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This book is dedicated

to the memory of

Buster

who in eighteen months taught me more about the city

than I had discovered in thirty years

and to

Janet

who loved him

too
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Prologue

It’s been some years since I lived on the street that figures in this story. It was never one of New York City’s fashionable blocks. There are no mansions there, no narrow houses of historical importance, no plaques attesting to former residents of consequence. It was not even a particularly beautiful block. The apartment buildings, though old, were architecturally indifferent. Commercial ventures existed side by side with the street’s residents. The brownstones that lined the street were mostly broken up into apartments, and most of those apartments were rentals. It was in this way, the way of the rent-controlled apartment, that the street had largely escaped the sweep of gentrification taking place all around it. Struggling musicians and actors and secretaries and window washers could still afford to live there, and they still did, some of them growing successful, some simply growing old. A government-subsidized senior residence that held AA meetings every Thursday night added to the slightly raffish nature of the place, as did the two churches in the doorway of each of which could be found its nightly resident homeless person: an enormous but orderly bearded man at the Lutheran church, a disoriented woman on the steps of the Catholic church. A bar at one end contributed to a sparse but constant supply of beer bottles on the sidewalk. The street’s proximity to Central Park made it a favorite with professional dog walkers who could hardly be expected to keep track of the waste of the seven or eight dogs pulling them forward. And so the street, not distinguished by great beauty to begin with, was not terribly clean either. And yet, it was the loveliest street I have ever lived on. And the most interesting.
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one

“I live here! I live here!”

We’ll begin our story with Jody. She had lived on the block in her studio apartment since college, a luxurious accommodation at the time, certainly when compared to the dorm room she was leaving. After twenty years, the one room no longer struck her as luxurious, but the morning light was still lovely, the stabilized rent remained artificially low, and the large room with its beautiful bay window, high ceiling, and molding in the shape of twisted rope continued to be her home.

In the back of the room there was a step up into a doll-size kitchen, and behind that another step led to the bathroom. Jody had recently painted the apartment herself—a soft yellow color called Nigerian Peony. The moldings and the ceiling, of which she was particularly proud, were white and glossy. Whenever the room glowed in the sunlight from the big bay window, Jody congratulated herself on the serenity of her well-ordered existence, reassured that the weekends spent atop a tall ladder had been worth the effort. She kept the ladder in the linen closet with her expensive and carefully folded sheets. Jody was frugal in general, buying her clothes at reasonably priced chain stores, but sheets were in an entirely different category. Sheets were sacrificial objects offered with fear and humility to the gods of the night. Each night, Jody stretched out beneath the smooth Egyptian cotton not as a sybarite, but as a penitent, a pilgrim, a seeker, and what she sought was sleep.

In the middle of the night on which our story begins, as in the middle of most nights, Jody lay in bed and worried. She was a cheerful person by day, almost to the point of officiousness, but at night she suffered. The fragments of her busy life loomed above her like ghosts, like the IRS, like mothers-in-law. She stared into the darkness and faced her faults and her omissions. It was a heavy darkness that surrounded her at these times, both hot and close, the breath of recrimination, and, at the same time, vast, icy, and uncaring. She tried counting, of course, and counting backward, as if she were about to undergo an operation and had just been administered the anesthetic. She tried singing, sometimes the tune of a piece she was practicing, sometimes Gilbert and Sullivan songs, a staple of her household growing up, to which she knew all the lyrics. Sometimes she would have the impulse to sing the most melodic bits loud and clear, letting her voice ring out in the dark bedroom. But she would stop herself. Even if no one was beside her, and it was usually the case that no one was beside her, the sound of her voice among the demons of her sleeplessness was jarring and ridiculous.

She would tell people at school the next day that she hadn’t slept a wink. This was one of the few compensations for her insomnia: the other teachers nodded not with sympathy, exactly, but with understanding and, most important, with respect. They, too, had known sleepless nights, but they had eventually come to admit that Jody was the most sleepless of them all. It conveyed upon her a certain status that she had come almost to treasure.

Jody always smiled as she described her battle to fall asleep. Her habitual and sincere modesty fell away and she became positively smug. Perhaps she would have behaved differently if she had looked as sleepless as she was. But Jody’s eyes were clear and bright and no dark circles swelled beneath them. With her short blonde hair, and dressed in crisp ironed blouses and tightfitting pants, she was pretty in an open, sunny way. She smelled fresh and clean and moved with a soft, invigorated energy. The children loved her, she worked hard, and people were grateful to her. They turned to her when they needed assistance or counsel on the job, and though she was only thirty-nine years old and looked younger, she was referred to affectionately as “Good Old Jody.”

Her colleagues respected her and they were friendly to her, but not one of them was her friend. Jody sometimes wondered if this was her fault. But then, who else’s fault could it be? It’s not the mailman’s fault, she would remind herself. It’s not the vice principal’s fault. It’s not even the Republicans’ fault. Wherein, then, did her own fault lie? This was a mystery to Jody, one she pondered at night in bed.

Naturally, she had gotten herself a dog. She originally set out to get a cat, thinking that as she seemed to be moving headlong into eccentric spinsterhood, she should begin collecting some of its accoutrements. But when she arrived at the ASPCA, she saw an elderly dog, an oversize pit bull mix so white it was almost pink, a female, who wagged her tail with such stately pessimism that Jody took the huge beast home. She named the dog Beatrice, though she had sworn not to give her new pet a person’s name, thinking it faddish and particularly pathetic for a childless woman. But the dog seemed to her to deserve a real name. Beatrice was not a youngster. The ASPCA had picked her up wandering the streets of the Bronx. Half starved and covered with ticks, she had obviously survived a harsh and difficult existence. Beatrice was a name with inherent dignity. Jody felt the old dog deserved that.

Fattened up and well groomed now, Beatrice was a noblelooking animal with enigmatic blue eyes that constantly sought out Jody’s with measured determination. She moved slowly, and though she was not playful, she was amiable and particularly loved strangers, throwing her great weight at them in a joyful greeting, unaware, presumably, that such a welcome might not always be, in fact, welcome. She trusted everyone, which was a testament to her gentle nature, as no one until now had ever earned her trust. But Beatrice seemed to be above the failures of the world, and they far beneath her. She had seen a lot, she seemed to be saying, and so nothing surprised her, nothing frightened her, nothing fazed her. She was lucky to be alive, and she seemed to know it.

Jody turned on the light and looked at Beatrice sprawled on the rug beside the bed. She petted the dog’s wide forehead. Beatrice’s head was big and boxy, like a child’s drawing of a dog’s head. She seemed to grin, her mouth and jaw were so wide. Her tongue lolled out like a great pink washcloth. Then Beatrice lifted her square head and licked Jody’s hand. Jody scratched the dog’s ragged ears and thought, I have become an eccentric music teacher with a dog instead of an eccentric music teacher with a cat. I take brisk walks in the rain with my dog by my side instead of curling up by the electric fire with a cup of tea and my cat on my lap. Although maybe, she thought, as Beatrice heaved her pale bulk onto the bed, there’s not all that much difference. And she smiled at her fate. She had gotten Beatrice eight months ago, eight months of blissful, energetic adoration and companionship on both sides. When she was lonely, she would glance at Beatrice. When she needed someone to talk to, she would talk to Beatrice. Jody felt that her life, though hardly complete by customary standards, would do very well.

Then, Jody met Everett and fell in love. This occurred just two days after the sleepless night described above. Jody, after a long week teaching small children to sing in harmony and tap wooden blocks to a 3/4 beat, had set out for a leisurely weekend walk with Beatrice. It was February and the sky was getting lighter each evening, but this particular afternoon it was snowing lightly, and the world was gray. In the park, Beatrice was as excited as a child, pushing her nose along the thin white film on the grass, rolling wildly, her muscular legs kicking the air. Amused and touched, Jody stayed even longer than usual, though it began snowing in earnest and she was wet through by the time they headed home. They waited at a red light at Columbus Avenue in the swirling wind, and it was when the light turned green and they crossed the street that Jody saw Everett. She didn’t know his name. But when he smiled at her through the shroud of snow, she thought she had never seen a man so beautiful in all her life. She turned and watched him go into the corner market. He must live nearby, she thought. He’s gone out to get milk. She would have stayed and waited and followed him home, but for the cold, the shame of it, and the large pit bull pulling on the leash.

I really am a spinster now, she thought—falling in love with an oblivious handsome stranger in the street. And, as if to prove it, she put on the teakettle as soon as she got home.

Everett hadn’t even known it was snowing until he got outside. He pushed open the door and whirling crystals stung his eyes. A bicycle chained to a signpost was topped with pillows of snow, the handlebars, the seat, the curve of the wheels.

Everett was an ordinary-looking man, until he smiled. Then he became handsome, beautiful even, and showy, like a big, fragrant prize-winning rose. He appeared boyish, a sullen boy but boyish nevertheless, with his somewhat round face and regular features. His hair was brown, neither dark nor light, with just the slightest touch of gray. Only when he smiled and became beautiful did people notice, as if for the first time, that his eyes were a radiant blue, that his cheeks bloomed with the pink of a child though he was fifty years old.

He hadn’t smiled much recently. He was feeling down in the dumps, as his mother would have put it. He had worked hard all his life and he continued to work hard, and he was bored. He frightened the young chemists who worked for him, and he was glad, it was a break in his boredom to watch them duck their heads and mumble their findings, their questions, even their names in tremulous confusion. When a fifty-year-old man is bored, he is said to be having a midlife crisis. Everett’s girlfriend, Leslie, had pointed this out to him.
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“No,” Everett said. “Boredom is simply a failure of imagination.”

And as soon as the words came out of his mouth, he realized they were true, that his imagination was failing, and he became not only bored but depressed.

“You need Prozac or something,” Leslie said.

But Everett was already taking Prozac.

“Oh,” Leslie said. “Well. A trip, then.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Everett said. His tone was harsher than he meant it to be. Leslie was just trying to help, after all. But it occurred to him that though he had been dating Leslie for only a month, Leslie was one of the things he was bored with.

“This too shall pass,” she said, kissing him on the cheek.

They had been walking down Central Park West. The gray evening had settled around the Museum of Natural History. The blue glow of the planetarium rested easily within the night sky, the bare trees, the nineteenth-century brick. Everett noticed the curious harmony and found it comforting.

“Yes,” he’d said.

“Kind of like herpes,” Leslie said. “You know? Or shingles.”

Everett missed his daughter. The snow would have delighted her when she was a child. Now she would just squint into the wind and try not to slip on her way to the subway, like everybody else. Everett could feel the absence of her little hand in his. Once she left home to go to college, the apartment had become empty, and Everett and his wife, Alison, had looked at each other across their bed as if across a vast, weary wasteland. Their daughter had been baffled and furious when they divorced. She wanted to be able to come home to the home she’d always had. She didn’t understand that she had taken that home away with her, forever.

Everett realized that he had not been a particularly attentive father, and so his desolation came as a surprise. He had enjoyed Emily, certainly, observed her, as if she were one of a colony of ants in a glass-sided ant farm, and gloried in her, too. She was always so busy, had so many projects and worries and schemes and demands. She was so noisy. Now his life was quiet, muffled, like the snowy street.

He stood on the corner waiting for the light to change. When it did, the blur of red becoming a blur of green, a peppy little woman and a giant dog appeared, apparitions in the silver storm. The dog stared at him through its narrow slit eyes. They walked toward each other. The dog was so white its pink skin showed through. It looked like an enormous lab rat. With slit blue eyes. Everett thought how cold the dog must be in the stinging snow. As they passed each other, the pink beast wagged her tail and pushed her face against his thigh, leaving a thin trail of slobber.

“Beatrice!” said the woman.

Everett wondered why dogs liked him. He certainly did not return the sentiment.

“It’s nothing,” he said, for the woman seemed truly upset. She was small and wide-eyed, rather pretty in a hurried, breathless sort of way, he thought. He forced himself to put his gloved hand on the dog’s head. “It’s nothing,” he said again, and he smiled, first at Beatrice, the dog, then at the woman.

“Oh!” she said. She looked at him intently.

Everett walked on. What was the etiquette for a chance trail of dog slobber in a violent snowstorm? He had done his best.

He pushed through the heavy plastic curtains that protected the oranges and strawberries and apples and tulips from the cold, snowy wind and made his way into the Korean grocery. He didn’t know if they were really Koreans. He supposed the ones who spoke Spanish to each other were not. He bought milk and went home, his shoes wet and white with the new, brief purity of snow. He passed the gay man who ran the corner restaurant struggling along the slippery sidewalk carrying his dogs, one under each arm. He nodded, but the man, whose name was Jimmy, he thought, or something like that, did not seem to notice him, and he felt a little let down.

When he saw the flashing red light glowing and haloed in the winter storm, he stood on the sidewalk and waited as a stretcher was wheeled awkwardly through the drifts and into the back of an ambulance. He congratulated himself on not staring at the figure bundled in blankets, respectful of someone else’s tragedy. But then, in a sudden, irrational panic, he called out, “I live here! I live here!” A policeman took his arm and said, “There’s been an accident. Apartment 4F.” Everett thought: 4F. The disgruntled elderly man downstairs. He always carried an umbrella. Everett waited for the elevator. He noticed two cans of Fancy Feast cat food on the console in the lobby. Tenants often displayed things there that they didn’t want but apparently could not bear to throw away. It enraged Everett: Was this the Salvation Army? He lived on the fifth floor but got off on the fourth and stood in front of the door of the man who always carried an umbrella.

“He’s dead,” a neighbor said excitedly. She was standing, in orange fuzzy slippers, with other neighbors in their Sunday afternoon disarray, as well as several police officers, outside apartment 4F. “I don’t even know his name,” she said. She grabbed Everett’s arm. “He killed himself,” she said softly.

“I don’t know his name, either,” Everett said after an awkward silence, and he felt guilty, as if that were why the man had killed himself. He imagined the man stretched out in the ambulance, his long face covered, his umbrella beside him.

“What about the dog?” the neighbor in fuzzy slippers was now saying, still clinging to Everett but addressing a policeman. Everett looked with distaste at her footwear, at her generally disheveled outfit of sweatshirt and exercise tights. It occurred to him that he knew none of his neighbors’ names, though he had lived here for two years. He stepped away from her.

“Should we call the ASPCA or something?” this nameless person was asking.

“There’s no dog here,” one of the police officers said.

“A little puppy,” the woman insisted. “He got it last week.”

Why, Everett wondered, would a man get a puppy and then kill himself? And he went home to put away his quart of milk, almost invigorated and considerably less bored than when he had gone out.
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The storm raged for twenty-four hours, then settled into a gentle billow of fat, wet flakes, then stopped altogether as the temperature dropped to three degrees. Small dogs ran up the sides of cars buried in drifts to pee triumphantly at the crest of these mountains. Streets were silent and impassable. It was too cold for children and their sleds. At five that evening, Jody took Beatrice to the park. The old dog, in a thick pink cable-knit sweater, bounded through the snow as Jody struggled to keep up. Branches creaked, glassy, coated with ice. The air was still and cold as death, then alive with blasts of bitter, angry wind. The pathways in Central Park had been sprinkled with sand, already ground into the filthy ice. Jody watched each step in order not to slip. She had wrapped a scarf around her head and it covered her nose and mouth. She breathed the heat of her own breath. Her hood blocked her vision, like the blinders on a carriage horse.

She closed her eyes against the stinging cold, then immediately opened them again in order to keep her balance. The streetlights led her through the looming dark. Like Hansel and Gretel’s crumbs, she thought, one after the other, yellow pools of light. They stopped at the top of the stairs of the Bethesda Fountain, and she looked down at the frozen lake. The ice lay undisturbed, smooth and dark. I am alone here, Jody thought. She felt a surge of joy. In New York City, in the middle of Manhattan, she was alone. It didn’t seem possible, but no matter which way she turned, she saw nothing but snow and ice and bare trees against the stark, black sky. There was no one else. Not even a squirrel. Jody’s voice was muffled inside of her scarf. Beatrice looked up at her. Jody pulled her scarf away and breathed in the freezing air.

“We are alone,” she said again.

When she turned onto her street a few minutes later, she was aglow with her solitude. Even the cross-country skier coming up the street could not dampen her sense of freedom and boundless melancholia.

The snow remained deep and the weather numb with cold for the next week. Jody envied the people next door, two men and a large number of small children, who could just let their two cairn terriers out into the yard. Her bathroom window faced the back, and she could look down and see the dogs, bounding like porpoises through the deep drifts. She had planned to see a movie with the art teacher, Franny, a wild-haired woman of fifty who believed in the healing power of crystals. But the weather was too uninviting, and Franny had announced her determination to smoke a joint and watch videos in the safety and comfort of her own apartment.

In front of Jody’s building, a furrow ran between two snowbanks where the sidewalk had been. Paths of frozen footsteps turned off, leading to doorways slick with ice. Jody followed Beatrice, who was again wearing her pink sweater, which Jody had knitted for her. She admired the dog’s odd bowlegged gait and wondered which path led to the man who had smiled. She hadn’t seen him since the day of the blizzard.

Beatrice squatted daintily in front of the Lutheran church, leaving behind a deep, saturated yellow hole. Jody looked at the punctured snow. What would the parishioners say? She used her foot to cover it with fresh snow and skulked back toward her building.
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two

“Everything looks different today”

When it finally came, the thaw was sudden. The snow vanished and left behind it expanses of sodden filth, oceanic puddles at every corner, rivers of debris. Beneath the white winter blanket it was revealed that treasures had been buried. Banana peels, french fries, and take-out menus, liberated at last, floated gaily in the gutters. Dog shit that had been deposited high atop the snowbanks now melted on the wet sidewalk.

Jody, when she took Beatrice out, stood eyeing a rushing gutter stream, seeking the safest place to ford it, when a man, who had come up beside her, said, “Colorful, isn’t it?”

“It’s like little dead bodies bobbing to the surface,” Jody said.

The man let out a snort of laughter, then leaped across the water, leaving Jody stunned and silent as she recognized the man she had been searching for, the man who had smiled. She watched him, helplessly, as he hailed a taxi and disappeared.

“Colorful, isn’t it?” she repeated to herself, pleased with the phrase.

That Saturday afternoon, as she sat looking out her window, Jody saw the man again. She had taken up knitting as a joke almost, thinking it fit her spinster life, but, to her surprise, she had found that she liked the gentle monotony of it and that she was extremely good at it. She had been waiting, sitting in her window seat for some time, the knitting needles clicking softly but with an almost ferocious speed. Perhaps I will make him, whoever he is, a scarf, she thought, looking down at the ball of pale blue wool she had been planning for another sweater for Beatrice, wondering if it would work for a man’s scarf. Then she looked up to see him turn into a building across the street. Now, at last, the man with the smile had a home.

For the next few weeks, Jody walked Beatrice on the side of the street where she now knew Everett lived. She liked especially to stand near his building and have a nice chat with Heidi, a fellow dog walker. Heidi was in her eighties, a survivor of the Holocaust unexpectedly and unaccountably bursting with the liveliness and surprise of true optimism. She had recently lost a tooth in a fall, which could not be fixed until the following month, and she had therefore been trying, with limited success, not to smile. Her dog, a fat pug named Hobart, sat at her feet making soft gurgling noises. She walked him around the block four times a day, rain or shine. Even in the snow, Heidi and Hobart navigated the icy ravines of the sidewalk. She had once had a pit bull, and so she loved Beatrice. She needed someone to talk to, and so she loved Jody. She was interesting, brimming with stories—of the war, of Israel after the war, of visiting her old house in her old town in Germany just five years ago, of a divorced husband and a devoted son in New Jersey, of parents lost in the Holocaust, and a family of wild ducks that lived in her childhood backyard—and so Jody loved her.

On the first sunny morning in weeks, during Jody’s February vacation, she walked down the steps with Beatrice and stood on the sidewalk admiring the brilliant clear sky. She saw Heidi and her little dog, who was swaddled in an argyle sweater, coming slowly up the street, and she walked toward them.

“Everything looks different today,” she said.

“Saturated with color,” Heidi said.

Another elderly woman, small and brightly dressed, waved to them as she rushed past. “Muchacho, muchacho,” she called to Hobart, who did not even turn in her direction.

Heidi was wearing pants and a beautifully cut wool jacket, and even in her heavy waterproof boots she managed to look, as always, European and elegant. “You look so elegant,” Jody said, and Heidi could not repress a gap-toothed smile.

Everett walked by at that moment, and Jody, caught in Heidi’s grateful gaze, could just see him from the corner of her eye. She turned away from Heidi, rather rudely she realized, hoping to catch Everett’s eye, but he had already passed.

It was 8:10 on a Tuesday morning, and the cars parked on the downtown side of the street had all been moved and double-parked on the uptown side because of alternate-side-of-the-street parking. Jody had enjoyed watching this ritual when she first moved to New York. It was a quiet, graceful, synchronized street dance. When 10:15 arrived, the owners would return to their cars and guide them back to the empty spaces waiting on the south side of the street. Then the drivers would sit in their cars, waiting until 10:30 to quit the dance floor. When Heidi finished her story about the wild ducks, one of Jody’s favorites, Jody led Beatrice into the street and they walked along the line of double-parked cars past a lime green Prius and an ancient Volkswagen bus covered with unfortunate, droll bumper stickers. Jody was heading toward a wide, sandy pothole near the Korean market where Beatrice sometimes would scratch and circle and take a dump. Before reaching the pothole, Beatrice stopped by a white SUV, squatted, and began to pee.

Jody was looking off into the distance, partly out of politeness to Beatrice, partly from sheer abstraction, when a thunderous noise brought her attention back.

“Get your goddamn mutt away from my car!”

A woman was screaming from the white SUV, her hand out the window banging against the car door. Jody was standing close to the car, almost leaning on it, but the huge side mirror and the reflection on the tinted windshield had hidden the driver from her. The banging fist was level with her face. She was momentarily terrified.

“Get outta here!” the woman screamed.

Jody backed up, pulling Beatrice with her. The woman, who had a weirdly orange face, shook a finger at them.

“I’ll be watching you two,” said the woman.

Jody was a little shaky as she walked away from the SUV. The woman had startled her, certainly, but, more than that, she had offended Jody’s sense of place. She turned around suddenly and said, in the general direction of the SUV, “We live here, too.” But she said it softly, and felt confused immediately afterward, as if they did not live there, too, at all.

Everett felt sulky about having to go to the lab at all that morning. He looked at the brisk blue February sky. What good did it do him? He would spend the glorious day in his inglorious lab. He stopped at the Korean market to buy a muffin. Then, almost without thinking, he found himself buying some tulips, too. This is ridiculous, he thought in some confusion, heading for the subway with the bright yellow flowers. He could put them on his desk, he supposed, perplexing his colleagues, putting them off balance. There might be some pleasure in that. Then he saw that little blonde woman, with her big white dog, standing on the sidewalk looking oddly forlorn, almost lost. There was something about this woman standing in the sunlight looking so abandoned that touched him and he walked toward her.

“Beatrice!” he said to the woman, her name coming suddenly into his head.

The dog wagged its tail.

“You look so gloomy,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said, looking even gloomier.

“No, what I meant was, that I bought these flowers. I didn’t know why, but when I saw you there, I realized . . .”

Good God, Everett thought, pausing in his little speech. Am I really going to deliver this line? I realized I had bought them for you?

“I realized . . .” He paused again. “Well, here, Beatrice,” he said, handing her the flowers and hurrying away.

“Thank you,” she called after him. “But . . .”

He turned and waved and went to work with his muffin, reflecting on his impulsive act with a rather solemn pride.

Jody put her flowers in a vase. She no longer looked gloomy or lost. She had seen him and spoken to him, and he had spoken to her and given her flowers, even if he did think her name was Beatrice.

The days passed and the stems of the tulips looped downward and the yellow petals floated onto the table and Jody went to school each morning and taught music to small, distracted children. She came home each afternoon and practiced her violin. Some evenings, she played with a small chamber group. Occasionally, she filled in for a friend in the orchestra pit of a Broadway musical. The scarf she was knitting for the man whose name she did not know was finished, and she had begun a complicated pattern for a cable-knit sweater in a deeper blue that she hoped would complement his eyes. This occupied Jody during the long sleepless nights when Beatrice would lie on the rug beside the bed, her back legs stretched out behind her, her front paws stretched out before her, a pinkish white Superman with a long skinny tail. The man never needed to know about his blue sweater, of course. She reassured herself that the sweater could just as easily be for her father, though he would have little use for it in Florida.

February turned into March in this uneventful way. Late one windy night, Everett finished the report he was writing. He was surprised by the hour. He had no sense of time anymore. Sometimes he worked until three without realizing it. His apartment was no longer connected to anything, he thought bitterly, not even time. He checked his e-mail, hoping for a note from Emily. There was nothing but a political chain letter from Alison, his ex-wife. She sent him petitions or requests for contributions almost daily. It was practically the only contact between them now that Emily was in college. There were financial matters and arrangements for holidays, of course. But otherwise the person with whom he had spent his entire adult life until two years ago was a stranger. A sudden stranger, he thought, liking the sound of that. She occupied in his heart and his thoughts and his memory the kind of position and space that his cousin Richard did. Best friends as children. Drifted apart as teenagers. Strangers ever since. Everett missed Richard as he thought of this. They had ridden their bicycles and listened to the Doors and made stop-action movies with Richard’s eight-millimeter camera of themselves driving a nonexistent car down the street where Everett lived. They swam at the beach and went fishing. They crushed ants and sat for hours in stupefied boredom in front of the TV. Everett felt old and almost frightened that he had worked until one in the morning without noticing. Soon he would be one of those people who barely slept at all, a lonely old man who went to bed at 2:00 a.m. and woke three hours later, not sleeping again until the next day after dinner in front of the TV.

The e-mail from Alison alerted him to the pending appointment to the FDA Reproductive Health Drugs Advisory Committee of a doctor who had written a book called As Jesus Cared for Women: Restoring Women Then and Now and who refused to prescribe contraceptives and told women who were suffering from PMS to read the Bible. Recipients were to sign, and every twenty-fifth person was to forward an e-mail of protest to the White House.

Everett detested chain letters. He detested politics. Worse was a political chain letter, and worse yet was an uninformed political chain letter. The dread doctor, who really was an outrage, had been appointed and confirmed years ago.

“Dear Alison,” Everett wrote back. “The deed is long done. Your petition is spam. Warmly, Everett.”

He immediately wished he had not responded at all. What a bitter old man he was becoming. Alison was getting married again, and surely her new husband would not become a bitter, lonely old man dozing in front of a blaring postprandial TV. He would become a harassed old man dragged on Smithsonian walking tours of the wine country of Chile. Everett had never met the man Alison was going to marry, but Emily had told him that Bernie was a lawyer. Bernie the attorney, Everett had said, and Emily had sneered, half in disgust, half in amusement.

He sent a note to Emily. He breathed the air in his living room and felt it to be airless air. He opened the window, letting the cold wash over him. He saw that woman with her big white dog walking below him. Suddenly, almost without realizing it, Everett called to her. She looked up, startled, then smiled.

“Hold on!” Everett shouted, and dashed out the door, leaving the weight of his empty apartment temporarily behind him. He had been proud of himself for giving her tulips, thinking perhaps he was not so old, after all, so hidebound and predictable. His ex-wife could remarry, but he could spontaneously present a woman with flowers. He had thought of the tulips often, remembering the blur of vivid color as he handed them to Jody. What he had done—buying flowers for no reason and pressing them on a stranger—fascinated him. When he had looked down at her from his window just now and recognized her, her existence was both delightful and impersonal for him, like the box of geraniums growing through the wroughtiron guards of the church window in the summer or the cat sleeping pressed against the glass at the ground-floor apartment on the corner or the bright red wall of the second-floor apartment across the street, for Everett had thought far less of Jody than he had of his own remarkable behavior.

Jody had seen him standing in the window before he called down to her. She had idly wondered if he was looking for her, as she so often sat at her window looking for him. Of course he was doing no such thing, she knew, but there was no harm in a little dreaming. She had thought for a moment of waving up at him, but when it came to it, she did not dare.

Now, Jody walked beside him on Central Park West. She could hardly believe it. Beatrice had leaped up when she saw him, her massive paws on his shoulders, looking him in the eye and licking him in the ear, whining with excitement.

Everett, pushing the big dog off him, wondered if the price for companionship at 2:00 a.m. was perhaps a little high. Dogs to him were inconveniences. The very word was used in phrases that were exclusively negative: someone dogged your steps or there were dog days on which you were dog tired. Old books were dog-eared. You lay down with dogs and woke up with fleas, after which you went to the dogs.

“How long have you lived on the block?” Jody asked him after he had introduced himself.

“A little over two years. Since my divorce. I have a daughter who lives with me sometimes. Right now she’s away at college. The house feels so empty.”

“Is that why you’re up wandering the streets?”

“I guess it is. What’s your excuse?”

“Restless? I don’t know. I never sleep very well.”

Everett then learned that she was a violinist and a music teacher at the Trumbo School, one of the more progressive of the good Manhattan private schools. He hadn’t wanted Emily to go there. The children did not wear uniforms and ran wild, as he recalled. Children, Everett thought. Children and animals. This was the company Jody kept. He disliked animals, and the only child he could stand was his own, who was not even a child anymore. But Jody seemed a decent sort. She was so chipper, so cute in a blonde girl-next-door sort of way. And she was an awfully good sport to take a walk with a neighbor at 2:00 a.m.—a weird neighbor who gave her flowers and hollered at her from the fifth floor. It was a miracle she didn’t think he was stalking her.

“I wonder if my father missed me when I left home,” she was saying. “I certainly didn’t miss him.”

“You didn’t?” Everett didn’t like the sound of that.

“No. But I miss him now.”

Everett tried to remember missing his parents when he was in college. He couldn’t.

“He lives in Florida. Both my parents live in Florida,” Jody said. “Together,” she added hastily.

They walked past the museum, then turned back and walked home on Columbus.

“My wife’s getting married,” he said.

She smiled.

“That is an odd sentence, isn’t it? Ex-wife, of course,” he said.

“Is that good or bad? Or a little of both?”

“If she stops sending me political chain letters, it will be wholly good.”

Jody nodded in sympathy, and Everett wondered why he was confiding, as much as he ever confided, in this stranger at this strange hour. The dog plodded between them and the night was quiet enough for him to be able to distinguish the noises of the street. A radio from a passing car. The frenzied yapping of what sounded like several small dogs behind brownstone walls. The beep of a car door being unlocked. The clatter of the lid of a metal trash can as a man with a ponytail deposited his garbage.

“Funny time to take out your garbage,” Everett said.

“Funny time to be out noticing people taking out their garbage,” said Jody.

Everett frowned. “He should cut his hair, at any rate,” he said.

Jody just laughed, and Everett, who had seen the absurd man and his night-owl garbage as an easy conversational foil, was silent and put out.

“Ponytails on bald men are the worst, don’t you think?” Jody said.

Everett, mollified, agreed and left his new friend at her door.

Jody lay in bed, furious and anguished at her unpredictable and unruly social skills. She had spent weeks dreaming of Everett and his beautiful smile, and tonight he had called to her from above, from the very heavens. He had confided in her, looked to her for sympathy. And how had she received his confidences? With the same breezy, casual manner she received everything. She might as well have been at school. “The cucumbers in the salad bar are always so dry,” another teacher might remark. “Ah, well,” she would respond with a cheerful smile, “no drier than the radishes.” Had she offered Everett the sympathy he obviously craved? No. She had told him she didn’t miss her father when she went to college, the very last thing he wanted to hear. She had teased him for his priggish response to the man with the unfortunate ponytail and late-night garbage. She had revealed herself to be the unromantic, unyielding, unlovable spinster she was. When he said his wife was getting married, she had laughed at him. Laughed at him! It was unbelievable. He would never call to her from his window again. He had descended, like a god, in the cold night, and she had chuckled. Gods were not accustomed to chuckles at their expense. Gods did not have much sense of humor at all.

“Why would I be interested in a man with no sense of humor?” she said aloud.

Beatrice, who was stretched out beside her, lifted her head.

“The world is full of mystery, Beatrice,” Jody said, and the dog closed her eyes, reassured.
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