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            We all live slapstick lives, under an inexplicable sentence of death …

            —MARTIN GARDNER, The Annotated Alice

         

      

   


   
      
         

         ALICE WAS BEGINNING TO get very tired of all this sitting by herself with nothing to do: every so often she tried again to read the book in her lap, but it was made up almost exclusively of long paragraphs, and no quotation marks whatsoever, and what is the point of a book, thought Alice, that does not have any quotation marks?

         She was considering (somewhat foolishly, for she was not very good at finishing things) whether one day she might even write a book herself, when a man with pewter-colored curls and an ice-cream cone from the Mister Softee on the corner sat down beside her.

         “What are you reading?”

         Alice showed it to him.

         “Is that the one with the watermelons?”

         Alice had not yet read anything about watermelons, but she nodded anyway.

         “What else do you read?”

         “Oh, old stuff, mostly.”

         They sat without speaking for a while, the man eating his ice cream and Alice pretending to read her book. Two joggers in a row gave them a second glance as they passed. Alice knew who he was—she’d known the moment he sat down, turning her cheeks watermelon pink—but in her astonishment she could only continue staring, like a studious little garden gnome, at the impassable pages that lay open in her lap. They might as well have been made of concrete.

         “So,” said the man, rising. “What’s your name?” 

         “Alice.”

         “Who likes old stuff. See you around.”

         
             

         

         The next Sunday, she was sitting in the same spot, trying to read another book, this one about an angry volcano and a flatulent king.

         “You,” he said.

         “Alice.”

         “Alice. What are you reading that for? I thought you wanted to be a writer.”

         “Who said that?”

         “Didn’t you?”

         His hand shook a little as he broke off a square of chocolate and held it out.

         “Thank you,” said Alice.

         “You’re velcome,” he replied.

         Biting into her chocolate, Alice gave him a quizzical look.

         “Don’t you know that joke? A man flying into Honolulu says to the guy in the seat next to him, ‘Excuse me, how do you pronounce it? Hawaii or Havaii?’ ‘Havaii,’ says the other guy. ‘Thank you,’ says the first guy. And the other guy says, ‘You’re velcome.’”

         Still chewing, Alice laughed. “Is that a Jewish joke?”

         The writer crossed his legs and folded his hands in his lap. “What do you think?”

         
             

         

         The third Sunday, he bought two cones from Mister Softee and offered her one. Alice accepted it, as she had done with the chocolate, because it was beginning to drip and in any case multiple–Pulitzer Prize winners don’t go around poisoning people.

         They ate their ice cream and watched a pair of pigeons peck at a straw. Alice, whose blue sandals matched the zigzags on her dress, flexed a foot idly in the sun. 

         “So. Miss Alice. Are you game?”

         She looked at him.

         He looked at her.

         Alice laughed.

         “Are you game?” he repeated.

         Turning back to her cone: “Well, no reason not to be, I guess.”

         The writer got up to throw his napkin away and came back to her. “There are plenty of reasons not to be.”

         Alice squinted up at him and smiled.

         “How old are you?”

         “Twenty-five.”

         “Boyfriend?”

         She shook her head.

         “Job?”

         “I’m an editorial assistant. At Gryphon.”

         Hands in his pockets, he lifted his chin slightly and seemed to conclude this made sense.

         “All right. Shall we take a walk together next Saturday?”

         Alice nodded.

         “Here at four?”

         She nodded again.

         “I should take your number. In case something comes up.”

         While another jogger slowed to look at him, Alice wrote it down on the bookmark that had come with her book.

         “You’ve lost your place,” said the writer.

         “That’s okay,” said Alice.

         
             

         

         On Saturday, it rained. Alice was sitting on the checkered floor of her bathroom, trying to screw tight her broken toilet seat with a butter knife, when her cell phone beeped: CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         “Hello Alice? It’s Mister Softee. Where are you?”

         “At home.” 

         “Where is that?”

         “Eighty-Fifth and Broadway.”

         “Oh, right around the corner. We could string up a couple of tin cans.”

         Alice pictured a string, bowing like a giant jump rope over Amsterdam, trembling between them whenever they spoke.

         “So, Miss Alice. What should we do? Would you like to come here, and talk a while? Or should we take a walk together another day?”

         “I’ll come there.”

         “You’ll come here. Very good. Four thirty?”

         Alice wrote the address down on a piece of junk mail. Then she put a hand over her mouth and waited.

         “Actually, let’s say five. See you here at five?”

         
             

         

         The rain flooded the crosswalks and soaked her feet. The cabs churning a spray up Amsterdam seemed to be traveling much faster than they did when it was dry. While his doorman made room for her by pressing himself into a cruciform position, Alice entered purposefully: long strides, blowing out her cheeks, shaking out her umbrella. The elevator was plated top to bottom with warped brass. Either the floors it climbed were very tall or the elevator was moving very slowly, because she had plenty of time to frown at her infinite funhouse reflections and to worry more than a little about what was going to happen next.

         When the elevator doors opened, there was a hallway containing six more gray doors. She was about to knock on the first door she came to when another door, on the other side of the elevator, opened a crack and a hand came through, holding a glass.

         Alice accepted the glass, which was full of water.

         The door closed.

         Alice took a sip.

         The next time the door opened, it seemed to swing wide on its own. Alice hesitated before carrying her water down a short hallway that ended in a bright white room containing, among other things, a draughtsman’s desk and an unusually wide bed.

         “Show me your purse,” he said from behind her.

         She did.

         “Now open it please. For security reasons.”

         Alice set her purse down on the little glass table between them and unlatched it. She took out her wallet: a brown leather men’s wallet that was badly worn and torn. A scratch card, purchased for a dollar and worth the same. A ChapStick. A comb. A key ring. A barrette. A mechanical pencil. A few loose coins and, finally, three portable tampons, which she held in her palm like bullets. Fuzz. Grit.

         “No phone?”

         “I left it at home.”

         He picked up the wallet, fingering a bit of stitching that had come undone. “This is a disgrace, Alice.”

         “I know.”

         He opened the wallet and removed her debit card, her credit card, an expired Dunkin’ Donuts gift card, her driver’s license, her college ID, and twenty-three dollars in bills. Holding up one of the cards: “Mary-Alice.” Alice wrinkled her nose.

         “You don’t like the Mary part.”

         “Do you?”

         For a moment, he alternated between looking at her and at the card, as though trying to decide which version of her he preferred. Then he nodded, tapped the cards into alignment, snapped a rubber band from his desk around them and the bills, and dropped the stack back into her purse. The wallet he lobbed into a mesh-wire wastepaper basket already lined with a white cone of discarded typescript. The sight of this seemed to irritate him briefly.

         “So, Mary-Alice …” He sat down, gesturing for her to do the same. The seat of his reading chair was black leather and low to the ground, like a Porsche. “What else can I do for you?”

         Alice looked around. On the draughtsman’s desk a fresh manuscript awaited his attention. Beyond it a pair of sliding glass doors gave onto a small balcony sheltered by the one above it from the rain. Behind her the enormous bed was made up so neatly as to look aloof.

         “Do you want to go outside?”

         “Okay.”

         “No one throws the other one over. Deal?”

         Alice smiled and, still sitting five feet from him, extended a hand. The writer lowered his eyes to look at it for a long, doubtful moment, as though listed there on her palm were the pros and cons of every handshake he’d ever made.

         “On second thought,” he said then. “Come here.”

         
             

         

         His skin was lined and cool.

         His lips were soft—but then his teeth were behind them.

         At her office, there were no fewer than three National Book Award certificates in his name framed on the lobby wall.

         The second time, when she knocked, several seconds went by with no answer.

         “It’s me,” Alice said to the door.

         The door opened a crack and a hand came through, holding a box.

         Alice took the box.

         The door closed.

         Lincoln Stationers, it said on the box, tooled smartly in gold. Inside, under a single sheet of white tissue paper, lay a burgundy wallet with a coin purse and a clutch clasp.

         “Oh my goodness!” said Alice. “It’s so pretty. Thank you.”

         “You’re velcome,” said the door.

         Again, she was given a glass of water.

         Again, they did what they did without disturbing the bed.

         Over her sweater, he put a hand on each breast, as if to silence her.

         “This one’s bigger.”

         “Oh,” said Alice, looking down unhappily. 

         “No no; it’s not an imperfection. There’s no such thing as a matching pair.”

         “Like snowflakes?” suggested Alice.

         “Like snowflakes,” he agreed.

         
             

         

         From his stomach all the way up to his sternum ran a pink, zipper-like scar. Another scar bisected his leg from groin to ankle. Two more made a faint circumflex above his hip. And that was just the front.

         “Who did this to you?”

         “Norman Mailer.”

         While she was tugging up her tights, he got up to turn the Yankees game on. “Ooh, I love baseball,” said Alice.

         “Do you? Which team?”

         “The Red Sox. When I was little, my grandmother used to take me to Fenway every year.”

         “Is she still alive, your grandmother?”

         “Yep. Would you like her number? You’re about the same age.”

         “It’s a little early in our relationship for you to be satirizing me, Mary-Alice.”

         “I know,” laughed Alice. “I’m sorry.”

         They watched as Jason Giambi slugged a three-two pitch into left center.

         “Oh!” said the writer, getting up. “I almost forgot. I bought you a cookie.”

         
             

         

         When they sat looking at each other, across his little glass dining table or she on the bed and he in his chair, she noticed that his head pulsed sideways ever so slightly, as though with the beating of his heart.

         And, he’d had three operations on his spine, which meant there were certain things they could and couldn’t do. Shouldn’t do. 

         “I don’t want you to get hurt,” said Alice, frowning.

         “It’s a little late for that.”

         They used the bed now. His mattress was made of a special orthopedic material that made her feel as though she were slowly sinking into a giant slab of fudge. Turning her head to the side, she could see, through his double-height windows, the midtown skyline, looking huddled and solemn in the rain.

         “Oh, God. Oh, Jesus. Oh, Christ. Oh Jesus Christ. What are you doing? Do you know … what … you’re doing?”

         Afterward, while she was eating another cookie:

         “Who taught you that, Mary-Alice? Who have you been with?”

         “No one,” she said, picking a crumb off her lap and eating it. “I just imagine what would feel good and I do it.”

         “Well, you have quite an imagination.”

         
             

         

         He called her a mermaid. She didn’t know why.

         Propped beside his keyboard was a tent of white paper on which he had typed:

         
            You are an empty vessel for a long time, then something grows that you don’t want, something creeps into it that you actually cannot do. The God of Chance creates in us…. Endeavours in art require a lot of patience.

         

         And below that:

         
            An artist, I think, is nothing but a powerful memory that can move itself at will through certain experiences sideways …

         

         When she opened the refrigerator, his gold medal from the White House, tied to its handle, clanked loudly against the door. Alice went back to the bed.

         “Sweetheart,” he said. “I can’t wear a condom. Nobody can.”

         “Okay.” 

         “So what are we going to do about diseases?”

         “Well, I trust you, if you—”

         “You shouldn’t trust anyone. What if you become pregnant?”

         “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’d have an abortion.”

         Later, while she was washing up in the bathroom, he handed through to her a glass of white wine.

         
             

         

         Blackout cookies, they were called, and they came from the Columbus Bakery, which he passed every day on his walk. He tried not to eat them himself. Nor did he drink; alcohol didn’t mix with one of the medications he was taking. But for Alice he bought bottles of Sancerre or Pouilly-Fuissé and, after pouring her what she wanted, put the cork back in the bottle and the bottle on the floor next to the door for her to take home.

         One evening, a few bites into her cookie, Alice took a sip and made a daintily revolted face.

         “What?”

         “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t mean to seem ungrateful. It’s just that, you know, they don’t really go.”

         He thought for a moment and then got up and went into the kitchen for a tumbler and a bottle of Knob Creek.

         “Try this.”

         He watched hungrily as she took a bite, then a sip. The bourbon went down like a flame.

         Alice coughed. “It’s heaven,” she said.

         
             

         

         Other gifts:

         An extremely sensible, analog, waterproof watch.

         Allure Chanel eau de parfum.

         A sheet of thirty-two-cent stamps from the Legends of American Music series, commemorating Harold Arlen, Johnny Mercer, Dorothy Fields, and Hoagy Carmichael. 

         A New York Post cover from March 1992 with the headline “Weird Sex Act in Bullpen (Late City Final).”

         
             

         

         The eighth time, while they were doing one of the things he wasn’t supposed to do, he said:

         “I love you. I love you for this.”

         Afterward, while she sat at the table eating her cookie, he watched her in silence.

         The following morning:

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         “I just wanted to say that it must have been strange, hearing that from me; you must have been reeling—that’s R-E-E-L-I-N-G, not R-E-A-L-I-N-G, which isn’t a bad word, either. What I’m saying is that it was meant in the moment, but it doesn’t mean anything should change between us. I don’t want anything to change. You do what you want and I do what I want.”

         “Of course.”

         “Good girl.”

         When Alice hung up, she was smiling.

         Then she thought about it a little longer, and she frowned.

         She was reading the instructions that had come with her watch when her father called to inform her, for the second time that week, that not a single Jew had reported to work in the towers on the day they came down. But the writer did not call her again for many days. Alice slept with her phone next to her pillow and when she wasn’t in bed carried it around with her everywhere—to the kitchen when she got herself a drink, to the bathroom when she went to the bathroom. Also making her crazy was her toilet seat, the way it slid to the side every time she sat on it.

         She thought of going back to their bench in the park, but decided on a walk instead. It was Memorial Day weekend and Broadway was closed for a street fair. Already at eleven the neighborhood was smoky and the air sizzling with falafel, fajitas, French fries, Sloppy Joes, corn on the cob, fennel sausages, funnel cake, and fried dough the diameter of a Frisbee. Ice-cold lemonade. Free spinal health exams. “We the People” legal document administration—Divorce $399, Bankruptcy $199. At one of the stalls peddling brandless bohemian fashion, there was a pretty poppy-colored sundress lolling on the breeze. It was only ten dollars. The Indian stallholder got it down so that Alice could try it on in the back of his van, where a watery-eyed German shepherd watched her with his chin on his paws.

         That night, when she was already in her pajamas:

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         “Hello?”

         “Hello, Mary-Alice. Did you see the game?”

         “What game?”

         “The Red Sox–Yankees game. The Yankees won fourteen to five.”

         “I don’t have a television. Who pitched?”

         “Who pitched. Everyone pitched. Your grandmother pitched a few innings. What are you doing?”

         “Nothing.”

         “Do you want to come over?”

         Alice took off her pajamas and put on her new dress. Already a thread needed biting off.

         When she got to his apartment, only the lamp on his nightstand was lit and he was propped up in bed with a book and a glass of chocolate soymilk.

         “It’s spring!” cried Alice, pulling the dress over her head.

         “It’s spring,” he said, sighing wearily.

         Alice crawled lynxlike toward him across the snow-white duvet. “Mary-Alice, sometimes you really do look sixteen.”

         “Cradlerobber.”

         “Graverobber. Careful of my back.”

         Sometimes, it could feel like playing Operation—as if his nose would flash and his circuitry buzz if she failed to extract his Funny Bone cleanly. 

         “Oh, Mary-Alice. You’re crazy, do you know? You’re crazy and you get it and I love you for it.”

         Alice smiled.

         When she got home, it had been only an hour and forty minutes since he’d called, and everything was exactly as she’d left it, but her bedroom looked too bright and unfamiliar somehow, as though it now belonged to someone else.

         
             

         

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         He left a message.

         “Who takes the greatest pleasure in leading the other one astray?”

         
             

         

         Another message:

         “Does anyone smell mermaid in here?”

         
             

         

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         “Mary-Alice?”

         “Yes?”

         “Is that you?”

         “Yes.”

         “How are you?”

         “Fine.”

         “What are you doing?”

         “Reading.”

         “What are you reading?”

         “Oh, nothing interesting.”

         “Do you have air-conditioning?”

         “No.”

         “You must be hot.” 

         “I am.”

         “It’s going to get even hotter this weekend.”

         “I know.”

         “What’ll you do?”

         “I don’t know. Melt.”

         “I’m coming back into the city on Saturday. Would you like to see me then?”

         “Yes.”

         “Six o’clock?”

         “Yep.”

         “I’m sorry. Six thirty?”

         “Okay.”

         “I might even have some dinner for you.”

         “That would be nice.”

         He forgot about dinner, or decided against it. Instead, when she arrived he sat her down on the edge of his bed and presented her with two large Barnes & Noble bags filled to the handles with books. Huckleberry Finn. Tender Is the Night. Journey to the End of the Night. The Thief’s Journal. July’s People. Tropic of Cancer. Axel’s Castle. The Garden of Eden. The Joke. The Lover. Death in Venice and Other Stories. First Love and Other Stories. Enemies, A Love Story … Alice picked up one by a writer whose name she had seen but never heard. “Ooh, Camus!” she said, rhyming it with “Seamus.” A long moment followed in which the writer said nothing and Alice read the copy on the back of The First Man. When she looked up he was still wearing a gently startled expression.

         “It’s Ca-MOO, sweetheart. He’s French. Ca-MOO.”

         
             

         

         Her own apartment was on the top floor of an old brownstone, where it caught the sun and stoppered the heat. The only other tenant on her floor was an old lady called Anna, for whom ascending the four steep flights was a twenty-minute ordeal. Step, rest. Step, rest. Once, Alice passed her on her way out to H&H and when she came back the poor thing was still at it. From the shopping bags she carried you would have thought she ate bowling balls for breakfast.

         “Anna, may I help?”

         “Oh no dear. Been doing it fifty years. Keeps me alive.”

         Step, rest.

         “Are you sure?”

         “Oh yes. Such a pretty girl. Tell me. Do you have a boyfriend?”

         “Not at the moment.”

         “Well, don’t wait too long, dear.”

         “I won’t,” laughed Alice, running up the stairs.

         
             

         

         “Capitana!”

         His doorman greeted her chummily now. He called the writer down and saluted them off as they set out for a walk. Swinging a bag of plums from Zingone’s, the writer asked whether Alice had heard about the city’s plan to rename some of its luxury residences after major-league baseball players: The Posada, The Rivera, The Soriano. “The Garciaparra,” said Alice. “No no,” he said, stopping her importantly. “Only Yankees.” They entered the little park behind the natural history museum, where, biting into one of his plums, Alice pretended to chisel his name under Joseph Stiglitz’s on the monument to American Nobel Laureates. But mostly, they stayed in. He read her what he’d written. She queried the spelling of “keister.” They watched baseball and, on weekend afternoons, listened to Jonathan Schwartz swoon over Tierney Sutton and Nancy La-Mott. “Come Rain or Come Shine.” “Just You, Just Me.” Doris Day wistfully warbling “The Party’s Over.” One afternoon, Alice burst out laughing and said, “This guy is such a cornball.”

         “‘Cornball,’” repeated the writer, eating a nectarine. “That’s a good old-fashioned word.” 

         “I guess you could say,” said Alice, searching the floor for her underpants, “that I’m a good old-fashioned girl.”

         “‘The party’s over …,’” he sang, whenever he wanted her to go home. “‘It’s time to call it a d-a-a-a-a-y …’”

         Then, going cheerfully around the room, he would switch off the phone, the fax, the lights, pour himself a glass of chocolate soymilk, and count out a small pile of pills. “The older you get,” he explained, “the more you have to do before you can go to bed. I’m up to a hundred things.”

         The party’s over. The air-conditioning’s over. Alice would stagger a little, taking herself home in the heat, her belly full of bourbon and chocolate and her underwear in her pocket. When she had climbed the four increasingly steamy flights up to her apartment, she would do exactly one thing, which was to move her pillows down the hall to her front room, where, on the floor next to the fire escape, there was at least the possibility of a breeze.

         “So listen darling. I’m going away for a while.”

         Alice put down her cookie and wiped her mouth.

         “I’m going back out to the country for a bit. I’ve got to finish this draft.”

         “Okay.”

         “But that doesn’t mean we can’t speak. We’ll speak regularly, and then when I finish, we can see each other again. Should you want to. All right?”

         Alice nodded. “All right.”

         “Meanwhile …” He slid an envelope across the table. “That’s for you.”

         Alice picked it up—Bridgehampton National Bank, it said on the front, next to a logo of a sailboat regatta—and took out six one-hundred-dollar bills.

         “For an air conditioner.”

         Alice shook her head. “I can’t—”

         “Yes you can. It would make me happy.”

         It was still light out when she left for home. The sky had a stagnant quality to it—as though a thunderstorm were due, but had gotten lost. The young people drinking on the sidewalk were just beginning their evenings. Alice approached her stoop slowly, reluctantly, one hand on the envelope inside her purse, trying to decide what to do. Her stomach felt as if she were still back in his elevator and someone had cut the suspension.

         There was a restaurant one block north with a long wooden bar and a mostly civilized-looking clientele. Alice found a stool at the far end, next to the napkin caddy, and arranged herself as though she were there primarily for the television mounted high in one corner. New York led Kansas City by four runs in the bottom of the third.

         Come on Royals, she thought.

         The bartender dropped a napkin down in front of her and asked her what she wanted to drink. Alice considered the wine specials listed on the wall.

         “I’ll have a glass of …”

         “Milk?”

         “Actually, do you have any Knob Creek?”

         Her tab came to twenty-four dollars. She put her credit card down before picking it up again and taking out one of the writer’s hundreds instead. The bartender returned with three twenties, a ten, and six ones.

         “Those are for you,” said Alice, sliding the ones toward him.

         The Yankees won.

      

   


   
      
         

         IN THE RELUCTANT, MUSTY current of a secondhand Frigidaire:

         
            … I didn’t believe we could lick such a crowd of Spaniards and A-rabs, but I wanted to see the camels and elephants, so I was on hand next day, Saturday, in the ambuscade; and when we got the word, we rushed out of the woods and down the hill. But there warn’t no Spaniards and A-rabs, and there warn’t no camels nor no elephants. It warn’t anything but a Sunday-school picnic, and only a primer-class at that. We busted it up, and chased the children up the hollow; but we never got anything but some doughnuts and jam, though Ben Rogers got a rag doll, and Jo Harper got a hymn-book and a tract; and then the teacher charged in and made us drop everything and cut….

         

         In the night, rain fell on the part of her air conditioner that extended into the air shaft with the sound of metal arrowheads shot earthward. Thunderstorms came and went, their patter crescendoing into sharp cracks and lightning that penetrated the eyelids. Water siphoned off gutters like spring water off mountain boulders. When the storm retreated, what was left of it counted out the early-morning minutes in slow, metronomic drips….

         
            I had the middle watch, you know, but I was pretty sleepy by that time, so Jim he said he would stand the first half of it for me; he was always mighty good that way, Jim was. I crawled into the wigwam, but the king and the duke had their legs sprawled around so there warn’t no show for me; so I laid outside—I didn’t mind the rain, because it was warm, and the waves warn’t running so high now. About two they come up again, though, and Jim was going to call me; but he changed his mind, because he reckoned they warn’t high enough yet to do any harm; but he was mistaken about that, for pretty soon all of a sudden along comes a regular ripper and washed me overboard. It most killed Jim a-laughing. He was the easiest nigger to laugh that ever was, anyway….

         

         With the money left over, she bought a new toilet seat, a teakettle, a screwdriver, and a small wooden dresser from the weekend antiques market over on Columbus. The teakettle was a sleek, all-metal, Scandinavian design. The toilet seat she screwed on with tremendous satisfaction while listening to Jonathan Schwartz.

         Her work seemed to her more boring and inconsequential than ever. Fax this, file this, copy this. One evening, when everyone else had left and she was staring at the writer’s number in her boss’s Rolodex, one of her colleagues poked his head into the room and said, “Hey, Alice, à demain.”

         “Sorry?”

         “À demain.”

         Alice shook her head.

         “See you tomorrow?”

         “Oh. Right.”

         It got hotter before it got cooler. Three weekends in a row she spent lying on her bed, bedroom door closed, the Frigidaire whirring and rattling away at its highest setting. She thought about the writer, out on his island, shuttling between his pool and his studio and his nineteenth-century farmhouse with its unobstructed harbor views.

         She could wait a very long time, if she had to.

         
            I do not want to conceal in this journal the other reasons which made me a thief, the simplest being the need to eat, though revolt, bitterness, anger, or any familiar sentiment never entered into my choice. With fanatical care, “jealous care,” I prepared for my adventure as one arranges a couch or a room for love; I was hot for crime.

            
                

            

            Malan had a Chinese look, with his moon face, a somewhat flattened nose, scarcely any eyebrows, a bowl-cut hairdo, and a big moustache that failed to cover his thick, sensual lips. His soft, rounded body, the fleshy hand with pudgy fingers suggested a mandarin who disapproved of traveling by foot. When he half closed his eyes while eating heartily, you could not help seeing him in a silk robe holding chopsticks between his fingers. But the expression changed all that. The feverish dark-brown eyes, restless or suddenly intent, as if the mind was focused on a very specific point, were the eyes of an Occidental of great sensitivity and culture.

            
                

            

            The smell of rancid butter frying is not particularly appetizing, especially when the cooking is done in a room in which there is not the slightest form of ventilation. No sooner than I open the door I feel ill. But Eugene, as soon as he hears me coming, usually opens the shutters and pulls back the bedsheet which is strung up like a fishnet to keep out the sunlight. Poor Eugene! He looks about the room at the few sticks of furniture, at the dirty bedsheets and the wash basin with the dirty water still in it, and he says: “I am a slave!”

         

         Alice picked up her phone.

         NOKIA, was all it said.

         
            But about the smell of rancid butter …

         

         There was a party one night, a retirement thing for one of the editors, and afterward she slept with an assistant from the Sub-Rights Department. They did use a condom, but it stayed inside Alice when it should have come out.

         “Shit,” said the boy. 

         “Where did it go?” asked Alice, peering down the shadowy gorge between them. Her voice sounded girlish and gullible, as though this were a magic trick and any moment now he might produce a fresh prophylactic out of her ear.

         Instead, it was she who completed the trick—alone in the bathroom, one foot on her new toilet seat, holding her breath. It wasn’t easy, groping around with one hooked finger among the deep slippery swells. Afterward, and although she knew it couldn’t prevent every dreaded outcome, she got into the tub and flushed herself out with the hottest water she could stand.

         “Any plans?” she asked the boy in the morning while he belted his corduroys.

         “Dunno. Might go into the office for a bit. You?”

         “The Red Sox are playing the Blue Jays this afternoon.”

         “I hate baseball,” said the boy.

         
            We appreciate your upcoming visit to RiverMed. The following information is for your benefit. If it fails to answer any of your questions, please present them at the time of your counseling session.

            The total time for the procedure is usually 5–10 minutes. Once inside the examination room you will meet your personal nurse, physician, and anesthesiologist or nurse anesthetist, who will inject a general anesthesia via an intravenous catheter inserted into an arm or hand vein. You will sit on the exam table, lie back, and place your legs in stirrups. Your physician will perform a bimanual exam (i.e., place two fingers in the vagina and feel your uterus). An instrument (a speculum) will then be placed inside the vagina and adjusted to hold the sides apart so that the doctor may see your cervix (the mouth of your uterus). Opening the cervix is necessary for the doctor to remove the pregnancy.

            When the opening has been widened sufficiently using rod- or tube-shaped instruments called dilators, the physician will insert a tube or vacurette into your uterus. This tube is connected to a suctioning machine. When the machine is turned on, the contents of your uterus will be drawn out through the tube and into a bottle. Then the tube will be removed and a long, thin, spoonlike instrument inserted and drawn over the inside surface of the uterus to check that nothing remains.

            When the physician has finished, the speculum is removed, your legs are lowered, and you will remain lying on your back as you are wheeled to the recovery room, where your condition will be monitored. After a satisfactory recovery, which usually takes twenty minutes to an hour, you will be transferred into a room where you may rest and dress. You will be individually counseled by a nurse and given final instructions before leaving.

            You may bleed off and on for three weeks.

            Please let us know if we can make you more comfortable. We hope your time with us will be a positive experience.

         

         On the second Thursday in October, while she was tugging a brush through her damp tangled hair, she heard on the radio that they’d given the Nobel Prize to Imre Kertész, “for writing that upholds the fragile experience of the individual against the barbaric arbitrariness of history.”

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         Breathlessly, as if to outrun her own advice, Alice told him about all of the things she had bought, including the toilet seat and the teakettle and the dresser that the antique dealer had described as “a vintage 1930s piece.”

         “Like me,” he said.

         “I have my period,” Alice apologized.

         Three nights later, as she lay with her bra around her waist and her arms around his head, she marveled at how his brain was right there, under her chin, and so easily contained by the narrow space between her elbows. It began as a playful thought, but suddenly she distrusted herself to resist crushing that head, turning off that brain.

         To some extent, the sentiment must have been reciprocal, because a moment later he bit her abruptly through a kiss.

         They saw each other less frequently now. He seemed warier of her. Also, his back was giving him trouble.

         “Because of something we did?”

         “No, sweetheart. You didn’t do anything.”

         “Do you want to …?”

         “Not tonight darling. Tonight only tendresse.”

         Sometimes, when they lay facing each other, or when he sat across his little dining table from her, head pulsing to the side, his expression would settle into a sad sort of bewilderment, as if with the realization that she was life’s greatest pleasure at the moment, and wasn’t that a sorry state of affairs?

         “You’re the best girl, you know?”

         Alice held her breath.

         Sighing: “The best girl.”

         “Ezra,” she said, clutching her stomach. “I’m so sorry, but suddenly I don’t feel very well.”

         “What’s wrong?”

         “I think maybe there was something wrong with my cookie.”

         “Are you going to throw up?”

         Alice rolled over, pulled herself up onto her hands and knees, and sank her face into his cool white duvet. She took a deep breath. “I don’t know.”

         “Let’s go to the bathroom.”

         “Okay.” But she didn’t move.

         “Darling, let’s go.”

         All at once, Alice covered her mouth and ran. Ezra got out of bed and trailed her calmly, quietly, closing the door behind her with a soft dignified click. When she was done, she flushed the toilet and rinsed her face and her mouth and leaned shivering on the vanity. Through the door she could hear him respectfully getting on with his evening—opening the refrigerator, clinking plates in the sink, stepping on the pedal that lifted the lid to the trash. She flushed again. Then she unspooled a bit of toilet paper and wiped the bowl, the seat, the lid, the edge of the bathtub, the toilet-paper dispenser, the floor. There was blackout cookie everywhere. Alice lowered the lid to the toilet seat and sat down. In the wastepaper basket lay a galley of a novel by a boy with whom she’d gone to college, his agent’s letter, requesting a blurb, still paper-clipped to its cover.

         When she reappeared, Ezra was in his chair, legs crossed, holding a book about the New Deal. He watched frowning as Alice tiptoed naked across the room and slowly lowered herself onto the floor between the closet and the bed.

         “Sweetheart, what are you doing?”

         “I’m sorry: I need to lie down, but I don’t want to ruin your duvet.”

         “Mary-Alice, get into the bed.”

         He came to sit beside her and for many minutes smoothed a hand up and down her back, like her mother used to do. Then he pulled the duvet up to her shoulders and quietly withdrew to begin his one hundred things: silencing ringers, extinguishing lights, segregating pills. In the bathroom, he turned the radio on, softly.

         When he emerged, he was wearing a light-blue Calvin Klein T-shirt and shorts. He set a glass of water down on his nightstand. He fetched his book. He rearranged his pillows.

         “Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine …”

         He got into bed and sighed theatrically.

         “One hundred!”

         Alice lay silent, motionless. He opened his book.

         “Sweetheart,” he said finally. Bravely, brightly. “Why don’t you stay here? Just this once. You can’t go home like this. Okay?”

         “Okay,” murmured Alice. “Thank you.”

         “You’re velcome,” he said. 

         In the night, she awoke three times. The first time, he was lying on his back, while beyond him the skyline was still glittering and the top of the Empire State Building was floodlit in red and gold.

         The second time, he was on his side, facing away from her. Alice’s head hurt, so she got up and went to the bathroom to look for an aspirin. Someone had turned the Empire State Building off.

         The third time she woke up, he had his arms around her from behind and was holding on to her tightly.

         The fourth time, it was morning. Their faces were close, almost touching, and his eyes were already open, staring into hers.

         “This,” he said grimly, “was a very bad idea.”

         
             

         

         He left for his island again the following morning. When he’d called to tell her this, Alice hung up, hurled her phone into her hamper, and groaned. The same day, her father called to explain that fluoridated water is an evil propagated by the New World Order; an hour later he called again to declare that man never walked on the moon. Alice fielded such news flashes as she’d done once or twice a week every week for eight years: with an upbeat reticence that postponed her objection to a day when she’d figured out how to express it without hurting anyone’s feelings. Meanwhile, she discovered her beautiful new teakettle to possess an outrageous flaw: its contiguous-metal handle could not sit thirty seconds over a flame without becoming too hot to pick up. What kind of a handle, thought Alice, can’t be handled? Holding her scalded palm under the faucet, she blamed this on her writer, too. But this time, after only three days, he called. He called her from his screenhouse and described the changing trees, and the wild turkeys that hobbled along his driveway, and the tangerine glow of the sun as it sank behind his six acres of woods. Then he called her again, just two days later, and held the phone so that she could hear a crow cawing, and the shiver of leaves ruffled by the wind and then—nothing. “I don’t hear anything,” laughed Alice. “Exactly,” he replied. “It’s quiet. Blissfully quiet.” But it was too cold now to use the pool, and there were some disruptive plumbing repairs on the calendar, so he’d be staying only another week or so and then coming back into the city for good.

         He brought with him an old Polaroid SX-70.

         “Let’s see,” he said, turning it over in his hands, “if I can remember how to use this thing.”

         They took ten shots, including one of him, the only one of him, lying on his side in one of his Calvin Klein T-shirts and his own very sensible wristwatch, otherwise nothing. Fanned beside him on the bed were the nine photographs already taken, arranged for his review in two concentric arcs: murky brown forms surfacing with an edge of opalescence, as though out of a sunlit river. In fact, the more vivid the photographs became, the more the pleasure of taking them faded, and while Alice got up to go to the bathroom Ezra deposited all ten into the pocket of her purse. Then they watched Top Hat, with Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire, and Ezra brushed his teeth lightly humming “Cheek to Cheek.” It was not until she was back in the elevator the following morning, reaching for her keys, that she found them there: a neat square stack of herself bound tightly by one of her own hair bands.

         At home, she arranged the Polaroids on her bed in several layered columns, something like the setup for Solitaire. In some, her skin looked like watered-down milk, too thin to conceal the veins running through her arms and chest. In another, a crimson flush spread across her cheeks and into her ears, while over the porcelain slope of her shoulder the Chrysler Building resembled a tiny flame in white gold. In another, her head rested against his thigh, her one visible eye closed, Ezra’s fingers holding aside her hair. In another, her breasts were plumped high and smooth and round, held upward by her own hands. This one he’d taken from beneath her, so that to look at the camera she’d had to gaze down the line of her nose. Her hair, tucked behind her ears, hung forward in heavy blond curtains on either side of her jaw. Her bangs, too long, separated slightly left of center and fell thickly to her eyelashes. It was almost a beautiful photograph. Certainly the most difficult to cut up. The problem, thought Alice, was its Aliceness: that stubbornly juvenile quality that on film never failed to surprise and annoy her.

         Tinily, like distant traffic lights, her pupils glowed red.

         
             

         

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         “Oh, sorry, sweetheart, I didn’t mean to call you.”

         
             

         

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         CALLER ID BLOCKED.

         “Mary-Alice, I’m still looking forward to seeing you this evening, but would you mind first going to Zabar’s and picking up a jar of Tiptree preserves, that’s Tiptree preserves—T-I-P-T-R-E-E, preserves, as in jelly—and not just any flavor but Little Scarlet, which is the most expensive one they’ve got. It costs about a hundred dollars a jar and that’s because they make it out of little girls like you. So: one jar of Little Scarlet Tiptree preserves, one jar of the best peanut butter you can find, and one loaf of Russian pumpernickel, unsliced. And you bring them here!”

         “Capitana!”

         More gifts:

         A sheet of thirty-seven-cent stamps, one for each American state, designed to look like vintage “Greetings from” postcards.

         A CD of Elgar’s cello concerto, performed by Yo-Yo Ma and the London Symphony Orchestra.

         A bag of Honeycrisp apples. (“You’ll need a bib.”)

         He needed a stent. A tiny mesh tube they’d insert into a narrowing coronary artery to prop it open and restore the full flow of blood. A simple procedure. He’d already had it done seven times. They don’t put you under, just sedate you, anesthetize the area around the point of insertion, wiggle it up on a catheter and pop it in. Then a little balloon is inflated, causing the stent to expand like a badminton birdie, and … voilà. Takes about an hour, more or less. A friend would accompany him to the hospital. If she liked, he would ask this friend, when it was over, to give her a call.

         “Yes, please.”

         For all his assurances, he himself became gloomy. Not without pleasure, Alice felt herself being tested by these dramatic circumstances.

         “Of course,” she said, “we all have to worry. I could get cancer. Or tomorrow, in the street, you could be—”

         He closed his eyes and held up a hand. “I already know about the bus.”

         The day of the procedure she got home from work and put the Elgar CD on. It was terribly beautiful, plaintive and urgent, and, in the beginning anyway, perfectly consonant with her mood. Twenty minutes later, however, still sawing away sublimely, the cello seemed to have moved on without her, indifferent to her suspense. Finally, at 9:40, her cell phone beeped, flashing an unfamiliar number. Businesslike, a man with an unplaceable drawl reassured her that after having been delayed the procedure had gone fine; Ezra would be staying overnight so that they could monitor a few things but otherwise everything was fine, just fine.

         “Thank you so much,” said Alice.

         “You’re velcome,” said the friend.

         
             

         

         “The Kid,” he’d referred to her. As in: “I called The Kid.” Ezra thought this was pretty funny. Alice shook her head.

         For a while, he was in a good mood. The stent had done the job. Paramount was going to make a movie out of one of his books. An award-winning actress had been cast in the leading role and his services had been engaged as an on-set consultant. One morning, he called her a little later than usual—Alice was already out of the shower and dressing for work—and said, “Guess who I had over last night?”

         Alice did.

         “How did you know?”

         “Who else could it be?”

         “Anyway, I didn’t fuck her.”

         “Thank you.”

         “I don’t think she was very impressed with my spare change dish.”

         “Or your humidifier.”

         They took more pictures.

         “In this one,” said Alice, “I look like my father.
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