese girlfriend.”

“Vietnamese, I think,” George says.

“Whatever. The girlfriend and the older daughter—bare-bellied, and pierced, both of them. Matching belly rings, I think. They sang the Melrose Place theme song together.”

“Wow. It had words?”

“No, you know, humming it. And Timothy knew the tune too. And sang it. On the Getty plaza, in front of everyone, arm in arm with his daughter and his mistress. It was just … stupendous. I cannot believe he still has that job.”

“He doesn’t, really. Mose does.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“So I’ll see you. Safe trip.”

“Live here, George,” Emily says. For five months last summer and fall, Emily decamped to New York to get NARCS on its feet, with George as her apprentice show-runner. “Seriously.”

Iris’s head is suddenly in his office. “George! Your ten-thirty!”

“Bye, Em,” he says, “see you this afternoon.” He turns to Iris. “My ten-thirty?”

“Caroline Osborne,” she whispers loudly, surely loud enough for Caroline Osborne to hear.

“Ah.” Caroline Osborne is Gloria Mose’s twenty-five-year-old daughter by a previous billionaire. Featherstone, when he asked George last week to meet with her, called her “the viscountess,” which may or may not have been a joke. She isn’t, technically, Harold Mose’s stepdaughter, but here she is, come to talk to George about working for NARCS as an associate producer. As soon as George sees her stepping up quickly, bobbling a little on her high heels, to shake his hand—even before he makes a point of pronouncing Magdalen College correctly and asks her about her job at Channel 4 in London—he knows this interview is just a courtesy, a formality. He will not hire Caroline Osborne to work in this office. It’s not just that she’s English (“Scottish, actually”), although that is part of his problem. It’s the way she looks and acts. His state of mind may now be in violation of city, state, and federal antidiscrimination laws. It’s unfair, he knows, even piggish in some convoluted way. But she is unacceptable. She’s too pretty, too bosomy, too beautifully dressed, too ripe, too smart, too funny, too flirty, and too tempting to have around all day, every day.
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“Sorry, what?”

“I said, how are your direct reports incented?” The tan ectomorph in his late twenties—Chad? Chas?—is sitting in Lizzie’s office questioning her. He is, he has said twice in the last twenty minutes, “the senior relationship manager, business interface, and technology liaison” at a software company outside Boston.

Huh? “Incented?” What in tarnation do you mean by that, young fella? Lizzie is tempted to reply, but instead talks his talk, figuring that if the interview proceeds with maximum efficiency, Chad, or Chas, who has an MBA, will go away sooner. She says, “Bonuses, based on meeting revenue goals, maxing out at a hundred and fifty percent of base salary, plus equity, with two-year vesting that’s IPO-accelerated.”

She dislikes the part of her work that requires conversations like this. During the second of her two brief periods of employment by big companies (ages ago, Procter & Gamble for nine strange months in 1987 and Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation in 1994) she always complained that dealing with the human resources department was the worst part of the job. Now she realizes that having a human resources department, so she never had to discuss vesting and bonus targets and inpatient mental health benefits with employees and potential employees, was actually the best thing about the Murdoch job.

Lizzie wants to hire someone to open and run a Fine Technologies office on the West Coast, because it’s halfway to Asia, where business is picking up again, and because the rest of her industry is there. She has been interviewing people for two weeks. According to Chas/Chad’s résumé, before he moved east (“back east,” as they say in Seattle) he worked at Microsoft and Starwave. And Chas/Chad is not the worst. Out in Seattle or San Jose, Lizzie knows, she could have seen half a dozen qualified people the first day. In New York, the candidates are ad agency account jerks looking for any way out, the hustler marketing partners from bankrupt web-site design shops, bullshitters (uninteresting bullshitters) and losers. George doesn’t like it when she uses the word loser, and neither does she, really—it’s so categorically harsh. But in her world, the losers seem to be multiplying. Partly this is a classic Ponzi-scheme latecomer phenomenon, where the logic of a mania finally requires a big crowd of failed contenders—the thirty-eight-year-olds who decided in 1998 that this online web thing looked like it was going to be big.

The very worst, no contest, was the self-satisfied, hard-sell fat boy who came in just last Friday to show her the “A Is for Alzheimer’s” multimedia video wall that he “conceived, conceptualized, designed, and created” for the marketing department of a drug company. “Have you ever seen PET scans, MRI scans, 3D models, and CGI combined like this?” the fat boy said to her. “You have not, I guarantee you. Have you ever seen memory loss, disorientation, mood swings, and dementia depicted so intensely or so interactively? You have not.”

By comparison, Chas/Chad is a charmer. Chas/Chad has said nothing for a few seconds, Lizzie suddenly realizes, so it must be her turn to speak. She stands up. “Well, thank you,” she says, smiling for the first time in the interview, as she walks around her particleboard desk, ostentatiously unostentatious like everything in the office, to shake his hand. “We want to have this figured out in a couple of weeks, so we will let you know.” In the first usage, we means I; the second we means Alexi, her assistant.

“So on my end,” he says, rising, “there’s no action point?”

An intelligent kid, Lizzie thinks, maybe the right person for the job. Asshole, she also thinks—

“Because,” he says, “I’m leaving Sunday A.M. for Singapore—”

Go.

“—trying to jump-start a little fast-track consulting project for their CyberMart. I mentioned, didn’t I, that I was in K-L back in ‘97, consulting on their Multimedia Supercorridor? RIP. This trip I’m swinging through Vietnam—”

Leave, she thinks, willing him to turn away, past Alexi, past the programmers’ sector of the office, past the huge SPARC workstations of the game designers, out. “A little consulting project. Multimedia Supercorridor. Fast-track. Jump-start. K-L. Vietnam.” Go now.

“—but your guy has my e-mail. And I’ll be back in the States ASAP—no later than four-three or four-four. FYI.”

Finally he is leaving. “Alexi?” she says as Chas/Chad walks out of earshot, looking over at the programmers’ whiteboards covered with rough-draft notions, half math, half German and English, scrawled in purple and red marker. “You”—she snaps her right forefinger and thumb into a pistol pointing at Alexi and winks—“are my guy.”

Alexi is in the middle of a phone conversation in Spanish with a Mexican mouse-pad manufacturer. (Lizzie covets his new wireless headset, but knows she would never wear one.) Glancing at Chas/Chad, he rolls his eyes and, one hand to his mouth, daintily mimes vomiting.

She heads toward the back of the loft for her daily midmorning encounter with Bruce Helms, who dresses every day in identical charcoal-gray Brooks Brothers suits and white button-down shirts. He isn’t a square—he’s a former morphine addict with a trust fund; he dresses like a square, a perfect 1965 WASP square, not exactly in a spirit of parody but as a function of his deep native sense of decorum, expressed … was it ironically? “No, um—maybe allusively,” Bruce said, obviously embarrassed, during Lizzie’s one conversation with him about his clothes. His business card calls him Chief Technology Officer. A few times, exhausted and in high spirits, Lizzie has introduced Bruce to outsiders as “Mr. Helms, our senior executive vice president, quality” or “Bruce Helms, our deputy chairman and president of pure research and advanced software engineering.” (The only time she felt guilty was when a pair of middle-aged executives from Japan bowed furiously, made notes, and insisted on arranging a conference call with their deputy chairman and president of pure research and advanced software engineering in Osaka for eleven P.M. Japanese time.) She plops into his bright green Astro Turf-covered armchair, the only piece of upholstered furniture at Fine Technologies, and leans back.

“Man,” she says, shaking her head, “I don’t know, finding anyone here who can do the West Coast job is a nightmare.”

“I hope you didn’t hire the Mormon.”

“Shush. They’ll arrest us for discrimination. That’s ‘creed.’ ”

“And race. Ultrawhiteness.”

“I have seen nobody close to perfect.”

“So interview out in Seattle. The job is vice president for Microsoft, right?” As he speaks, his right hand remains on his mouse, and only between sentences does he glance away from his twenty-five-inch monitor and look at Lizzie. His speaking manner, almost monotonic but essentially sunny, is the way people their age and younger tend to talk. Whateverese, she calls it, and it reminds her of Huckleberry Hound’s voice or, as George said, Eeyore on antidepressants. “Go west,” Bruce says. “Get somebody predigested.”

“I know, I know.”

“And go see my friend Buster when you’re in Seattle. And hire him too. I’ve always said we should.”

“Maybe so.”

Bruce lifts his hand from the mouse and swivels finally to face Lizzie. “Your problem—if I may … ?”

“Please.…”

“Why would the right person still be in New York?”

“You’re in New York. I’m in New York. Willibald and Humfried and Markus and—”

“You’re here because of George and the kids. I’m here because my act would seem too much like an act out there.”

Lizzie smiles and shakes her head.

“The Germans don’t know any better. They love nicotine and decay too much to leave New York—plus, since they’re communists, or anarchosyndicalists, or whatever, they would never work for Morgan Stanley or Goldman Sachs even for twice what you’re paying them. Madeline obviously can’t leave.” Madeline, who runs sales and marketing, is married to a city councilman. “Alexi is gay—”

“He is?” Alexi’s lover, Tony, is the building’s landlord, and Alexi wears a baseball cap imprinted with the words GO HOMOS in bright orange letters.

“—and he thinks he’s in some kind of Preston Sturges movie—”

“I think it’s more like The Brady Bunch—”

“And you’re Rosalind Russell and he’s—”

“Ann B. Davis?”

“Thelma Ritter.”

“Same thing. But I am not Rosalind Russell. Katharine Hepburn. Maybe Barbara Stanwyck.”

“Lance has his mother on the island. Boogie …” he says about their chief game designer, “Boogie I don’t really understand. Maybe his incubus overlord assigned him to Manhattan for a tour of duty. And Karen, well, to Karen this is some kind of digital Real World, turn-of-the-new-century thing. Spice Women. Vulva power. You’re her hero.”

Lizzie almost blushes at the workstation intimacy with Bruce, her first employee and de facto partner.

“So you’re saying that the only reason everyone here isn’t in Redmond or Mountain View or Los Altos or somewhere is that we’re each occupying our own little black-and-white Manhattan fantasy realm?”

“Well …” he says, chuckling in that not-quite-jaded way of smart young men, “yes. We’re optimizing instead of maximizing. It’s Tweeville. Why do you think we only have twenty-percent turnover? The Germans and Datuk and Chairyawat and the rest of those guys are also here because you’re paying for the green-card lawyers.”

“Who’s Chairyawat?”

“Gaz. That’s his name. Plus, I don’t like to drive. And also, speaking for myself, but maybe also for you, because we don’t want to live in a company town. We like being fish a little bit out of water. Optimizing versus maximizing.”

“Yeah, well,” she says, “sometimes I think I could get used to being a fish in water. You know?”

Lizzie swings her legs down off the arm of the chair, and as she sits forward both feet fly—thwack!—onto the grubby yellow pine floor, a hundred-square-foot patch of which remains exposed, like an archaeological exhibit, only in Bruce’s office, at Bruce’s insistence. Her stomp is a half-conscious device to help her change the subject to the business of the day. It’s what George calls her jump-cut, and Bruce her double-click, the segueless conversational shorthand among colleagues in twitchy new businesses, the kind of cheerful-hysterical brusquerie endemic to the digital Northwest, but still uncommon in New York and nonexistent in old Hollywood. “Excellent news,” she says. “We shipped thirty-six thousand four hundred YAKety-rex”—this is how she pronounces Y2KRx—“in the fourth quarter—nineteen thousand of those downloaded at fifty percent above wholesale. Thirty-six thousand copies, Bruce. The budget was twenty-nine.”

Lizzie’s company made most of its early money from something called automatic speech recognition. They perfected and licensed to a bigger company a piece of software Lizzie called Speak Memory, which was permitting strangers—young and old strangers, stupid strangers, strangers with funny accents—to call a corporate phone number, ask a talking computer for any one of the corporation’s hundred or hundred thousand employees by name, and be connected to the employee’s extension automatically. (Lizzie’s friend Pollyanna Chang once asked her if she felt guilty about putting thousands of operators and receptionists out of work. No, Lizzie said, for three summers she worked the fucking switchboard at Chiat/Day in L.A., and she is proud to help make that fucking job disappear.)

As for Y2KRx, Lizzie first conceived of it years ago, when Louisa was a baby, before Y2K was a buzzword, before anyone but a few cranks and information-technology nerds was worried about the inability of certain computers to tell the difference between 1900 and 2000, or 1901 and 2001.

“Do-it-yourself millennial hysteria,” George called the two years of anticipatory Y2K fuss. Bruce’s first idea was to write a piece of software that would turn any computer’s serious Year 2000 problem into a negligible Year 1900 problem. That is, his software would instruct a computer to interpret every aught year as a twenty-first century date. Under this scheme, the first decade of the twentieth century would become digitally unrecognizable on January 1, 2000. Everyone would agree simply to ignore the years from 1900 to 1909. For at least the first decade of the twenty-first century, the Y2K problem would disappear by means of an act of collective will, to be addressed again in 1910. “When they changed to the Gregorian calendar in 1582,” Bruce said, “they dumped fifteen days to make everything align properly. This is the same principle.” “But I’m not the pope,” Lizzie replied.

Bruce refused to admit he was joking, or that his idea was unworkable. But one morning, as she stooped to sponge Louisa’s carrot puree off the cat’s head, she realized that her wiping was making the cat a lot unhappier than the baby’s spilling. It started Lizzie thinking about the messes that would inevitably result from half-baked Y2K solutions. Thus their product: it diagnoses and attempts to fix any new software problems unintentionally created by software meant to fix the core problem. Bruce wanted to call it the Root Doctor, as a joint allusion to the Mississippi blues (his hero, the singer Robert Johnson, had consulted an herbalist “root doctor”) and the deep code in computer programs. The medical reference led Lizzie to Y2KRx, which she sometimes describes in sales presentations (to buyers who don’t really understand technology) as “good medicine to protect against bad medicines.” She also calls it “disposable enterprise software” (to buyers who fancy themselves tech-savvy) or “retro-remediation” (to the information-systems geeks) or “the Y2K metasolution” (to the press).

When Al Gore’s presidential campaign adopted Y2KRx for its computer systems last summer (George’s partner, Emily, gave a copy to the campaign director) and the candidate mentioned it in an important stump speech, making it a symbol of pragmatic, nothing-to-fear-but-fear-of-the-twenty-first-century-itself optimism, sales increased by 300 percent in a month.

“So as our official Year 2000 professional services regional support and project manager,” Bruce says, “you have determined that we’re happy?”

“We are happy,” Lizzie says. “Optimally and maximally. That’s more than enough over budget to float us through the middle of the second quarter. By which time we’ll have the Range Daze alpha—”

“No.”

“—when I hope we’ll have the Range Daze prototype. And in any case the Microsoft deal should be closed by the end of this quarter, God willing, and we can all relax a little.” Lizzie has been talking with Microsoft about selling them a piece of Fine Technologies, 20 percent, plus warrants giving them the right to buy another 20 percent. Warrants! The deal makes her feel as if she has finally crossed to some other side. During her time as a not-for-profit fund-raiser she used to look down on her business school classmates who went straight to Wall Street and into M & A, the jerks who practically couldn’t let a conversation pass without mentioning roll-ups and debt tranches and mezzanine rounds and secondaries and warrants. (Particularly the women, she hated realizing. Particularly Nancy McNabb, who, she knew, looked down on her, reciprocally, during the entire four years Lizzie worked for the children’s foundation. Nancy used to call Lizzie once a year to solicit a donation to Harvard. Now she calls every month or so on one pretext or another, which Lizzie knows is silly to find flattering.)

“Shouldn’t Microsoft, of all people, be sympathetic to an, uh, over-ambitious production schedule? Their test phase on this would be longer than our whole development time. But, yes, we’ll have something. Boogie’s pretty sanguine.” Sheldon “Boogie” Boffin, their game-design auteur, is a twenty-seven-year-old with shoulder-length red pigtails and prosthetic horns made of barnacles implanted under the skin of his forehead. “And listen to the Germans,” Bruce adds, nodding toward the center area where the thirty-two full-time programmers and game designers sit, three million dollars’ worth of salary—almost three and a half including Boogie. Four of the programmers were classmates at the Technische Universität in Berlin. “Lately it’s all ‘Achtung ich bin ein Range Daze Fassbinder kunstwerk.’ They’ve abandoned English. We’re cranking.”

Seven of the programmers are from Asia. Every two weeks, when Lizzie signs the payroll, she marvels at the alien names of so many of her employees, among them Djiwandono Ahmad, Jaikumar Wibulswasram, Rangaswami Chairyawat, Soedradjad Khosla, Datuk Chandrashekaran, Sudeshna Vangarha, Goyigit Madhavan. Since all of them except Ahmad use Americanized nicknames in the office—Jake, Gaz, Soho, Date, Suds, and Goy—she has no idea how to pronounce most of their real names, and is never clear about which are first names and which are last. Occasionally, when the Asians and the Germans have one of their noisy, emotional group debates about an engineering problem, none of them speaking in their native tongues—

“The transition vector is totally in the application heap!”

“And quitting the first application but leaving the second running will cause a crash, big time!”

“If the gestalt function was in detached classic 68K code, then the problem might not recur!”

—Bruce will, for Lizzie’s benefit, put on a David Niven accent or start whistling the “Colonel Bogey March” from The Bridge on the River Kwai.

Range Daze is to be Fine Technologies’ next major product, a gedanken time-travel video game. Lizzie really stumbled onto game making as a result of subcontracted work they did in 1997 on a piece of animation software. Range Daze also incorporates a version of Speak Memory, their speech-recognition software. It should have been finished months ago. Players can “range” at will from country to country and historical moment to historical moment by speaking travel commands out loud. Optional skin sensors (a kind of Velcro wristband Lizzie found last summer during a trip to Russia) make the game action less or more anxiety provoking according to the player’s real-time reactions. If you travel to 1792 Paris, for instance, you are designated a besotted peasant or a frightened aristocrat or an angry sansculotte according to your heart rate, blood pressure, and skin conductance; too many twitches, the wrong sort of palpitation, and you’re a marquess (or marchioness) headed for the guillotine.

Lizzie first got the idea for the game a few Christmases ago watching It’s a Wonderful Life, and so she has insisted that anything players do to change the past should affect the future within the game. As a piece of programming, this has proven exceedingly difficult to accomplish. If a player manages to assassinate Hitler in 1944, then for the remainder of that game, the war ends sooner, there is no atom bombing of Hiroshima or Nagasaki, and the Soviets begin the Cold War at a disadvantage. But after days of debate, for example, it was deemed impossibly complicating to give “Nazi” players the option of making their 1923 putsch a success. The alternative histories in the game cannot be unlimited.

Range Daze will come out simultaneously both as a CD for PCs and Macs and as a cartridge for the new Sega. People in the business are always asking Lizzie, “Which platform are you optimizing for?” and she always answers, dissembling a little, “We’re completely agnostic.” Lizzie, a yoga-practicing Jew married to a lapsed Unitarian, whose children attend a nonreligious Episcopal school, alternates between confidence that all her bets are covered and fear that she has no coherent strategy.

The working title “Range Daze” is the staff’s, a play on Strange Days, a cybernovel that Lizzie hasn’t read; they sometimes call it “Matrix,” from Neuromancer, another cybernovel that Lizzie hasn’t read. Lizzie doesn’t love the puns and in-group references that pass for wit in the digital world, but she’s a thirty-six-year-old woman with two houses, a husband, and three children, not a twenty-two-year-old Beavis with an 800 math SAT, a Cooper Union degree, a goatee, and a pet ermine on his shoulder.

A husband, three children, and a trip to Minnesota the next morning for her mother-in-law’s funeral. Lizzie stands and begins rebending a crudely straightened paper clip she has picked up from Bruce’s desk.

“George’s mother died last night—”

“Lizzie!” Alexi shouts from across the loft. “A call!”

She drops the paper clip, which now looks like half a swastika.

“Sorry,” Bruce says, picking up the silver half swastika and re-straightening it. “Tell George I’m sorry.”

“Lizzie!” Alexi shouts again, this time as if to a headstrong child. He must think the call is important.

“—so I’ll be gone tomorrow and probably Wednesday.” She is walking fast now, backward. “E-mail me,” she says.

“It’s Moorhead, the business affairs guy at Microsoft,” Alexi says.

“ ‘Business affairs’ is Hollywood.”

“Whatever. The Microsoft talk- to guy.” Since Lizzie began her deal conversations with Microsoft six months ago, the company has undergone three corporate reorganizations, three that she knows about, and Moorhead is her fourth handler.

Deep breath, and she kicks her door shut, the only door in the place, and grabs the phone. “Hello, this is Lizzie Zimbalist.”

“Ms. Zimbalist, this is Howard Moorhead in Redmond, how are you today?”

The carefully fondled Ms. and the stranger’s unction make Lizzie recoil. “Sorry I kept you waiting. I was just in a meeting about our speech-recognition and force-feedback software. The game.”

“That’s super. I know our people down at WebTV are very anxious to hear about your deliverability issues on that? I’m sure we’ll all be excited to see the product?” Like many men raised in the South, Moorhead turns his sentences up at the end, transforming statements into acknowledgment-seeking quasi-questions. Growing up in Los Angeles in the seventies, Lizzie trained herself out of the same verbal tic in the sixth grade. “And your Mr. Haft seemed to think our proposed time frame on the warrant expirations is no problem?” Lance Haft is her controller. “Is 2005 acceptable to you?”

Lizzie still cannot quite take years like 2005 seriously, even now, two months into the new year. Plans and deals involving dates in the aughts and the teens inflame her chronic, secret sense of work as a big make-believe game, dress-up Monopoly. Sure, Moorhead, she thinks, as long as you pay me in fresh, crisp twenty-million-dollar bills—the bright pink ones.

“Sure,” she says, “2005 sounds fine.”

“Ms. Zimbalist, I do want to let you know that based on the data you’ve supplied, we’ve done some new calculations? Of the projected earnings-multiples for your out years?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And we think right now we’re looking at a somewhat adjusted acquisition benchmark number for our investment?”

A pause. “What are you saying?”

“Well, we’re now prepared to offer two-point-nine million dollars for ten percent equity in the company.”

Lizzie stares for an extra, calming beat at the photograph on her desk, all three kids laughing by the Neva River last summer in St. Petersburg, Max and Sarah holding hands with Louisa, airborne and blurry, between them. Sarah still had her long hair.

“For ten percent of the company?”

“Exactly,” Moorhead says, his smile audible, as if Lizzie had just agreed to the new terms. “Exactly right.”

“Two-point-nine million dollars? You are fucking kidding me.”

For three full seconds, Moorhead says nothing.

“Ms. Zimbalist,” he finally manages, “I—I—that type of language—”

“Two-point-nine implies a valuation for this company of twenty-nine million. In every discussion I’ve had with Microsoft, the valuation range has been thirty-five to forty million. Two-point-nine is bullshit.” Lizzie is almost screaming. She curses often, but she seldom screams.

“I do not appreciate that type of language, Ms. Zimbalist.”

This jerk, this geek—not even a geek, this oily lawyer—is upset! About a girl swearing! She needs to get off the phone before she’s overcome. Her … language!

“I don’t appreciate the bait and switch,” she says, scribbling Bennett Gould’s initials, BG, and “2/28/00 BG—NO $!” on a Post-it. Ben Gould is a member of her board, and she needs to discuss this with him. “You and Lance Haft can try to resolve the numbers. Goodbye.” She bangs the phone down on its cradle. “Fuck.”

Bruce pokes his head in, smiling, with Alexi hovering avidly just behind.

She shoots to her feet, sending the Aeron chair wheeling into her CD tower, which totters. Three discs (Beth Orton, Morcheeba, and Stravinsky’s Apollon Musagète) fall to the floor, and Lizzie steps on them, cracking the plastic cases—“Shit!”—as she comes out from behind her desk. “I do not believe those duplicitous shits. Two-point-nine million. Christ. And my ‘language.’ My language! Give me a fucking break.” She sighs so violently she roars.

Alexi points to the phone. “It’s Louisa,” he says, enunciating extra crisply, “on line three.”

“Hello, my baby-duck!” Lizzie says, with her free hand pulling her curly hair, which is brown verging on red, behind her extremely red ears. Bruce and Alexi wander off. “Yes, it is Mommy, LuLu. I am not a robot mommy. It’s Mommy.” Her brain is still hot. “No, I am not an alien. Okay … Who’s there? Ahtch? Ahtch who?”
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He hangs up the phone. Yes. A canceled lunch.

When New Yorkers call friends or acquaintances at the office, it’s always for a particular reason—to get advice on how to handle this newspaper reporter or that magazine editor, to sell a pair of five-hundred-dollar tickets to a black-tie fund-raiser (“Pediatric Epstein-Barr is no joke, George”), to get credit for being the first to deliver news of a mutual friend’s firing, to make a lunch date for next month or to break one for today. The opening small talk is brief. And computer people have taken New York curtness one step further and sideways, with a technology that tends to screen out schmooze: e-mail is not a natural small-talk medium. Los Angelenos are still reluctant e-mailers, George has discovered, apparently because they love the telephone itself. They make phone calls without any agenda, just to check in, to say, Hi, great to hear your voice, how goes it, fantastic—no matter how tenuous the relationship. The first few times a Hollywood manager or studio executive phoned George with no particular purpose, George kept waiting for the point, and waiting. It still weirds him out a little, as do certain effusive L.A. forms of telephone farewell. “Perfect!” they say in response to closing statements about FedEx tracking numbers and brunch logistics. “Perfect! Thanks much! Take care!” Maybe show business people say yes so emphatically about banal matters because they hear no so often about consequential ones.

Today’s lunch has just called to cancel, which delights George. It’s not because the young man, who wants work, is a director of jumpy black-and-white TV commercials and “some, like, Franz Werfel—type mixed-media pieces down at P.S. 122.” Lunches canceling at the last minute always please him. Because the allotted lunch period is a sunken cost, already written off as time when real work won’t get done, cancellations make George feel free to lose focus a little and screw off. An instant miniature vacation! Even when he spends canceled lunch hours working, the work feels sweeter. But today, because of his mother, he hasn’t been able to concentrate. And the sympathy from his colleagues is relentless. Each time Iris or Phoebe stares hard at him, for a beat, and asks, “Are you okay, George?” it depresses him, since until that instant he has been feeling fine.

So he riffles through the mess of naked CDs on his desk, decides against Gershwin (An American in Paris, not Rhapsody in Blue, but still too themed), clicks Bix Beiderbecke into his antique Discman, and lights out, walking to walk, thrilled to wander pointlessly in the middle of a day that’s chockablock with points. He decides on a southerly zigzag down through Infotainment Zone. Infotainment Zone is what Sarah started calling midtown Manhattan last summer, intending to bug him a little with smart eighth-grader contempt. But instead he’s started using the phrase himself, just as he started borrowing her Jakob Dylan and They Might Be Giants CDs to play in the Land Cruiser. So now Sarah calls it midtown again.

He turns down Broadway, thinking how little his mother liked the city.

George himself isn’t particularly crazy about midtown. It has St. Patrick’s, the library, Times Square, and four great office buildings (the Chrysler, 30 Rockefeller Plaza, Lever House, the Ford Foundation), but so much of the rest is mid- and late-twentieth-century scrub, a thicket of chain-store pharmacies (all operated by South Asians now), banks (Caribbeans), tchotchke shops (Israelis and Arabs), and espresso outlets (kids). Midtown, for all the crowds of women, is also pretty sexless. No; no; no; no; no; no; no; yes; no; no; maybe; no; no; no. As he does every month or two on a random stretch of Manhattan sidewalk, George is mentally conducting a census: With how many of the next one hundred women can I imagine having sex? On upper Madison and downtown, he regularly hits one in nine. One June Friday a few years ago in TriBeCa, he hit one in five, the all-time record, but with an asterisk—Lizzie had been out of town on business for a week and he had had two glasses of wine at lunch. In midtown, one in twelve is the highest ever. Today—yes; no; no; no; no; no; no—the tally is five or six out of a hundred, about average for the neighborhood.

Midtown ought to be an astonishing place, given the irrational concentration of big newspapers, big magazines, big book publishers, big TV networks, big record companies, big art galleries, big theaters, and big advertising agencies in one tiny plot—the show-and-tell orgy. If it’s possible to feel the mad shiver and hum anywhere, the ecstasy of communication, it ought to be possible here. Here is an absolute majority of the big owner-operators of American culture, recruiting and promoting new regiments of good-looking twenty-seven-year-olds for prime time, confecting and promoting the hits and the bestsellers, tallying and promoting this year’s Men of the Year and the Sexiest Men Alive and the Biggest Corporations and the Most Powerful People, making lesbianism and monogamy, five-foot-tall digital TVs and Shaker austerity, fiscal conservatism and stock speculation simultaneously fashionable. And the executive confectioners of Infotainment Zone, including George and the other marketers and editors and publishers and designers and producers and creative directors, all practice their rarefied craft, sublime as well as ridiculous, on these jam-packed five hundred island acres, a piece of land—he can’t get over this, not even after twenty years—smaller than his grandparents’ alfalfa farm.

In fact, everyone in Verve, South Dakota, his grandparents’ hometown, could fit on one floor of any one of these buildings. And although by reputation New York is smelly, midtown doesn’t have much of a scent. All of George’s favorite places possess a special, ripe stench: the warm, fulsome reek of dehydrating alfalfa in Verve; tobacco smoke and diesel fuel in Paris; the herbal-cream-rinse breezes of the Hollywood Hills; the animal rot of old Manhattan (fish entrails on South Street and beef fat on Washington Street at dawn, human urine everywhere in August).

Out on the 20th Century Fox lot in Century City or even the Microsoft campuses in Redmond, one is aware, thrillingly and disconcertingly, of being on the reservation, an inhabitant of a particular dreamed-up place somewhere between Toontown and Alphaville. Infotainment Zone, however, to George’s regret, is mostly an abstraction. Midtown: so much power, so little fun.

But then, for the first time ever—passing Forty-fifth Street, Forty-fourth Street, the Gershwin Theatre, Viacom, the Times, the new Reuters and Condé Nast towers—George thinks: Infotainment Zone is actual at last. It’s as if the neighborhood has just achieved full self-consciousness. The renovation of the Viacom headquarters was the tipping point. At the end of last year the building was entirely reclad in a new type of quarter-inch-thick video-screen polymer that can be programmed to display hundreds of different moving pictures or—what George and Lizzie and the kids adore—a single continuous image bending and wrapping around the whole building, a kinetic cubist wonder of the world. Sometimes Viacom’s “image administrators” display a single phrase on the tower, such as a sideways fifty-three-story-tall SOUTH PARK ON ICE AT MADISON SQUARE GARDEN DOESN’T SUCK, with SUCK exploding into animated ice chips, or YOU WILL NOT BELIEVE THE NEW MTV, with BELIEVE morphing at high speed into dozens of different musicians’ eyes. At this moment, the building is covered by a moving image of Howard Stern, five hundred feet tall, walking in place against an impossibly meteoric Manhattan night sky, his head stretching from the forty-fourth to the fifty-third floors, his hair hanging down to the thirty-ninth, his boot tips almost touching the sidewalk. It’s only a billboard, a monstrosity, genius technical means applied to squalid, stupid ends; yeah, right, sure. But it is also quite beautiful. It is awesome the way new train stations and skyscrapers were a century ago.

Where has all the porno gone? George wonders. Gone to online, every one, he figures. He had always enjoyed Times Square’s cluster of pornography shops and live-nude-junkie nickelodeons. The Giuliani law limiting smut stores to one every two blocks is antithetical to the deepest commercial traditions of New York, of course. The city has always been about specialization run rampant, cuckoo geographical over-concentration—not just the flower and fur and theater districts but the electrical-pump district, the coffee-machine district, the feathers-and-velvet-trim district. Suddenly the pornography district is no more. George sees there’s a Steve Buscemi film festival playing this weekend at one of the old porno theaters.

He walks east on the downtown side of Forty-second, looking across the street and up, casually searching for the drone video cameras his friend Zip Ingram told him are up there somewhere, aimed down at Bryant Park and feeding the images twenty-four hours a day to web sites—yet one more amusingly profitless, vaguely Dada internet project. He sees one of the new postmodern brushed-steel Bell Atlantic kiosks and notices that displayed in its glass sides are giant black-and-white photos from the 1950s of earnest, crew-cut, gray-flannel white men talking on the phone and looking silly—the telephone company thereby satirizing what was until the day before yesterday its very ethos. Past Grand Central, where midtown gets tired—all postwar warp and woof—the lesser UN missions, the lesser media, the crummy simulations of crummy Irish bars, the immigrant coffee shops and boutiques too glossed-up to be interesting yet not actually classy. He is in the forgettable Manhattan of his first years as a New Yorker, his time as a reporter for the Daily News. When he phoned his mother after he decided to drop out of Columbia architecture school, to tell her about his job, she was not effusive. “It’s one of those … vertical newspapers, is it, that you’ll be writing for?” she said. Edith Hope Cranston Mactier, whom everyone called Edith Hope, wouldn’t use the word tabloid, which in 1978 she thought was somehow vulgar, just as she wouldn’t use the word stink.

Zigzagging uptown again, west on Forty-fifth, north up Madison, George looks up at the old Newsweek building—3:03, the Microsoft/Time Out New York/New York digital clock on top says; he should get back to the office—and experiences a moment of eighties nostalgia. The magazine was his second employer. (“Newsweek?” his mother said when he called to tell her he was leaving the Daily News. “That’s the one that imitates Time, is it?”) In his twenties, in the 1980s, Newsweek seemed glamorous—the year in Bonn at the twilight of the Cold War, Gary Hart up for coffee, the hipsters snorting lines of coke off art-department light boxes, a day trip to Washington to chat with Ronald Reagan about the ivy plant on his Oval Office mantelpiece, chauffeured Town Cars caravanning from Madison Avenue out the Long Island Expressway at four A.M. on summer Saturday mornings at $160 a commute. To a twenty-six-year-old, the expense account itself was a druglike thrill.

George produced one very fine piece of work at Newsweek. In 1984 he spent a month and a half driving a station wagon down the Pan-American Highway from Texas to Guatemala, then through El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua to Panama. The magazine sent along a British photographer, Edward Ingram, a jittery son of a thief who called himself Zip, and their big cover package on the several ongoing civil wars won magazine awards and then, reconstituted as an eight-hour PBS documentary miniseries that George took a sabbatical to help produce, won Peabody and Polk awards. So George found himself a TV producer. (“Television, George?” his mother said, as if she thought he was joking about the new ABC News job. “So you’ll write the … scripts those anchormen read?”) As it happens, he is now eating a Sabrett sausage bought from a vendor outside the old ABC tower on Sixth Avenue. Swallowing the hot dog too fast, tossing the mustardy napkin wad in the garbage, he fixes on his new building’s six-foot-tall letters, in platinum italics—THE MBC. Already the sign seems dated, a little vestigial. Almost everyone calls the network MBC, although it is still officially The MBC. Since England has the BBC and Canada has the CBC, why shouldn’t America have the MBC, the founder and chairman asked his first executive team. “Because Warner’s beat us to it with the WB,” the former president of his Entertainment Group told him. And because Mose, unlike Britain, is not the name of a sovereign nation, no one said.

George pulls the Discman earplugs out just before he takes that final jump-step into the revolving door, and thinks, As we approach the New York headquarters of the Mose Broadcasting Company and Mose Media Holdings, we have come to the end of “George Mactier, Infotainer: A Walking Tour.” Thank you. Please return your audio devices. And now he realizes for the first time, connecting the dots, that each successive job has taken him farther northwest. (Thus, extrapolating: Lincoln Center in 2003, New Jersey around 2008?) And he also realizes, thinking again without grief or anger of Edith Hope Cranston Mactier, born 1918, died 2000, that in his own career, ontogeny has absolutely recapitulated phylogeny—from newspapers to slick magazines to TV news to docudramatic entertainment, the whole media century compressed into his last twenty years. Jesus, George thinks, stepping off the thirty-eighth-floor elevator toward Daisy’s sweet, skeptical smile, that is so pat.
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“Hey, buddy! What up!” Timothy Featherstone has arrived. He walks straight into George’s office as if he owns it. Which he does, more or less, since the MBC owns half the assets of Well-Armed Productions, George and Emily’s company, and the NARCS offices are in the MBC Building, and Featherstone is the acting president of the Entertainment Group. “T minus …”—he checks and taps his gigantic platinum Rolex, which he has customized to receive alphanumeric pages—“…  one hour forty-seven, and counting. Are we ready to rock? Are we ready to roll?” His left hand springs up, a high-five receptor. George never liked any of the elaborate cool-cat handshakes in the sixties and seventies, and his timing at high fives is inevitably half a beat late. But what choice does he have? He slaps Featherstone’s hand. “Mac Man!” Featherstone says—sings, really, to the tune of the theme song of the old Batman TV show—as their palms make contact. Although the over-amped bonhomie is that of a big guy, Featherstone is small and almost prissy, with facial hair like Beverly Hills shrubbery, insubstantial but intensively manicured. Since the last time George saw him, just after the first of the year, his long sideburns and goatee have been replaced by a kind of Philippe Starck handlebar mustache, with swoops that are slightly, deliberately asymmetrical. He’s wearing a brand-new charcoal-gray cashmere Nehru jacket so beautifully made that it almost doesn’t look foolish. George is never sure whether Featherstone is a dork or affecting a version of dorkiness-passing-for-hip. He just turned fifty.

“Hey, Timothy.” He punches the remote control to mute the Coleman Hawkins on his stereo. MSNBC, already muted, is on the TV. “How was the flight?”

“Not too shabby. I ran into your partner getting off the plane—business class! Frugality! Love that! Love it. Where is Emiliana?” Featherstone calls practically everyone by special nicknames, often several different special nicknames, particularly people who have no nicknames, who’ve never had a nickname. No one else calls George Mac or Mac Man, and no one calls Emily Emiliana.

“She’s in a meeting.” She’s napping on a couch in an editing bay. “She’ll be back by quarter of.” He plans to wake her up as soon as Featherstone leaves. “Do you want to talk before we meet with Mose?”

“A quick huddle never hurts. Why don’t you and Emmy Lou drift up to my place on Five-Nine at”—he exposes and taps the Rolex, its face as big as an Oreo cookie—“six-fifteen? Yeah? Groovy.” He finally turns to go. Is that a retro, semi-ironic “groovy,” or an earnest, unthinking, post-retro “groovy”? “Hey,” he says, inspecting George’s computer monitor, “where’s your camera? No videocam? Get digital, bro! Official MBC policy! V-mail is the coolest, man, completely mad. I just got one from Ng this morning. Even Harold’s started sending them.”

“Yeah, I should get hooked up.”

“Hey,” Featherstone says, reminded, “you know the conversation we had in Vegas with Sandi?”

“Sandy Flandy, from William Morris?” Flandy is a Hollywood agent who represents two of the stars of NARCS. (Everyone repeats his full name—Sandy Flandy?—with a smile and a question mark the first time they hear it. Saying Sandy Flandy’s name absolutely straight-faced, George realized last fall, is one tiny measure of show business insiderdom.) George has no memory of encountering Flandy in Las Vegas. George and Featherstone did spend an evening together there in January at NATPE, the annual convention of the National Association of Television Programming Executives. It was George’s second NATPE, and one of those rich, ghastly contemporary spectacles—cigar aficionados, Scotch breath, extreme tans, winking—that are highly entertaining once, tolerable another time or two, pretty much unendurable thereafter.

“Nooooo, Sandi, my friend, Sandi Bemis, the therapist.” Now George remembers. After dinner in Las Vegas, he consented to go to the Hard Rock with Timothy and Sandi, a woman who looked like a fortyish Cameron Diaz, and whom Featherstone introduced—seriously? jokingly? both?—as “the aromatherapist to the stars.” George figured she was somewhere in that fuzzy Hollywood sector between executive girlfriend and call girl, particularly after he learned that she was the aromatherapist to the stars’ pets, pet aromatherapy seeming like a plausible exit strategy out of high-end prostitution—Wow, Sandi, your Shalimar really seems to calm down the border collies. George’s attempt at conversation consisted of asking if she knew Buddy Ramo, his stepdaughter’s father, who made his living therapeutically massaging horses around Malibu; she didn’t. At the Hard Rock, Featherstone ordered her a nine-dollar-a-bottle granite-filtered, sorghum-infused microbrew lager from Montana, because he thought it was more her style than his other possible choice, a Washington State ale—which, he had added, wasn’t “really a craft brew, since the company produces, I think, like, twenty-five thousand barrels a year.” In the old days, prostitutes were obliged only to pretend to enjoy sex; now they have to pretend to be impressed by beer connoisseurship.

“You know, the girl who looked like the young Michelle Pfeiffer … the one you,” Featherstone adds with a smirk, “copped a Miata for. Back in the day, Jo-Jo, back in the day.” Now George remembers why he recalled her as a version of whore: Featherstone asked him, literally with a nudge and a wink, to charge Sandi Bemis’s car rental and room at the Venetian to the NARCS T & E budget. At first George had thought he was kidding, some kind of Rat Pack revival joke. But he was serious, and George handed over the Well-Armed Productions corporate Amex card when asked a second time. George’s problem with being an accomplice wasn’t so much ethical as aesthetic. Putting the girlfriend on his expense account—in Las Vegas!—is the cheesiest act he’s committed during his first full-time year in show business. Featherstone’s show of male bonding, the dirty grin four inches from George’s face, the mingled scents of Stephen Sprouse pour Homme and Tic Tac, made it even worse.

“Remind me about the conversation in Las Vegas?”

“You promised Sandi you’d talk to Angela about enrolling her pooch in one of Sandi’s seminars, which are literally fantastic. Aroma and meditation, one price. It rocks. The other dogs are A-list.”

Dogs can be trained to meditate? He has erased the conversation entirely, and now he sees an even more mortifying show business moment rushing toward him: he will have to ask Angela Janeway (his Yale School of Drama star, his Creative Coalition board of directors star, his star who’s insisting that he figure out a way to get Nelson Mandela to guest-star on an episode of NARCS) if she’ll let the network president’s girlfriend—the acting president, and not even his main girlfriend—perform some quack regimen on her German shepherd, Peacemaker. The dog, which Angela adopted during a visit to Sarajevo in 1996, appeared with her on the cover of People last month. (Sixteen thousand, five hundred and seventy-five dollars a week sounds like a lot, sure, but it amounts, after taxes, to not even $200 an hour—less than lawyers make.)

“Right,” George replies, standing up, in an aggressively noncommittal attempt to change the subject. “Right.”

“The sessions are at Trump’s hotel on Columbus Circle. Sandi’s there for a week in April. Mega-exclusive. Sandi would comp Angela, needless to say. It’s a total win-win.”

“Right.”

“The new Mrs. Ron Perelman has already signed up all three of her whippets, and Puffy Combs’s two shar-pei bitches will be there.”

“The actors are on hiatus this week, but I’ll have Iris let Angela know all about it.”

“My man!” Featherstone says, giving a double thumbs-up as he steps toward the door. “See you and Emmarooni upstairs.”
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The NARCS production meetings take place at a long, cheap, paint-spattered table right on the soundstage, in the basement of the MBC Building (or “the The MBC Building,” as the office clowns call it). This is partly for expediency, since most of the principals—the directors of photography and sound, the designers of costumes and sets, and the gatherers of props—spend so many of their hours in the adjacent offices and nooks. But George also prefers having the meetings down here because he likes the glamorously unglamorous industrial space, the Masonite slabs covering wood beams and tons of sand (to keep the floor level and vibration-free), the trusses and lights overhead, the cozy pool of light at the center of the dark factory cavern. Down here, George is the master among his trusty craftsmen. The questions and answers are precise and straightforward. The chain of command is clear. Shooting on West Fifty-seventh Street, an elevator ride away from the production offices, is more convenient than schlepping out to Astoria, Queens, or down to a pier in Chelsea. But the numbers are not what justify spending nine million dollars on a new soundstage in midtown Manhattan—Harold Mose enjoys having a studio underfoot because it’s a palpable reminder that he’s in show business. Just as the MBC soundstage makes George feel like Preston Sturges, it makes Mose feel like Irving Thalberg.

The below-the-line production staff, unlike the writers, convey by their very demeanor a kind of proletarian deference: George is the show-runner, the boss. Lizzie says she dislikes the sense of always scaring her employees slightly, but George finds it pleasurable. He tries never to abuse it, but that special combination of overeager friendliness and fear, as if he’s walking around with a loaded weapon or a live grenade, is just old-fashioned respect.

Two people, Mary Ann the makeup artist and Marjorie the director of photography, both tell him they’re sorry about his mother. Gordon Downey, the director, has already sent him flowers.

“Really excellent sound, the footsteps crunching on the cocaine, on Saturday night’s show,” George says to Fred, the long-haired sound designer whose job it is to enhance natural noises—to intensify audio reality, sweeten it.

“You liked it? Cool.”

And the production meeting begins, calm and orderly, with each department head posing problems and solutions as they move through the script scene by scene. George will make dozens of choices in the next half hour that will aggregate into the look and sound and feel of the episode. He doesn’t have to do, he must only decide. It’s grand.

“I don’t mind white at all,” he’s telling the production designer about the proposed color for a fake airport interrogation room.

“White won’t give you any trouble in post. We’ll have to rebuild that wall.”

“Can we just attach the RPG to that header?” asks Gordon about a rocket-propelled grenade launcher in another scene. “It only has to be functional from this side, and we can have a plug on that side.”

“We don’t have to build it, do we?” George asks. “Isn’t there a boneyard where we can get one?” A boneyard, he has learned, is a warehouse where props from old shows and movies are stored for reuse. It’s one of the antique, below-the-line show business words he gets a kick out of saying.

“They won’t let it out,” the prop woman tells him.

“We can sell it with effects in post,” Fred the sound guy says about the big-machine-gun sound.

“Marjorie,” Gordon says, “you have to be able to light the thing.”

“We can fix that in post too,” she replies.

The discussion moves onto another scene, in which one of the stars, DEA agent “Cowboy” Quesada, is at home watching TV, and the camera moves around a wall of his apartment to find his girlfriend snorting heroin in the bathroom. The script specifies that Quesada is watching a video of 77 Sunset Strip, the fifties TV show.

“How much is the clip?” George asks.

“Eight grand,” Jerry, the line producer, tells him.

“You’re thinking of a Foy track here?” Gordon asks the director of photography, who nods.

“In scene twenty-five,” George says, “in Cuba, have we figured out how to make the hurricane look real? It needs to look like Jennie is about to be blown into the sea.”

“A big Ritter fan won’t do what we want,” the production designer says. “You’re going to need an air mover—you hook it up to a compressor.”

“Expensive,” the line producer tells George.

“I’m not worried about cost,” George says, “as much as I am about the time it’s going to take to shoot it.”

“We can sell the wind in post,” Jerry says.

“Let’s do an overcranked master on that,” Gordon says, and his first assistant director makes a note.

“Gordon,” George asks, “is it undercranking or overcranking that makes things look slow-motion?” George can never remember this. And by occasionally exposing his own ignorance, he figures he appears secure in his new-boyhood, an unembarrassed mensch.

“Overcranking. And George, we’ll use a little person, not a real child, for the smuggler’s kid, right? I got a time problem with kids.”

“As long as he looks like a kid,” George says. “I mean, we’re going to be pretty close. And he’s got a line.”

“It’s just ‘Por favor, Papi!’ which we’ll put in in post. And just his body is in the shot, not his head,” Gordon says. “It’s the head with the body that makes little people look like little people.”

“In the next scene,” one of the prop people says to George, sounding excited and proud, “when the bad guy gets sliced to ribbons in the sugar-cane harvester? We’re getting a yard of actual bioengineered skin, this new stuff called Apligraf that surgeons use. It looks really real. Even feels real.”

There are a few smiling ewwws around the table. “Nice,” George says, pleased as well as disgusted.

Over the next hour, George and his staff say another dozen times, “You can do that in post” or “Can we put that in in post?” or “We’ll fix that in post.” And before the meeting is over, George finds himself thinking about his mother, how his equanimity over Edith Hope’s death is causing him more pain than her death, how he’s like the awful Jonathan Pryce character in The Ploughman’s Lunch. He hasn’t yet cried, not a tear in eight hours. He thinks, Can we put that in in post?
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At the MBC, the Fifty-ninth Floor and Fifty-nine and (as Featherstone calls it) Five-Nine are proper nouns. Even though Mose himself is only intermittently in the city, the synecdoche is total. It is the floor where Harold Mose and all his senior New York executives have offices—Featherstone; Arnold Vlig, the chief operating officer; Hank Saddler, the head of corporate communications; and a dozen men whose names George doesn’t know. Depending on context and vocal inflection, “Fifty-nine” can be portentous, menacing, flip, or contemptuous.

The Fifty-ninth Floor wants to lose the question mark in Janeane Garofalo Live? as soon as possible.

Fifty-nine wants to try selling coffee break sponsorships company-wide.

No, she’s too skinny for daytime talk. Fifty-nine wants a host for Day-O! who’s more than thirty pounds and fewer than fifty pounds overweight.

The Fifty-ninth Floor just doesn’t understand why Mr. McCourt is cleared on only sixty-one percent of the affiliates.

News will definitely have to get a sign-off from Fifty-nine to start announcing exit-poll numbers at eight Eastern Time.

“I’m frankly amazed Fifty-nine is cool with your going so urban,” Laura Welles, Featherstone’s smart deputy, told George a few days ago. “I’ve been telling Timothy for a year that part of the show’s genetic code is definitely urban.”

In the entertainment business, “urban” is the euphemism for black. George and Emily decided, starting with the January fifteenth show, to lay bits of rap into the NARCS soundtrack—what the show’s musical director calls their Spackle of Sound, a maximum of six seconds at a stretch, three times per episode. A week of audience testing in Omaha determined that was optimal: any less and the young, rap-friendly audience segment didn’t respond, any more than eighteen seconds an hour and the antirap audience majority became, as the research firm described it, “assertively intolerant.” Testing over the last month has discovered a substantial audience segment, mostly whites in their thirties, who find the rap interludes on NARCS “energizing” and “stylish,” but only in the precise, small doses the show is giving them. The research firm calls this middle group the Hip Urban Ambivalents, or HUAs. It is all such a delicate balance—fascinatingly so, like constituency politics, like trying to keep soccer moms and Social Security recipients all voting Democratic, or Christian fundamentalists and libertarians in the Republican party. No, not like politics, George realized the day after the New Hampshire primary: getting an audience for a TV show (or a movie or a magazine) is politics, what America has now in lieu of real politics. Being a Saturday Night Live viewer or a Touched by an Angel viewer or a NARCS viewer is at least as meaningful for most people as being a Democrat or a Republican. Sure, the Democratic party “has mismanaged its brand image and brand equity for a generation,” as Bill Bradley said at Ben Gould’s cocktail party last month, pandering smartly to the Manhattan crowd, but Republicanism is a dying brand too; national politics is a dying brand category, like organ meats and typewriters. When Fifty-nine wants their disinclination to cover campaigns affirmed, George knows they have more than once cited “Mactier’s end-of-politics paradigm.” It’s easier for them to make a zeitgeist argument than a lost-ad-revenue argument. George has become their pet intellectual. It both embarrasses and pleases him.

“Iris, we’ll be—”

“I know,” she says in her perpetual stage whisper. “Fifty-nine.” From Iris’s mouth, it always sounds like “the principal’s office” or “the oncologist.”

George carries the notes, as he always does when he and Emily are in meetings together. That way, she doesn’t have to be the girl. With her expensively blond, not-quite-short hair, Emily looks ten years younger than she is. She acts ten years older, George thinks.

“So I understand you flew back with Timothy.”

She gives George a look and an elaborate sigh.

“You downgraded yourself to business class just to avoid sitting in the same compartment?”

“Same row.”

“I don’t know, Emily,” he says, smiling, “I thought you were supposed to be the plugged-in Hollywood partner.”

Emily doesn’t respond. “The gay PR guy, the hairplugs, the smile …” Emily is changing the subject, George realizes after a beat. She is making a quick index finger loop-de-loop to indicate that George is supposed to fill in the blank.

“Hank Saddler. He’s supposedly married, by the way.”

“He said downstairs, ‘Fifty-nine is convinced you guys can walk on water.’ ”

“I don’t trust Hank.”

“Factually? Or ethically?”

“He’s a creep.”

“He’s a PR guy.”

“He’s also a basically stupid person who sincerely believes he’s smart. It’s a dangerous combination. Dumb schemers frighten me. Hi,” George says, smiling big to the main receptionist on Fifty-nine. George is friendly and respectful to the assistant class. He is a natural at endearing himself to them and at impressing the top people; it is the middle people, like Saddler, he tends to ignore or dislike, and vice versa. “We’re here to see Timothy.”

There are two basic show-business personality types, the Merry Chatterer (Steve Ross, most of the DreamWorks principals, a majority of record executives, almost every agent and TV executive) and the Inscrutable Hardass (Michael Ovitz, Barry Diller, John Malone). George finds virtues in both. A majority of Merry Chatterers may be silly people, but what’s the point of show business if it doesn’t occasionally transmute work into a fiesta? He enjoys even insincere Hollywood gaiety if it’s energetic enough. Some Inscrutable Hardasses are brilliant, but every one is dead-set on appearing to be brilliant—if you doubt that their still waters run deep, well, they might drown you just to prove the point. Inscrutable Hardasses often form good-cop/bad-cop partnerships with Merry Chatterers—Ovitz with Ron Meyer at the old CAA, Jon Dolgens with Sherry Lansing at Paramount, and at Microsoft, as Lizzie once pointed out, Bill Gates with Nathan Myhrvold. But George’s preferred executive type is an old-fashioned mogul hybrid, the Merry Hardass, who he’s discovered is surprisingly rare, especially in Los Angeles. Merry Hardasses are scary but fun, like fairy-tale creatures. Harvey Weinstein of Miramax, who talked to George and Emily about coproducing NARCS with Harvey Keitel as the star, is one. (George half expected him to shout “Fee! Fi! Fo! Fum!” when he rumbled in for meetings.) Sumner Redstone of Viacom (Rumplestiltskin as Lear) and the movie producer Scott Rudin (Popeye crossed with Bluto) are also Merry Hardasses. Harold Mose, who arrived from Toronto a year and a half ago to patch together MBC, is another.

Featherstone is pure Merry Chatterer. “Yabba dabba doo!” he says when he spots George and Emily, instead of hello. “Long time no see, Emmy Lou!” He kisses Emily on both cheeks.

“Timothy,” she says.

Featherstone winks at George, and says as he leads them into a conference room, “Let me take you into my la-bor-a-tory.” The walls are covered in magnesium panels, expensively riveted. A line of several dozen TV screens wrap around the room like a belt.

Emily smiles by reflex, hating herself for pretending to enjoy the pointless Bela Lugosi impression. “Good Grandpa Munster,” she says, inching back into her own good graces.

“No—George Hamilton,” Featherstone says. “He taught me. I worked with him, you know, right after I ankled Woody.” Timothy Featherstone was fired as a second assistant coffee boy on Interiors, and his father, who was a huge Jack and Bobby Kennedy contributor, had asked Jack Valenti to get young Timothy a gofer job on Love at First Bite. That was his career in feature films. While he was on “sabbatical” he totaled his Porsche in an accident on the Pacific Coast Highway, killing his twin brother, then produced a highly rated movie of the week based on the accident, which led to a successful career phase as a “long-form” TV producer. (He claims he was the first producer to show “female butt cleavage,” as he calls it, in network prime time.) Then he worked as a programming executive under both Howard Stringer (smart Merry Chatterer) at CBS and Brandon Tartikoff (an exotic hybrid: Inscrutable Chatterer) at NBC, then briefly at Fox and VH1, and now here he is at the MBC, practically in charge. “So, I don’t want you guys to be blindsided in there. I want to set the table for you on Harold’s state of mind, okay?”

“Is there a problem?” George asks.

“No. Absolutely uh-uh. Niènte. But ownership’s back on the table, comrades.”

MBC owns half of NARCS, and although it’s successful, which gives George and Emily some leverage, they have already agreed to give the network half ownership of any future MBC series they create.

“A longer license term?” Emily asks, all nice disingenuous calm. “He wants five years instead of four?”

“No,” Timothy says, “we’re going to want one hundred percent ownership on the new shows, but with a guaranteed back end for you guys, as well as—”

“Timothy,” Emily shouts, “we’re not … employees. We’re not—”

“Emmo, Emmo, Emmo,” Featherstone says. “Don’t go there, Emiline.”

“Full ownership?” she says. “No. Unacceptable.”

George had been surprised that MBC hadn’t demanded more ownership earlier. He’s always quietly preparing for the worst, ready for the secret trapdoor to swing open directly under hiiiiiiiiiim. It is automatic. Anytime any boss asks to meet with him, he steels himself, ready to be fired. If Lizzie is more than a half hour late coming home, he starts imagining her raped, then murdered, the phone call to her father, life as a widower. Since things usually turn out much better than awful, George feels lucky most of the time. And if they don’t, he’s ready.

For several seconds, no one makes a sound.

“Em,” George finally says, “we’ve said ourselves that Reality is not going to have a billion-dollar syndication life. This isn’t exactly ER. Back-end ownership—”

“Or Baywatch,” Featherstone adds, a beat late.

“—is really kind of a theoretical deal point here.”

She gives George a hard look. George is not just caving in, but ganging up with the second-dumbest man in television to humiliate her with a smile, in the name of reason and easy compromise. This was why she had come to despise the president of the United States long before impeachment. Not because he was a liar, or a sex addict (Emily, as it happened, went down on him once, in a limousine outside the Hotel Inter-Continental during the 1992 convention in New York), but because he’s just a high-end New Man gone pathological, slipping and slithering on a dime.

“For Reality, maybe,” she says, playing along against her instincts. “It’s different. But everything else is straight-ahead entertainment. Long shelf lives.”

“Riiiight … ?” Featherstone says.

“Right, what?” she spits.

“But Timothy,” George asks, “what is the argument for the network owning shows like My People, Your People or The Odds or Actually Bizarre?” These are the three other series George and Emily have in development. They are, respectively, an hour-long “sitcom of manners” about husband and wife executives; a zany “alternative” comedy set in Las Vegas; and a cross between The Twilight Zone and Candid Camera in which unwitting “contestants” would secretly be taped as apparently supernatural tricks (UFOs, phantasms, emptied offices) are played on them.

“Well, we’re prepared to give Reality a thirty-nine-week commitment. Rock solid.”

This is news. George and Emily have asked for twenty-six weeks, were hoping for thirteen, and prepared for six. (George has been prepared for a pilot order, period.) Now the network is going to hand them $50 million and eighty hours of prime time to execute his weird, untried idea.

“Timothy,” George says, smiling as big as he ever smiles. He is almost dizzy. Is this what crack feels like? “You buried the lead.”

“What do you mean?”

“He means that a firm thirty-nine-week commitment sounds absolutely fantastic as far as we’re concerned, Timothy,” Emily says. She’s grinning for real now, using adjectives, verbs, and adverbs. But she won’t let the astonishing good turn make her irresponsible. “And you mentioned back-end guarantees? On the other shows?”

“Business affairs, Emma Bovary, business affairs! Good-faith negotiation, et cetera, et ceterama.”

Emma Bovary? Ridiculous as ever, but George is impressed by the erudition.

“Harold will buy and air thirty-nine weeks of Reality?” Emily says to Featherstone. “One-point-six million a week?”

“D’accord, darlin’.”

“No speaking French. That’s why I defected from Canada.” Mose is in the room. Featherstone swivels his chair and bolts upright. George and Emily stand.

“George! Emily.”

“Superb,” Emily says, and George, dumbstruck, manages only a robust, “Hi!”

“How are you?” Mose asks.

Having already answered, Emily offers her cheek for a kiss.

“Great!” George pipes up, suddenly as taut and overwrought as a teenager. He always notices the aroma of Harold Mose. Why hasn’t Ralph Lauren bottled this fragrance? Maybe he has. It must be the daily haircut plus fresh flowers plus cashmere plus BMW leather plus the executive-jet oxygen mix plus a dash of citrus. That is, Mose smells luscious. He smells rich.

“Pellegrino?” It is Mose’s secretary, Dora, who looks uncannily like Queen Elizabeth II would, if the queen cut her hair very short, dyed it platinum, lost forty pounds, and wore Anne Klein suits. (The queen in Diana’s dreams.) Dora’s beautiful assistant, Lucy, has just set down the boss’s Pellegrino with Rose’s lime juice.

“Your pilot was perfect for my attention span,” Mose says. “Have you considered making the actual show only fifteen minutes a week?” George and Emily grin. Featherstone chuckles. They have produced a fifteen-minute minipilot for the show—a five-minute newscast and ten minutes of behind-the-scenes fiction. “I expect that Timothy has, in every important respect, badly misrepresented the program to me,” Mose continues, not quite smiling, in his happy-gangster baritone. Are there Canadian gangsters? “So: is this a mutant news program that all people of substance and seriousness will despise, or a bizarre entertainment program that half the audience won’t understand even if they watch it, which they won’t?” He plucks the lime slice from his drink and bites the flesh.

“Well,” George says, “a lot of people in news are going to go nuts, that’s true, unquestionably. The op-ed pages and the journalism professors will kill us.”

Featherstone glances anxiously at Mose. The chairman is expressionless.

“Oh, dear,” Mose says, pulling the desiccated lime from his mouth. “Oh gosh, oh my. And the downside is?” It takes Featherstone a second to realize he should chuckle, and he does.

“We figure it’ll be similar to the fallout from the NARCS New Year’s show,” George says, “times ten—a fuss that (a) makes people look at the show, like with the Donna and Rudy Giuliani thing on Fox or the Dan Rather nipple episode on the Farrellys’ show. And (b) as a marketing position, I think we could do worse than ‘The Groundbreaking Program the Media Elite Doesn’t Trust You to Watch.’ ”

Finally Mose smiles. “Correct,” he says. “Exactly.”

“When the noise clears,” Emily says, “this is smart, tough, good TV. First-class news. First-class drama.”

“Dramedy,” Featherstone amends, then turns to Mose. “It’s dramedy, Harold. That’s my top-line note. There’s got to be fun elements. A little Mary Tyler Moore, right? Murphy Brown when it had an eighteen-point-six rating. Larry Sanders with heart and a high-Q star. We want it zoomy.”

Emily glances at Featherstone and George nods too, just long enough, just, to indicate acknowledgment.

“Explain to me exactly why we need two half hours every week before we get to the actual news program on Friday,” Mose says to Emily and George. “Timothy gave me the amortization argument. But creatively, what?”

It is unclear to George if Mose’s emphasis on the word creatively implies curiosity or skepticism.

“The basic idea,” George says, “is we can roll with events, evolve the story lines during the week. As news unfolds, we slip in references on the Thursday show, adjust the tenor, fix it as we go.”

“Maintain the arc, Harold,” Featherstone says.

“If the week starts off early as fun and games,” George continues, “a story like Clinton in Sausalito with his English actresses, but then, you know, a bunch of people are massacred in Mexico on Wednesday afternoon, we can adjust the trajectory for that before the Friday program. And the second episode midweek reminds the audience that we’ve got a real, functioning news operation here. It’s also,” he says, glancing over at Emily, “the three-act principle. We need a middle episode to make the transition from the docudrama of the Tuesday show—”

“Docudramedy,” Featherstone says.

“—to the straight news hour on Friday. We can’t just go slam-bang from Murphy Brown to 60 Minutes. Thursday’s the hinge.”

“Thursday, nine-thirty,” Emily says, referring to the time slot Featherstone has broached. “Yes?”

“Whoa there, little lady,” Featherstone says now in an Elvis Presley voice.

“But you’re confident,” Mose says, “that you’ll find actors who can cry and argue and laugh and kiss on Tuesday and Thursday and then deliver the actual news on Friday? Credibly? They need to seem genuinely … knowledgeable.”

“Compared with the people who do news now?” Emily says. “Yes. Compared with Connie Chung. Compared with blondes on MSNBC.”

“Brian Williams is actually a very bright guy,” Featherstone says.

“The turnaround time won’t be murder?” Mose asks. “To stay topical?”

“Writing off the news will be the big challenge,” George says, “no question. But half of the Tuesday-Thursday shows will be non-timely evergreen stuff, relationship stories. Maybe more than half. And a lot of Tuesday-Thursday will be real, our process stuff—footage of camera setups, footage of staff meetings. Which will be about editing, not writing.”

“Postproduction Tuesday-Thursday will be a killer,” says Emily. “But we want it rough, real—”

Featherstone leaps in. “Like Homicide, Harold, but sexy and fun and up. Or the MTV shows—you know, the black-and-white, the hotties in the lofts, vacationing, et cetera. If the kids were grownups with jobs.”

“I get it,” Mose says.

“Talk about how we leverage in the interactive piece,” Featherstone says. “Reality-dot-com.” Featherstone still welcomes any excuse to say “dot-com.”

Harold Mose has become very alert.

George doesn’t want to get into the bells and whistles. “It’s just a notion,” he says. “It’s not a major thing.”

“Tell me,” says Mose.

“Well, we could let viewers access the news show in progress during the week on a web site. Give them bits of raw footage and wire copy and real e-mails and story lists and draft scripts, as if they’re hooking directly into our intranet …”

“Extranet, you mean,” Mose says.

“Right,” Featherstone says.

“I guess so,” George says.

“You’d put up all the in-house material for anyone on the net to see?” Mose asks. “That’s taking transparency a bit far, isn’t it? Sounds dodgy.”

“No, we give them access to kind of a core sample, a selection of real material,” George says, making it up as he goes along. “Everything vetted, nothing confidential. Just enough to give an authentic insider’s feel. Not transparency. More like translucency.”

“Clever,” Mose says.

“Multiplatform it,” Featherstone says, winking, verging on meaninglessness. Then he chants, pumping one arm, “Convergence, convergence, convergence.”

“It’s Lizzie’s idea,” George says. “My wife.”

“I know Lizzie,” Mose says. He doesn’t wear a watch, so he checks Featherstone’s and looks up at George and Emily. “I need to be at Teterboro by seven-thirty if I’m going to have a nightcap in Seattle tonight.” Here the overenunciation is clearly derogatory, the way James Mason might have said Cucamonga or tuna casserole.

Emily leans toward Mose. “Timothy told you about My People, Your People? Our other … dramedy?”

Featherstone nods quickly.

“He called it ‘a twenty-first-century Upstairs, Downstairs meets thirtysomething.’ ” Mose pauses like a pro. “Haven’t we seen that? Wasn’t that The Jetsons?”

“Romantic comedy,” Emily says.

“The guy is the commissioner of the NBA,” George explains. “His wife is an architect, he’s white, she’s black, the kids are punky Vietnamese twins, her assistant’s a gay guy. The housekeeper is Bosnian.”

“Very Norman Lear,” Mose says.

“Right,” Featherstone says enthusiastically, “exactly.…” And then, getting Mose’s drift, he catches himself and repeats, “Right,” this time with a sneer, barely missing a beat.

“No, no,” George says, “anti-P.C., quirky, a little dark. We’ll spend as much time on the assistants’ lives as we do on the leads’.”

“It’s about class. Complicated class differences,” Emily says.

“Which nobody else is doing,” George adds.

“Correct, but maybe for good reason,” Mose says. “You want to do A Very Upstairs, Downstairs Millennium—Roseanne as Seinfeld’s nanny, the guy from Cabaret as Bebe Neuwirth’s secretary. Married with Staff. Oh, for all I know it’ll be the breakout smash hit. I’m just a birthday-card salesman. Picking pilots is Timothy’s job. But you know, when we call this the New Network for the New Century, I want us to mean it.” Mose is now an American citizen, but he has spent most of his life and made most of his fortune in real estate in Canada. He also has stakes in East Asian telephone companies and owns the world’s third-largest greeting-card company—it is, George has heard him say more than once, “the Hallmark of the Pacific Rim.” Before he conjured MBC into existence, Mose Media Holdings’ only media holding was his half interest in the Winter Channel, the faintly conservative sports-weather-and-holiday-themed channel carried on cable systems in Canada, the upper Midwest, and the Great Plains. Mose also operates two hundred movie theaters in Saskatchewan and Alberta, which, like greeting cards, apparently qualify as “media” under the loose modern definition.

“That was my big note on this too,” Featherstone pipes in. “I mean, raise the stakes, guys! Raise the frigging stakes.”

At this moment, George wouldn’t be unhappy if Featherstone died.

“It seems to me you guys have an awful lot on your plate, with NARCS and this new monster of yours, your—”

“Reality,” George says.

“Correct. Reality,” Mose says, and pauses. “You know, I don’t know about Reality.…”

George and Emily exchange a panicky glance. He’s already changed his mind? They are suddenly zero for two?

“It’s so … arty. Like a scriptwriter’s idea of a newsmagazine.”

“Fantastic note,” Featherstone says.

George and Emily exchange another fast glance.

“You have a problem with Reality, Harold?” George asks, wanting the end to come quickly now that he knows he’s doomed.

“Now you may absolutely hate this,” Mose says, “but what about Real Time? Is that a horrible name for this show?”

It’s only the name Mose doesn’t like.

“No, that’s just fabulous. I mean it. It’s superb,” George says. Emily looks at George; she figures it’s the adrenaline talking. “Don’t you think so, Emily?”

“Real Time could be perfect,” she says.

“Yessss!” Featherstone says, clenching a fist, pumping his arm. “Out of the park! Homer alert!”

“And besides, Timothy,” Mose says, “aren’t we calling that other project RealityVision? The Reality Network? The Reality Channel?”

“Reality Channel. No ‘The.’ ” Keeping his body facing Mose, he turns his head a good 120 degrees toward George and Emily. “Possible concept shift for the Winter Channel. A New Age cable channel, although ‘New Age’ is a no-no. Demi, Deepak, Marianne Williamson, Mars and Venus, Mayans and the Sphinx, gyroscopes, high colonics, homeopathics, chiropractic, yoga, Enya, John Tesh, Dr. Weil, Kenny G, vitamin E, herbs, Travolta, Cruise, lifestyle, feng shui, ginseng, ginkgo, tofu, emu oil, psychics, ESP, E.T., et cetera, et cetera. Aromatherapy. VH1 meets Lifetime meets the PBS fund-raising specials meets those good-looking morning-show doctors meets QVC meets the Food Network. You know? And in the late-night daypart, tantric sex.”

“I do know,” George says to Featherstone, who has already turned toward Mose, grinning, preparing himself to appreciate the imminent bon mot.

“Or, as I like to call it,” Mose says, “the Lunatic Network—all credulity, all the time.” Everyone smiles. He stands. “I’m not completely convinced it’s scalable. I don’t know how it will scale.” Mose salutes the room—“Gentlemen. Lady.”—and starts out, Featherstone at his heels. But Mose stops. “George,” he says, “I was terribly sorry to hear about your mother. Anything we can do. Do you understand? Anything you need, ask Dora.” Then, to Featherstone—“We’ve got to lance the boil now, Timothy. I want both versions of the broadband presentation in Redmond, in case they have some idea that they can”—and then they’re gone. In the conference room, it’s as if a violent afternoon storm has suddenly passed. George and Emily are drenched, but now the sun is shining.

“ ‘Scalable’?” Emily asks. “Canadian union-buster talk?”

“No. The internet. It means, can the thing be rolled out wide? So I guess we have a show, Em.” George hasn’t felt quite so jazzed, so supremely confident, in months.

“I guess,” she says, nodding. “A show. It’s do-and-die time now.” Of the two ideas they were here to pitch, My People, Your People is the series Emily has been most eager to make. Real Time will be difficult to produce. And while she likes imagining the seriousness it will confer on her in Los Angeles, the prospect of actually doing it—news?—is frightening.

“I actually do think the name Real Time works,” George says. “It’s good.”

“Only good? Not”—she takes a sharp breath, and squeals—“fabulously superb?”

“Fuck you. Did you notice our New Age joke has been stolen? The channel we invented that night at Nobu?”

“I did. Fine. Let Timothy know we know it’s ours. Let Harold know we know. It’s leverage on series ownership. Plus we may not have to go to hell.”

George smiles, and stands to leave. “Really? Passive beneficiaries of evil ideas are hell-exempt?”

“Well, you’ll probably be going to hell, anyway. Journalist hell. On account of Reality.”

“Real Time.”
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Lizzie left the office a few minutes after five. It’s the first time this winter she’s left before dark. Entirely apart from Edith Hope’s death, it’s been a lousy day, ten hours at work without even a whiff of science. The whiffs of science are what draw her into this business, real business, in the first place. But today she has accomplished nothing. She signed expense accounts, extended supplier contracts, agreed to pay $940 a month extra to insure her employees against carpal tunnel syndrome (which she secretly considers a half-phony fad disability), interviewed prospective employees, and screamed about hypothetical seven- and eight-figure sums of money to a man in Redmond she has never met. Today has been one of those days when she feels like America’s most overeducated, overinvested postal clerk. Since making breakfast for the kids and handing them their backpacks, she has done nothing gratifying or important, even though she’s exhausted, as drained as if she’d spent the day overseeing the invention of a disposable solar-powered twenty-five-cent supercomputer the size of a cricket.

She was too tired to go to yoga, so she’s been wandering for an hour and a half toward home, around Chelsea and the Village and the neighborhoods she refuses to call NoHo and NoLIta, through Chinatown and the Lower East Side, looking in shop windows, looking at her reflection in shop windows, wondering if she looks thirty-five, stepping into shops, not shopping. Now, in a store on Grand Street, an 1891 map of Minnesota decorated with a border of old paper strings from dozens of Hershey’s Kisses (folk art: $300) has started her quietly sobbing. Edith Hope’s death is discombobulating her. It isn’t because she is reminded of her own mother’s death, Lizzie feels certain. Her own mother’s death was depressing, because it made her face up to just how little they loved each other, but this is different. Edith Hope’s death has made Lizzie sad, surprisingly sad. The surprise makes her even sadder.

They were never soulmates. “Honey, will the offspring be Jewish, too?” Edith Hope said to Lizzie with a big smile over coffee an hour after they met, during the 1988 Republican Convention in New Orleans, which George was covering for ABC and where Edith Hope was a Minnesota alternate delegate pledged to Jack Kemp. “Yes, Mom, they will,” George said. “But if they’re boys they won’t be circumcised, so no one will know.” His mother just nodded.

Edith Hope and Lizzie spoke every few months at most, and saw each other only once a year. But her mother-in-law finally seemed to love her more easily than her own mother ever did—not love her more, maybe, but enjoy her company, cut her some slack, get a little drunk with her on Thanksgiving after the dishes were done and everyone else was sprawled on the davenport in the family room (the davenport! the family room!) staring at football. Six or seven Thanksgivings ago—six; she wasn’t pregnant—after Alice and the twins had gone home with all the leftovers, LuLu must have been asleep, George and Sarah and Sir were half watching The Philadelphia Story, one of the three videotapes Edith Hope owned. The two women were leafing through George’s old school pictures. Lizzie said that when George was in junior high he looked like the singer Beck. Edith Hope said that people always thought George’s father looked like Jimmy Stewart. She asked Lizzie when she realized she was in love with George. Lizzie grinned. “On his couch during our first real date, about ninety seconds before we fucked,” she said. Edith Hope looked as if she’d been slugged. Lizzie lurched protectively an inch in her direction, feeling she was watching some dear old vase fall to the floor. Then her mother-in-law said, “Goodness! I don’t think I’ve heard anyone use that word since George’s uncle Vance died.” Then she smiled. “The way you just … say it sounds so”—Edith Hope wiggled her shoulders and moved her eyebrows up and down, Donna Reed doing Mae West—“It’s like … a movie.” Edith Hope finished her third vodka and cranberry juice, and the ice dregs with it. “Good for you, dear. I’m glad you were in love. Before.”

Lizzie is so glad to be living in the city again. She is so glad they can afford to admit that their two-year country-squire experiment in Sneden’s Landing was a disaster. Walking down Delancey Street, she passes a store that sells wigs and knives and bootleg videos. There seem to be a lot of wig stores in New York, more than necessary. Lizzie enjoys their presence the way she enjoys the storefront psychics and the Dominican flavored-shaved-ice vendors, all the unsanitary but unthreatening alien city bits. Wig stores (like psychics) strike her as implicitly pornographic—the hubba-hubba cartoon volume of the hairdos, the insane Slurpee colors, the fibers that make no human-hair pretense, the smudged-shop-window intimacy that seems more charged than the stores selling penis-shaped loaves of pumpernickel and multizippered black vinyl panties.

Crossing a quiet stretch of Kenmare Street at sunset, a backlit old wino comes toward her through the gloaming, pushing a packed, smoky shopping cart and chanting, in a turn-of-the-last-century oystermonger singsong, “Flaming potatoes! Now. Flaming potatoes! Now.” From a good four feet away, Lizzie reaches into her pocket and tosses all her change at the box hanging from his cart handle. (Performance folk art: only $1.37.)

On Broadway, she stops in a Korean deli to buy milk, and notices that the rack of produce is oddly speckled. Looking closer, she picks up an avocado and sees that the speckle is a tiny red, star-shaped sticker that says GORE 2000. It’s a campaign ad. She looks around and sees now that almost every piece of fruit and every vegetable in the place has one of the little stickers. On the apples, the GORE 2000 stars are embossed directly into the skins. (Pop art: $2.50 a pound.)

As she gets closer to home, Lizzie automatically turns to glance up at St. Andrew’s School, thinks of LuLu and Max, and feels relief. Heading east toward Water Street, she breathes deeper, as usual, and feels calmer, even cheery, as if she’s had half a beer. Two buildings down from theirs, she glances in at the rococo parlor and sees something new—filling the room is a giant television screen, on it an intense electronic cyan background with foot-high letters that say NINETEENTH-CENTURY EUROPEAN LEADERS. She is bewildered and delighted (Installation art: free), but a moment later, as she pulls her keys out, she realizes what she’s seen, and thinks that if she were the Jeopardy! contestant she definitely would have picked a different category for $300, Alex.

She tosses her leather backpack on the kitchen table, and the scrape of the metal Prada tag across the zinc surface scares the cat off its window seat. “Hello, Johnny,” Lizzie says to the cat. “Where is everybody?” She sees that Max has brought home this year’s school pictures, twelve unsmiling Maxes on one sheet, plus two big five-by-seven unsmiling Maxes. The cheap generic portraits always give Lizzie a chill. The pictures make her children look like any children, like pathetic children in the newspaper or on milk cartons, like victims. She turns away.

She scans the mail. Do other people get real letters? The only personal correspondence George and Lizzie receive regularly are invitations (three today: a Roger Baird and Nancy McNabb “Remember the 1980s?” costume party at the Frick Museum to raise money to supply T1 internet hookups for the fifty poorest schools in New York, a party celebrating the Philip Morris Corporation’s sponsorship of the upcoming Jean-Genet-and-Jim-Morrison season at Brooklyn Academy of Music, one addressed to “Mr. and Mrs. Zimbalist” from Bennett Gould reminding them about the grand-opening party at BarbieWorld in Las Vegas next week); thank-you notes (one today from her friend Beverly for a Tiffany’s silver teething ring); and those quasi-celebrity chain letters (the last one from Angela Janeway, soliciting ten dollars for clinics in southern Mexico—copies of which also were sent by Danny Goldberg to Courtney Love, to Pete Hamill by Ken Kesey, to Bianca Jagger by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., by Mort Zuckerman to Tony Blair, by Patricia Duff to Harold Mose, and by a hundred other quasi-celebrities to five hundred other quasi-celebrities who are all pleased, in the name of a good cause, to make you aware that they know one another). Nowadays even thank-you notes and Christmas cards have addresses laser-printed on an adhesive label. The last piece of absolutely bona fide personal mail Lizzie received was a note in December from George’s mother that included a recipe for Szechwan Christmas succotash (“Very zippy!!”) and a Minneapolis Star Tribune clip about a coven of suburban teenage computer hackers, all girls. (“Thought you’d be interested regarding female computer ‘progress’ out in these parts! Tell George one of these gals from Edina is the daughter of his high school friend Jodie—small world!”) The note, the recipe, and the newspaper clipping were all included with their 1999 Christmas present, a “media-storing ottoman,” which had an upholstered plaid hinged top and a drawer. It could hold three hundred compact discs or a hundred videos. Max said LuLu could use it as a mausoleum for her Barbies. Lizzie gave it to the cleaning lady the Monday after Christmas.

Louisa, sounding like a dropped piece of carry-on luggage, comes tumbling down the three flights of stairs. During the brief pause at each landing Lizzie hears the slow, even footsteps of Rafaela, their new baby-sitter. (Lizzie won’t use the word nanny.)

“Hello, baby-duck!” Lizzie says, mail in hand, as Louisa finally stands before her.

The six-year-old, zipped into her snowsuit, looks past her mother, bows her head, frowns, and says, “Hello, Missus.”

“What?” Lizzie says, startled, smiling, staring at LuLu, who runs out to the tiny backyard. (Lizzie won’t use garden as a synonym for yard, even though it would be more accurate.)

Rafaela arrives in the kitchen. She is wrapped in an old Missoni cardigan of George’s and a prop DEA jacket from NARCS, with a WIRED watchcap pulled way down.

“Hi, Rafaela.”

“Hello, Missus,” she says, not quite making eye contact, following Louisa outdoors. She turns. “Missus, the store don’t have whole-wheat Mega-Cheerios you want. Store brand only.”

“The children will survive, Rafaela. That’s fine.”

“Okay,” Rafaela says, and pulls the back door shut.

With Margaret, the previous and perfect baby-sitter, who went home to St. Kitts at Christmas and decided to remain there with the husband she’d abandoned eleven years earlier, George and even Lizzie enjoyed the Anglo-Caribbean bits Louisa and Max had picked up—saying “straightaway” instead of “immediately,” pronouncing the first syllable of “radiator” with a broad a. A few years back, however, Max required heavy persuasion to stop referring to black people as “colored,” even though Margaret, who was black, would continue to do so. “Is Margaret bad for saying ‘colored’?” LuLu asked then. Now she will need to be told why she shouldn’t call her mother “Missus,” even though Rafaela does.

“Mommy?” comes a voice from all the way upstairs.

“Hello, Sarah.”

“Hi,” Sarah yells down. “Sir spilled the perfume, not me. Penelope and I already had dinner. Can you get firm tofu next time? Can we use one of your old cigarette lighters for our video?” Max changed his name to Sir almost two years ago, in second grade, after seeing some old war movie on television. At about the same time, it seemed to Lizzie that half the boys in school were named Max, and she felt some regret that they had given their son the name: too trendy too late in the wave. So she and George decided to let Max call himself Sir. Everyone but his parents and grandparents now called him Sir, and even Lizzie sometimes does, for fun. “And, Mom?” Sarah yells. “What time are we leaving for Minneapolis tomorrow?”

“Eleven. What’s the lighter for? Sarah, I don’t want to shout.” She and her classmate thunder down the stairs like a 1970 drum solo, recklessly fast and loud, almost virtuosic.

Sarah and Lizzie hug. “Is he okay?” Sarah says softly into her mother’s neck.

Lizzie feels her sinuses sting. Her eyes water. “Yes, I think. Yeah.” They decouple. “What do you want to burn?”

“Well, in the southern part, the sheriff is going to torture Penelope while she’s in jail? Put a cigarette near her face and burn her hair.”

“Really just singe it, more,” Penelope says, looking from Sarah to Lizzie. Penelope has magnificent hair, tiny glistening labor-intensive coils that Sarah has informed Lizzie are not to be called dreadlocks, but simply ’locks or microbraids. “I promised my mom. And my locktician,” she adds with a smile that could indicate either embarrassment or pride.

“Be very careful. Who plays the trooper?”

“Sir,” Sarah says.

“Interesting casting,” Lizzie says. “Make sure he’s really careful with the flame.”

“We’re not, like, cretins.”

“Where did you get the cigarette?”

“Penelope’s brother. I was going to ask George to play the trooper, but—”

“No,” Lizzie said.

“I know.” Lizzie feels a pang whenever Sarah calls her stepfather “George,” which she is doing more and more. It seems to be one of those small adolescent cruelties passing as grownup sophistication. Sarah’s biological father is a man named Buddy Ramo, whom she and Lizzie haven’t seen in years, and who lives somewhere north of Malibu. Buddy Ramo was a child actor managed by Lizzie’s father, Mike. His biggest break was the title role on Li’l Gilligan, a Gilligan’s Island prequel series that was canceled after two episodes. He was a crush that lasted fifteen years and ended only after he and Lizzie finally slept together a few times the summer before her last year of college. Buddy is the stupidest man with whom she has ever had sex. Once, when she heard Emily call Timothy Featherstone “the second-stupidest man in television,” Lizzie actually wondered for an instant if Buddy Ramo was well enough known to be considered the stupidest.

“Your brother’s on the computer?”

“Yeah. I have to go force him to stop.”

Without another word, Sarah, wearing a blood-red U.S. OUT OF MEXICO NOW T-shirt, and Penelope, wearing a lavender Ralph Lauren alpaca turtleneck, start back upstairs, two steps at a time, to continue shooting their Unfortunate American History docudrama.

Lizzie turns on the computer in the kitchen—the musical chord that Macs play as they boot up pleases her, as always, like a little electronic dawn—and she sends a message to her son, who is upstairs. As a surprise housewarming present last year, Bruce, from the office, wired the family’s five computers together into a local-area network, which George and Lizzie at first regarded as a joke conversation piece but now find themselves using.

HI. DINNER IN 20 MINUTES WHEN DADDY GETS HOME.

Max replies instantly.

I ATE WITH SARAH AND PENELOPE ALL READY. BYE.

When George walks in, Lizzie is sitting in the big, ratty old leather armchair in their bedroom looking at pictures of their wedding, of George dancing with his mother, of his mother dancing with her father, of the Laura Ashleyed toddler Sarah on George’s shoulders.

“Did you just sneeze?” he asks from the hallway. “I thought I heard you sneezing from out on the street.” Lizzie always sneezes violently, without restraint. George finds it sexy. He reaches their room and sees her. Her eyes are red. Her cheeks are wet. She hasn’t been sneezing.

“Aw, sweetie,” he says.

“I miss your mom.”

“Sweetie.”

“I hate people dying. I know that’s stupid to say. But I hate it.”

Lizzie continues crying. Kneeling in front of the chair, George puts his arm around her. He doesn’t cry.

“I know,” he says. “I know.”

From upstairs they hear Max shout, “We got ways of making you show a little respect, you uppity nigger girl!”

George pushes Lizzie back from his shoulder and looks at her.

They hear the girls laugh and Sarah says, “Great! That was awesome, Sir.”

“Sarah’s video. About civil rights,” Lizzie says, and then gives a long, loud, sinus-clearing snort. “God.” She chuckles through her final sob. “How was your meeting with Mose?”

“I think we sold the Reality show.”

“I think I queered my Microsoft deal.”

“Mose didn’t like My People, Your People.”

“Good. I’m sorry. But I didn’t want our life to be a sitcom.”

George smiles. “It’s not a sitcom, it’s a”—George makes quick little midair quotation marks with his hands—“ ‘dramedy.’ Emily wants to take it to ABC. What happened with Microsoft?”

“I say fuck too much.” George smiles. “According to some anti-Semitic sexist asshole in Seattle. But I do swear too much. I’ll tell you about it later.” She stands up. “I need a big drink. The kids have eaten. You want to order sushi in? Hiroshima Boy?”

They had martinis on their first date, almost twelve years ago. She was twenty-four and he was just thirty-two and drinking martinis was still, for people their age, a self-conscious, tongue-in-cheek act, playing grownup. They’d met at a Dukakis fund-raiser at Bennett Gould’s triplex on East Thirteenth Street, and they left together for a drink at a noir-in-outer-space-themed bar in the East Village called Blue Velveteen. The olives were plastic. Sometime after their second martinis, Lizzie did a Kitty Dukakis impersonation that made George laugh so suddenly he sprayed gin out his nose all over baby Sarah, sleeping next to him on the tatty velvet banquette.

Twelve years later, the martinis in Manhattan are sipped without olives or irony. Martinis for two remains a residual romantic ritual. George has punched on the television, and it plays its turn-on music, the five-note Intel-inside jingle. That started when they installed the cable modem. He sits next to Lizzie on the couch in the living room, looking down on Rafaela playing with Louisa outside in the dark.

“…  the actress denied the allegations, and spokespeople for both Senator Kennedy and the White House declined to comment.” One, one thousand. “Are humans about to become bionic?”

“Oh, lose the smirk, asshole,” George says. “I still can’t figure where they all learn to smirk.” He turns to Lizzie. “Does any actual person switch between a frown and a smirk all the time like that?”

“…  at the University of Washington, where a controversial scientist reported today that he has succeeded in establishing a direct communications link between two living mammals’ brains by means of computer chips.”

“As opposed to dead mammals’ brains,” George says.

“Although computer industry observers agreed the feat was exciting, they—”

“ ‘Industry observers agreed,’ ” George says. “God, TV news sucks.”

“Shhh,” Lizzie says, waving the remote toward him like a giant black index finger.

“—that the practical applications of the so-called mental modem are years away. In Mexico, a spokesman for the American embassy denied allegations that an American military attaché had participated in the torture of civilians in the Chiapas village of Taniperla. Calling the charges—”

She mutes the TV.

“Bruce knows that guy.”

George is interested. “Bruce knows the CIA torturer?”

“No.”

“Brian Williams? So does Featherstone.”

“No, no, the person at U-Dub who did those animal-chip experiments.”

“U-Dub?”

“U of W, University of Washington,” Lizzie says. “Bruce worked with the guy in Oregon writing bioinformatics code.”

“Ah,” George says, feigning comprehension. “So who at Microsoft did you say fuck to that you shouldn’t have?”

“Some lawyer. A bean counter. They’re suddenly offering two-point-nine million. They’re not taking me seriously. They’re trying to gyp us.”

“Jesus, three million for a fifth of the company is an insult? Gyp is an ethnic slur, you know.”

“Two-point-nine is for a tenth—they say they only want ten percent of the company now.”

“It’s still free money, isn’t it? I mean, it’s not like you won’t be in control.”

Lizzie sighs again. “George, that would value Fine Technologies at twenty-nine million dollars.”

“Sounds okay to me.”

Lizzie is often charmed by George’s vagueness about business matters.
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