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To Manzie and Bechet, our two lovely daughters who have grown up before our eyes and used our credit cards behind our backs.

And of course Soon-Yi—if Bram Stoker had known you he’d have had his sequel.
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Foreword

by Daphne Merkin

IT’S NO EASY matter being funny. As anyone knows who’s stood around a cocktail party listening to someone’s lame jokes and having to laugh pallidly but politely in response, the wish to be funny looms large but is rarely granted. Being funny on the page, where timing and gestures and facial expressions can’t be leaned on to punctuate or add emphasis to a quip, may be even more difficult. Once, in a time that seems far away, the art of being funny, of writing the sort of comic pieces that The New Yorker referred to as “casuals,” was practiced by such fleet-fingered greats as Robert Benchley, Dorothy Parker, George S. Kaufman, and S. J. Perelman. These days being funny, especially in print, seems, for the most part, to be a sweatier, more labored enterprise—producing smiles of recognition, perhaps, but hardly chuckles or outright yelps of laughter.

And then there’s Woody Allen. Many of his witticisms, whether from his essays or films, are embedded in our culture: “If it turns out that there is a God … the worst thing you can say about him is that he’s basically an underachiever” [Love and Death]. Others are less familiar but equally memorable, their effect based on an unexpected linkage of high-brow allusions and low-brow humor: “I worked with Freud in Vienna. We broke over the concept of penis envy. Freud felt that it should be limited to women” [Zelig]. One of my favorite lines is a send-up of the kind of portentous memoirist who assumes everyone is interested in his revelations and thus irritatingly tries to cover his tracks. The line comes from “Selections from the Allen Notebooks,” the first piece in Without Feathers, his second collection, published in 1975. (The first was Getting Even, published in 1971.) ”Should I marry W.? Not if she won’t tell me the other letters in her name.” A third collection, Side Effects, was published in 1980, and a fourth, Mere Anarchy, appeared in 2007.

There is also the fun made of Emily Dickinson’s genteel observation, which functions as the epigraph of Without Feathers (“Hope is the thing with feathers”), which Allen painstakingly and hilariously corrects: “How wrong Emily Dickinson was. Hope is not ‘the thing with feathers.’ The thing with feathers has turned out to be my nephew. I must take him to a specialist in Zurich.” Not to overlook the opening of “Examining Psychic Phenomena”: “There is no question that there is an unseen world. The problem is, how far is it from midtown and how late is it open?” Perhaps the most priceless piece in the book is “The Whore of Mensa,” about an eighteen-year-old Vassar student who doubles as a call girl. The madam she works for has a master’s in comparative literature, and the eighteen-year-old’s specialty is engaging clients in intellectual discourse. She can rattle on about Moby Dick (“Symbolism’s extra”) and the lack of “the substructure of pessimism” in Paradise Lost. The piece is nothing short of ingenious—and side-splitting.

But one could go on and on. Without Feathers was published, hard as it is to believe, nearly half a century ago and spent four months on the New York Times bestseller list. It cemented Allen’s reputation as a cerebral jokester, an extension of the hapless, meek persona in his films but with an almost imperceptible shift away from his self-effacing nebbishyness to a figure with slightly (just slightly) more authority to comment on the preposterous world around him. There remained the characteristic undertone of melancholia—what Allen himself has referred to as anhedonia (the inability to enjoy things)—and the urban point of view, as well as the pessimistic outlook that partakes of the absurd and colors everything he lays eyes on, from love, sex, and death to the monuments of culture. In a section called “Prognostication,” again in “Examining Psychic Phenomena,” he quotes the ostensibly wise sayings of a sixteenth-century count called Aristonidis. “I see a great person,” this sage declaims, “who one day will invent for mankind a garment to be worn over his trousers for protection while cooking. It will be called an ’abron’ or ‘aprone.’ {Aristonidis meant the apron, of course.)”

If comedians, as well as thirteen-year-old Asian pianists, can be said to be prodigies, then Allen certainly qualifies as one. He began selling jokes at fifteen and was bounced out of NYU because he played hooky a lot and didn’t work or pay attention. A scant few years later, Allen was writing scripts for Sid Caesar specials, producing jokes at a rapid-fire pace. He worked with Mel Brooks, Larry Gelbart, Carl Reiner, and Neil Simon and could sit at his typewriter, as legend had it, for fifteen hours at a time, punching out wisecracks and witticisms. (No writer’s block here.) He went on during the sixties to perform as a standup comedian around Greenwich Village, at The Bitter End and Cafe Au Go Go. He also was writing and directing slapstick comedies, such as Take the Money and Run (1969), Bananas (1971), Sleeper (1973), and Love and Death (1975). I can still remember watching Take the Money and Run as a resistant, try-and-make-me-laugh adolescent and breaking into loud giggles when Allen, playing a foiled bank robber, holds up a sign saying, “I have a gub.”

And now, ladies and gentlemen and non-binary members of the reading public, your patience has been rewarded. The sad-eyed auteur has returned more than fifteen years since his last collection with a new volume called Zero Gravity. Some of the pieces have appeared in The New Yorker, and others have been written expressly for this volume. The latter include a poignant, fifty-page short story called “Growing Up in Manhattan,” which is quintessentially Allenesque in its mixture of romantic wistfulness and a raised-eyebrow air of disbelief at yet another contradiction in “a world especially designed for him never to figure out.”

Allen’s stand-in is twenty-two-year-old Jerry Sachs, who has grown up in Flatbush in “a red-brick apartment building named after a patriot. The Ethan Allen. He thought a better name for the place given its grimy exterior, drab lobby, and drunken super, would be the Benedict Arnold.” Sachs works in the mailroom of a theatrical agency, despite the wish of his mother, “a perpetually charmless woman,” that he become a pharmacist. The most revered member of his family is a cousin who “enunciated like Abba Eban.” Sachs lives in “a crammed single-room walk-up on Thompson Street” and annoys his wife Gladys (a perfect name for a first wife), who works at a real-estate office and attends City College at night to become a teacher, with his “smorgasbord of psychosomatic complaints.” He is enamored of Manhattan at its most glamorous, during the days of El Morocco and Gino’s, when “beautiful people” exchanged “bright dialogue” and sipped cocktails “on a Cedric Gibbons set.”

One spring day, he is sitting on his favorite bench on the west side of the sailboat pond when a lovely young girl named Lulu, with violet eyes that “projected city smarts,” sits down on the other end of the bench. When he tells her he’s writing a play “about a Jewish woman forced to make existential choices,” Lulu chimes in that she did her thesis on German philosophy. “The Concept of Freedom in the Poetry of Rilke.” She is thrilled with the notion of Sachs giving a comic treatment to these themes, and he reacts accordingly: “Her approbation caused the top of his head to dislodge, lift off like a flying saucer, and tour the solar system before returning.” And from there, at least for a while, the two engage in kismet—until such moment as the relationship goes downhill, having to do with a proposed orgy that Lulu is excited about attending and which Sachs objects to: “I would hardly call me hung up,” he testily declares, “because I’m not into having sex with the Mormon Tabernacle Choir.” Then again, being a Woody Allen creation, one can’t expect the happiness to last, can one?

There are eighteen other, shorter pieces that tackle everything from aspiring, deadbeat actors who have agents like Toby Munt of Associated Parasites to the origins of General Tso’s Chicken to the pied-à-terre cum “huge mansion in Belgravia” where the Duke and Duchess of Windsor reside, with the Duke worrying about how to create a passable Windsor knot and the best way to make a bowtie while the Dutchess, “trying to busy herself, is practicing the Watusi from a dance diagram laid on the floor.” One essay, “Park Avenue, High Floor, Must Sell—Or Jump,” portrays the avarice and wheeling-dealing of the real-estate market, and another depicts a horse who dabbles in oils and becomes a sought-after artist. “Tails of Manhattan” brings us Abe Moskowitz, who “dropped dead of a heart attack and was reincarnated as a lobster,” after which the story glides into a spoof on the arch-schemer Bernie Madoff, who just misses being turned into a lobster himself. One piece, “Money Can Buy Happiness—As If,” turns Monopoly into a real-life game played for high stakes by former partners at Lehman Brothers. Another takes on a bunch of recalcitrant chickens, while yet another debates the virtue of various pillows, which conversation is set in the London Explorers Club. There’s a quick, sly stab at woke culture, and of course Hollywood, with its faux glitz and pseudo hierarchies, comes in for frequent drubbings.

Here’s the clincher: Allen has lost not one whit of his ability to entertain and delight, whether it’s through his intentionally fustian style, which includes an addled use of baroque, double-digit, or obscure words—gewgaw, afflatus, syncope, callipygian, crepuscular—or inventing over-the-top but oddly fitting names for his characters like Hal Roachpaste, Ambrosia Wheelbase, Hugh Forcemeat, Panufnik, Morey Angleworm, Grossnose … the list goes on and on. There is also the usual liberal sprinkling of learned references, from Scriabin, Reinhold Niebuhr, and La Rochefoucald to Strindberg and Turgenev. And, not to be too recherché about it, Miley Cyrus. Perhaps most impressive to a lapsed academic like myself are the allusions to phrases like “an exaltation of larks” and W. B. Yeats’s the “gong-tormented sea.” If you listen hard, you can hear Allen’s characteristic delivery behind the words—the dentilized consonants, the neutral yet dour tone, the darting suddenly from the most normal and plebian of observations to wildly unhinged comments.

In these ever darker times, when a short, slit-eyed Russian thug seems bent on wreaking havoc on the world, one of the few reliable respites from gloom and despair we have left is the light, ticklish touch of humor and the bald shots of ribaldry, reminding us that there are facets of life beyond the horrific. If ever it’s been important to send in the clowns, it’s now. Enter Woody Allen.
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You Can’t Go Home Again—And Here’s Why

ANYONE WHO HAS ever thrown a lit match into the hold of a munitions tanker will bear me out that from the smallest gesture a great many decibels can be coaxed. In fact, a maelstrom of fairly seismic proportions occurred in my own life just a few weeks ago precipitated by nothing larger than a succinct billet-doux slipped under the door of our townhouse. The lethal flyer announced that a Hollywood production shooting in Manhattan had decided the outside of our home was letter perfect for the celluloid bubba meisha they happened to be sauteing at the moment and, should the interior pass muster, they would like to use it as a location. Preoccupied as I was at the time by certain Wall Street mergers that affected my substantial position in pyrite, I accorded the proclamation the same urgency reserved for Chinese take-out menus and consigned the scrawl to our circular file. The whole encounter had been too trivial to gain even honorable mention amongst the neurons that competed for my memory until several days later when my wife and I were scraping the carbon off the dinner cremated beyond recognition by our cook.

“I forgot to mention,” the Dublin-born pyromaniac said, as she cleared the soot from the tablecloth. “While you were out today getting Rolfed by that quack you see, the movie people were here.”

“The who?” I inquired distantly.

“They said they sent you a notice. They came over to check out the place. Everybody loved it except for the photo of you standing alongside Albert Einstein, which they spotted right off as a composite.”

“You let in strangers?” I chastised, “without my OK? What if they had been burglars or a serial killer?”

“Are you kidding? With those pastel cashmeres?” she shot back. “Besides, I recognized the director from the Charlie Rose show. It was Hal Roachpaste, Tinseltown’s latest wunderkind.”

“It sounds exciting, doesn’t it?” chimed in the better half. “Imagine our very own digs immortalized in an Oscar-winning megahit. Did they say who’s in it?”

“Only Brad Paunch and Ambrosia Wheelbase,” squealed the clearly starstruck cuisinière.

“Sorry, my two little truffles,” I decreed with Olympian finality, “I’m not letting any such aggregation in here. Are you both daft? All we need is a band of mandrills bivouacking on our priceless Tabriz. This is our temple, our sanctuary, resplendent with gems culled from the great auction houses of Europe—our Chinese vases, my first editions, the Delft, the Louis Seize pieces, the amassed geegaws and bric-a-brac of a lifetime of collecting. Not to mention I need an atmosphere of absolute tranquillity to complete my monograph on the hermit crab.”

“But Brad Paunch,” the distaff pined. “He was so divine as Liszt in Autumn Hernia.”

As I raised my palm to preclude further entreaties, the phone rang and a voice well-suited to pitching stainless steel knives that pare and dice barked into my ear, “Ah—glad you’re in. This is Murray Inchcape. I’m the line producer for Row, Mutant, Row. You folks must have a guardian angel ’cause you hit the jackpot. Hal Roachpaste has decided he wants to use your place—”

“I know,” I cut him short. “To shoot a scene. How did you get my private number?”

“Relax, pilgrim.” The adenoidal timbre continued, “I was merely leafing through some papers in your drawer today when we scouted the joint. And by the by, it’s not just a scene, it’s the scene. Only the key moment upon which the entire shmeer fluctuates.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Inchworm—”

“Inchcape, but it’s all right. Everybody misnomers me. I shrug it off with bonhomie.”

“I know what film crews do to places when they invade,” I said firmly.

“Most are yahoos, I’ll give you that,” Inchcape conceded, “but with us—we tiptoe around the joint like Trappist monks. If we didn’t tell you we were shooting a movie in your house, you’d never dream. And I’m not suggesting you put us on the arm. I’m hip it’s going to sluice me a stack of drachmas.”

“It’s no use,” I insisted. “No amount of lucre can buy your way into this boy’s tabernacle. Thanks for thinking of us and arrivederci.”

“Hang on a minute, old-timer,” Inchcape said, cupping his hand over the mouthpiece while I thought I could make out muffled voices batting around what sounded like a plot to kidnap Bobby Franks.

I was about to unplug the instrument from its wall jack when he popped back on.

“Say, I was just spitballing with Hal Roachpaste, who happens to be right next to me, and he wondered if you might like to be in the film. I can’t promise you the lead but something fun and meaty that would paste your mug up on the screen as a legacy to your offspring. Maybe the missus too, with a little dermabrasion if that’s her photo I saw on your piano.”

“Act in the movie?” I gulped, experiencing a jolt to my heart usually administered by paramedics to revive the deceased. “My wife is painfully shy, but the truth is I did some acting in college and regional theater. I skated the part of Parson Manders in Ibsen on Ice, and they still talk about my She Stoops to Conquer. I elected to play Tony Lumpkin with a series of facial tics that drove audiences in Yuma delirious with mirth. Of course, I realize there’s a difference between stage and film and one has to modulate the broadness, let the close-up lens do the work, as it were.”

“Sure, sure,” the line producer said. “Roachpaste has great faith in you.”

“But he’s never met me,” I protested, the faint redolence of treif beginning to gather.

“That’s why he’s this generation’s John Cassavetes,” Inchcape assured me. “Roachpaste operates on pure instinct. He liked what he saw when he went through your wardrobe closet. Anyone with such a flair for threads is a natural for the role of Shepherd Grimalkin.”

“Who? Grimalkin?” I sparked. What kind of character is Grimalkin? Can you run a mini-synopsis by me of the plot? The bare bones would suffice.”

“For that you have to talk to the director. I’ll just say the basic story is Jaws meets Persona. Hang on a minute. Hal Roachpaste is going to get on.” I could faintly make out what appeared to be some reluctance on Roachpaste’s part to discuss matters, and I thought I caught Inchcape using the phrase “lamb to the slaughter.” Then a fresh voice spoke up.

“Hal Roachpaste,” it trumpeted. “I guess Murray explained we want you to be in the most important scene in the flick.”

“Can you tell me something about Grimalkin? His background, his ambitions, just so I can get to work building an arc for the character. The very name suggests a depth of soul.”

“Which he has in spades,” Roachpaste concurred. “Grimalkin’s perceptive; a philosopher but with humor, never at a loss for words, yet handy with his fists. It goes without saying he’s catnip to the ladies, a Beau Brummel whose medical ethics and ability to fly a plane have earned him the respect of that master criminal, Professor Dildarian. Also—”

At this point, the phone was apparently yanked from Roachpaste’s hands and an eager Murray Inchcape got back on.

“What do you say, can we ink your pad in as that of the protagonist’s domicile?”

“Protagonist?” I gushed, unable to believe the dazzling turn of events. “When can I get my sides so I can begin memorizing them?”

There was a silence on the other end of the phone, remotely sepulchral, and then:

“Roachpaste doesn’t work from a script,” Inchcape explained. “His trademark’s spontaneity. The kid draws his inspiration from the moment à la Fellini.”

“I’m not totally new to improvisation,” I piped. “As Polonius during a summer stock production—some raccoons had carried off my putty nose. Why they would do such—”

“Now you’re humming,” Inchcape interrupted, as I heard a third party in the background say, “Murray, your tandoori chicken is here, what should I tip the guy?”

“See you Tuesday, skeezix. Did they bring the papadums?” was the last line of the producer audible before a click and some dial tone.

A frustrated mummer at the core, all week I immersed myself in the films of Marlon Brando and the books of Stanislavski. I couldn’t help musing ruefully how different my life might have been if years ago I had followed my heart and joined the Actors Studio rather than rushing off to enroll in embalming school.

Not realizing how early film crews begin, predawn on the appointed date I was snapped from the clutches of six Ambien by the kind of pounding on my front door that one associates with the discovery of where Anne Frank was hiding. Panicked that there was an earthquake or Sarin attack, I leapt from bed, slipped, and bounced backward down the staircase to find the street commandeered by trailers and traffic cones.

“Let’s go, gramps, we’re on the clock,” I was informed by a manic assistant director, and suddenly a hegemony of grips, electricians, carpenters, and roustabouts charged into the house, unsheathing their panoply of demolition tools. Apace, six trucks of movie equipment were then loaded in by surly union oxen taking great professional care to scar, fracture, or mutilate any household items with value at over three dollars. At the command of the cameraman, a bearded Eastern European named Fiendish Menzies, nails were driven into mahogany-paneled walls and large lights were hung, only to have all of them abruptly torn out and screwed instead into the room’s original crown molding. Emerging gradually from my stupor, I protested to Murray Inchcape, who had entered noshing a shnecken with cream cheese while his cup from Starbucks dripped Jamaican cappuccino directly on the center medallion of our Aubusson.

“You said nothing would be damaged,” I croaked, as hammering dislodged plaster and a Tiffany lamp was deconstructed into colorful shards.

“Say hello to Hal Roachpaste, your director,” Inchcape said, ignoring my complaint while several Cro-Magnons carrying light stands opened a gash in the turn-of-the-century silk wallpaper, the precise size of the one that submerged the Titanic.

Suppressing a waxing syncope in the interest of art, I collared Roachpaste and presented my acting ideas.

“I took the liberty of inventing a little backstory,” I fluted, “a prior life as it were, to flesh Grimalkin out. I start with his childhood as the son of an itinerant hot cross bun salesman. Then—”

“Yeah, yeah, watch out for the dolly track,” Roachpaste said as a grip toting rail laid waste a vase. “Hard cheese,” he sighed apologetically. “Tell me, that little item just crucified beyond all recognition—was that Tang or Sung?”

By 10 a.m. the house had been transformed, thanks to inspired fits of creativity by Roachpaste and his clearly certifiable scenic designer, from an Upper East Side townhouse to a Moorish brothel. Our own furniture was stacked haphazardly outside on the curb despite some rather heavy rain that began to fall. In my living room extras made up as houris lounged on pillows seductively. Ambrosia Wheelbase, as far as I could determine, was playing a kidnapped heiress forced to satisfy the whims of a depraved sultan who turns out to be her nutritionist in disguise and whom she marries aboard the space shuttle. Why our premises were so vital to this burgeoning cauchemar was an afflatus lucid only to a genius like Roachpaste. For my wife, the pervasive carnage was a minor price to pay for meeting Brad Paunch, who whispered something into her ear to which she replied,

“No, they’re real.”

By three in the afternoon my scene hadn’t come up yet, and apart from a small fire in our library, set by the special effects people, that consumed my signed Grillparzer and Redon chalk, everyone seemed ecstatic with the footage being accumulated. When I overheard the company was wrapping out at six to avoid paying any possible overtime, I began to get antsy about my part. I voiced this anxiety to the assistant director, but he assured me it was too pivotal a role to fall through the cracks, and sure enough, moments before six I was summoned from the basement where I had been banished by Ambrosia Wheelbase, who insisted, in a fit of temperament, that my hairpiece was distracting her.

“Now that we’re about to shoot, to properly limn Grimalkin,” I told the script girl, “there are a few details I must know. That way any ad-libs I come up with will be golden.”

I was about the launch into specifics when some gruff minions lifted me by the back of my collar and seat of my pants, turned me parallel to the ground, and placed me squealing face-down on the floor while a woman dabbed my right temple with a crimson liquid. Next, a Saturday night special was set to rest just beyond my fingertips as though it had slipped from my grasp. I was told on “Action” to remain motionless and not breathe, which proved harder than I thought given the sudden onset of violent hiccups. At first I assumed we were shooting out of sequence, beginning with the discovery of my body and then the plot unfolding in flashback, but at the word “Cut” the lights went out, the door flew open, and the crew stampeded to load out.

“You and the maid can put the rooms back in order,” Inchcape said as he slapped on his tweed cap. “You impress me as a perfectionist who likes things just so.”

“B-but my character—Grimalkin—the axis of the tale,” I fumferred.

“And so he is,” Roachpaste interjected, motioning the grips not to waste precious time bringing our furniture back inside. “Everyone is stunned when they come upon his body. Why would a charismatic polymath like Shepherd Grimalkin take his own life? Why indeed? They spend the rest of the film trying to find out.”

As the creative point guard and his director dematerialized, leaving me eyeball deep in fractured collectibles, I wondered why a sensitive man would do himself in for no apparent reason, but I must say, one did occur to me.





Udder Madness

An article published … by the Centers for Disease Control [reported] that about 20 people a year are killed by cows in the United States…. In 16 cases, “the animal was deemed to have purposefully struck the victim,” the report states…. All but one victim died from head or chest injuries; the last died after a cow knocked him down and a syringe in his pocket injected him with an antibiotic meant for the cow. In at least one case, the animal attacked from behind.

The Times

IF MY ACCOUNT of the events of the last week seems jumbled, even hysterical, forgive me. I’m usually quite placid. Truth is, the details I’m about to relate are especially unnerving, taking place as they did in such a picturesque setting. Indeed, the Pudnicks’ farm in New Jersey rivals any pastoral tableau by Constable, if not in acreage then certainly in bucolic tranquillity. A mere two hours from Broadway, where Sy Pudnick’s latest musical, The Flesh-Eating Virus, runs to packed houses, it is here, amid rolling hills and green meadows, that the celebrated lyricist comes to unwind and re-juice his muse. An avid weekend farmer, Pudnick and his wife, Wanda, grow their own corn, carrots, tomatoes, and a medley of other amateur crops, while their children play host to a dozen chickens, a pair of horses, a baby lamb, and yours truly. To say that for me the days up here are Shangri-La is not to oversell. I can graze, ruminate, and work over my cud, in harmony with nature, and get milked gently on schedule by Wanda Pudnick’s Kiehl’s-moisturized hands.

One thing I’ve particularly relished is when the Pudnicks invite guests to stay over on weekends. What a joy for an intellectually underrated creature like myself to be in proximity to New York’s fabulous glitterati: to eavesdrop on actors, journalists, painters, and musicians, all exchanging ideas and witty anecdotes that may be a bit swift for the poultry, but nobody appreciates a good Anna Wintour story or a freshly minted Steve Sondheim song more than I do, especially when Steve’s playing it. That’s why when included in last week’s A-list was a writer-director in cinema with a long list of credits although I was unfamiliar with the titles I anticipated a particularly scintillating Labor Day. When I heard that this auteur sometimes took the lead in his own pictures I envisioned a filmmaker-movie star as formidable as Orson Welles and as handsome as Warren Beatty or John Cassavetes. Imagine my surprise when I lamped the triple threat I speak of and registered neither a brooding cult genius nor a matinée idol but a wormy little cipher, myopic behind black-framed glasses and groomed loutishly in his idea of rural chic: all tweedy and woodsy, with cap and muffler, ready for the leprechauns. The creature proved a handful from the very first, grumbling to all about the muddled directions that had forced his chauffeur to squander hours driving around in a Möbius route, the expense of tolls and leaded regular, and the unanticipated effect of local mold spores on his precarious adenoids. Finally, I heard him demand that a wooden board be placed under his mattress, which he found too soft to appease a spine clearly en route to osteoporosis. Mr. Pudnick recalled that David Mamet had once mentioned changing planes when he heard this individual was on the same flight. I might add that the character’s incessant carping was done in a kazoolike nasal whine, as were his incessant jokes: a spate of fatal snappers designed to ingratiate but eliciting from all within earshot a columbarium-like silence.

Lunch was served on the lawn, and our friend, made bolder, thanks to a certain Mr. Glenfiddich, proceeded to hold court on subjects he hadn’t a clue about. Misquoting La Rochefoucauld, he confused Schubert with Schumann and then attributed to Shakespeare “Man does not live by bread alone,” which even I recognized as coming from Deuteronomy. Corrected, he became peevish and offered to arm-wrestle the hostess to prove a point. Mid-meal, the insufferable little nudnick beat his glass for attention and then attempted yanking the tablecloth from the table without upsetting the china. I needn’t tell you that this proved to be a major holocaust, forever ruining at least one J. Mendel dress, and catapulting a baked potato into the cleavage of a tony brunette. After lunch, I saw him move his croquet ball with his foot, thinking himself unwatched.

As the accumulation of single malt took its toll on his capillaries, he slurred invective against the New York critics for failing to consider his last movie, Louis Pasteur Meets the Wolfman, for honors. By now he had begun eyeballing the comelier types, and, clasping some actress’s hand with his rodent’s paw, whispered, “Little minx, I sense by those high cheekbones that you have Cherokee blood in you.” Tact personified, the woman somehow resisted the impulse to grab his nose with her fist and give it several turns counterclockwise till it made a ratcheting noise.

It was at this point that I decided to kill him. After all, would the world really miss this fatuous little suppository, with his preening self-confidence and emetic cuteness? At first I thought of trampling the bespectacled vontz, but I felt that to do the job properly I’d need about two hundred more head to really stomp him good. There were no rocky cliffs where I could brush against the wretch with a little hip action and send him plummeting. Then it hit me. A nature walk had been mentioned, and all were anxious to participate. All, that is, except for a certain cringing homunculus, who carried on like Duse over the prospect of being in the woods among Lyme ticks and poison oak. He chose to remain in his room and make phone calls to check on the grosses of his new movie, which Variety had said would have limited appeal and suggested should open in Atlantis. My plan was to enter the house, sneak up on him from behind, and strangle the nattering little carbuncle with a sash. With everyone away, it would appear to the police to be the work of a drifter. The thought occurred to plant a fingerprint belonging to Dropkin, the handyman who once gave the Pudnicks one of those diagrams showing the outline of a body like mine and where the best cuts of meat come from.

At 4 p.m. I went to the barnyard and made sure the chickens saw me there. I walked slowly by the stable, clanging the bell around my neck to further establish an alibi. From there I strolled casually to the rear of the house. The doors were locked and I had to enter through a window, causing some carnage to a nearby table bearing a pair of Tiffany lamps. I tiptoed up the stairs, hooves en pointe, having a close call only when Paucity, the maid, came down the hall bearing fresh towels, but quickly I flattened up in the shadows against the corridor wall and she walked right by. Silently, I slipped into my intended victim’s room and waited for him to return from the kitchen, where he was raiding the refrigerator for leftovers. Alone there, he had cobbled together a costly sturgeon-and-beluga sandwich, ladling the bagel with a tsunami of cream cheese, then made his way back upstairs. Hidden in the closet nearest to his bed, I was awash in existential angst. If Raskolnikov had been a bovine creature, a Holstein, say, or perhaps a Texas longhorn, would the story have turned out differently? Suddenly he entered the room, snack in one hand, a vintage port in the other. Gathering all the stealth at my command I nosed the closet door open and silently stood behind him, clutching the sash—not an easy feat for a creature without opposable thumbs. Slowly I raised it and prepared to slip it around his throat and choke the breath of life out of the salivating four-eyed pygmy.

Suddenly, as fate would have it, my tail got caught in the closet door and I let out a loud lowing sound, a moo, if you will. He spun around now and our eyes met, his beady and darting, mine large and brown. Seeing me up on my hind legs about to do him in, he emitted a soprano bleat not unlike a particular note that Dame Joan Sutherland hits in the Pudnicks’ Decca recording of Siegfried. The sound alerted the multitude downstairs, who had returned when it began to rain. I panicked and stampeded toward the bedroom door, trying to body-English the stricken little measle out the window as I hustled away. Meanwhile, he produced a canister of Mace he always carries, which did not surprise me, given the amount of enemies he must make. He tried spraying it in my face but, shmendrick that he is, he held it backward and succeeded only in crop-dusting his own wizened map. By now the household was bounding up the stairs. With a fox’s cunning, I grabbed the bedside lampshade, snapped it over my head, and stood immobile while others transported the wailing pustule out the door, into an SUV, and off to the nearest hospital.

Later stories around the barn have it that he babbled incoherently all the way, and even a subsequent two nights at Bellevue failed to restore his reason. I know the Pudnicks have removed him from their BlackBerry and poured gasoline on his phone number, setting it ablaze. After all, he’s not just a social grub but a raving paranoid, endlessly mouthing something about attempted homicide by a Hereford.





Park Avenue, High Floor, Must Sell—Or Jump

“I GOT JUST the ticket,” I hyperventilated as the light of my life walked in the front door awash with Hermès shopping bags, her credit cards still glowing from friction. “What say we cab into Brooklyn, go to Peter Lugar’s, and treat ourselves to a guerdon of marbleized meat? I’ve been salivating all day for one of their succulent sirloins, not to mention the tomatoes and onions and hash browns. If the traffic on the Williamsburg bridge crowds up, we can get out and run the rest of the way.”

“Stanch your adrenaline,” the immortal beloved parried, pushing my brakes to the floor, “I scored a pair of skate wings at Scales and Entrails downtown. I thought I’d puree them for dinner along with fresh capers, and we can open that bottle of Eskimo wine we got on eBay.” Having settled the issue by ukase, she set about confabulating a feast based on an old family recipe that includes a sauce that could easily pass for mucilage.

“Don’t stand around agape,” the lady of the house barked, addressing me like I was a rookie on Parris Island. “You unwrap the catch of the day, and I’ll start removing the flavor.” As the realization that a thick sirloin and its supporting cast would have to be sublimated into a haiku of unendurable poignancy, I began to unpack the bat-like main course my wife had purchased, which lay enshrouded in sheets of the Daily News. It was on those very pages that a story caught my eyes, now weeping like Niobe, with more than routine interest.

It seemed like Mike Tyson’s estate was being sold, and the champ’s fiefdom was nothing short of Xanadu. It boasted eighteen guest bedrooms for those occasions, I suppose, when two baseball teams drop over unexpectedly. It had thirty-eight bathrooms, as Tyson apparently does not like to pound on the door screaming, “Are you ever coming out?” There were seven kitchens, a waterfall, a boathouse, a disco, a huge gym, and a large theater. The original asking price was twenty-one million federal diplomas, and either the buyer was an accomplished hypnotist or the premises lacked some essential ingredient like a missile silo, because the principal was somehow sweet-talked down from twenty-one million to a more demure four.

The tale madeleined me back a couple of years to a little real estate affreuse of my own where the handling did not scale such empyrean heights, although there was a point when my blood pressure rose enough to set off the sprinkler system.

The screed centered around our co-op, which my wife decided we must put on the market because she had found a townhouse, the recent renovating of which perfectly expressed her taste for Spanish Inquisition. If we dumped our Park Avenue classic six, with some juggling we could make the switch a near even trade-off, reasoned my little éclair, using a mathematical computation that included Planck’s constant.

“Miss Mako and Mrs. Greatwhite, the real estate agents, say our place could tap a load,” the spouse trilled. “The house is asking eight million. If we give up meals, terminate our health insurance, and cash in the children’s college tuition funds, we could probably swing the down payment.” My fingers tightened around the fire poker as my mate’s eyes burned in their sockets like the Mahdi’s. She clearly was determined to move, and as Hitler undoubtedly appeared as he stood rubbing his hands over maps of Poland, she badgered and cajoled until I consented to offer our capacious aerie to anyone with a spare ten million clams.

“Remember,” I cautioned the two real estate harpies, “I cannot even think of buying the new place till the old one is sold.”

“Sure, Ignatz,” the broker with the larger dorsal fin said, filing her third row of teeth with a Stanley rasp.

“My name’s not Ignatz,” I snapped back, bridling at her cozy familiarity.

“Sorry,” she apologized, “you look like an Ignatz to me.” She winked with a grin at her cohort and added, “We’ll list the place for four million. We can always come down.”

“Four million?” I squealed. “It’s worth eight if it’s worth a penny.” Mako appraised me with the wily acumen of a forensic pathologist.

“Leave this little pigeon drop to us,” she said. “You just keep working on that Rubik’s cube, and ere long you’ll glom sufficient cabbage to segue into your new digs and still have a few shekels left over to install running water.”

I had not calculated any improvements when I formulated a budget, but it became clear the ball and chain was set on a measure of tweaking which everyone felt could be covered down the line by the merchandising of my kidneys on the black market. Mrs. Barracudnick, the realtor for the brownstone, explained to my wife that since there were several other parties champing to snatch up the vintage townhouse at any moment, it might be prudent to make a preemptive bid and suggested a number that would be walking-around money to any Saudi prince. I chose to play hardball, but when weeks went by and no prospective buyers came to see our place, my wife began upping her Xanax.

“We’d better drop the asking price,” she said. “Miss Mako says we’d have a much better chance of moving the apartment if it wasn’t lumbered with a hallucinatory price tag.”

“I’d hardly call four million hallucinatory. We paid two ten years ago,” I explained.

“Two mill for Toad Hall?” Mrs. Greatwhite said, polishing off the last of my Jim Beam. “You must’ve been puffing hemp.” Finally understanding, after many years, what motivated Jack the Ripper, I dropped the asking price to three million and was buoyed by the fact I did receive a few inquiries; one from a Russian couple who thought the price was three hundred dollars and one from a gentleman who worked for the Ringling Brothers as a circus geek, whom I was told emphatically would never pass the board. Meanwhile, Mrs. Barracudnick said there was a sudden rush of interest in the brownstone and a celebrity was about to make an offer.

“There’s just been a bid on the house you want. Josh Airhead, the actor, wants it. Quidnuncs bruit, he’s marinating the concept of middle-aisleing Jennifer Moped. If you’re really serious about the place,” Barracudnick giggled sadistically, “I’d top his offer.”

“But we haven’t unloaded our apartment yet,” I squealed like Madame Butterfly.

“Get a bridge loan,” the real estate broker said with a smile Faust would have recognized. “I have connections at a loan company. Just enough to tide you over till you eighty-six your white elephant.”

“White elephant? Bridge loan? If we could just get two and a half for it,” I groveled.

“Or even what we paid,” the better half said, stopping just short of suggesting we donate the place to the city as a birthing home and take a tax deduction. With missionary sacrifice, Mr. Vigorish of the Smash and Grab Loan Company withdrew the syringe from my arm and rubbed the artery with an alcohol swab.

“Press on it,” he said. “So you don’t get a hematoma. I didn’t take more than a few pints—on account.”

“Isn’t nineteen percent a little rambunctious?” I mumbled, “particularly with this economy?”

“Hey, the shylocks in Jersey take twenty-five, and they kneecap you if you’re tardy with the mazuma. We just spoon up our collateral.” Content I had driven a hard bargain and proud of my adamant refusal to put up either child to secure the cash, I signed the agreement as Vigorish stared lupinely at what undoubtedly appeared to his eyes as an order of lambchops in Ralph Lauren tweeds.

“We now have two homes,” I bleated to my wife, fishing out the cyanide capsule my accountant had given me in the event things had taken precisely this turn.

“I’m sure we can get rid of this firetrap,” Miss Mako comforted me. “It may take one more price reduction, and maybe you’ll have to throw in the furniture.” With visions of bankruptcy, our golden years lived out in cartons, I lowered the number further and further. Meanwhile, carping whiners paraded through our home, appraising each floorboard and molding before vanishing forever into various versions of the naked city’s eight million stories. Then one day, as I was inquiring at a pawnshop how much I could raise on my pacemaker, our two real estate carnivores marched in a dapper-looking specimen of about fifty. Nestor Fastbuck had the entrepreneurial energy of a Mike Todd and the continental good looks of Cesar Romero. His interest in our apartment seemed genuine, as he returned several times with his architects and a decorator. I could hear them caucusing as they plotted the removal of walls, the installation of bathrooms, an exercise room, a wine cave. Now and then they would glance over at me, and once I heard Fastbuck whisper, “Amazing how some people live. What subjects for a study by Margaret Mead. Naturally, before I ask the crew to touch anything, I’ll pay for a full fumigation.” Solvency being the better part of valor, I let it slide rather than nuke the trio with one lick of my vermilion tongue. Fastbuck after all was rich, a banker with impeccable credentials and distinguished. In short, an ideal tenant. Our co-op board, which usually winnowed hopefuls with the compassion of Dr. Mengele, could not possibly find fault with this man, and I even imagined he might be a fellow member of Skull and Bones as our new board president, Mr. L. L. Beanbag, was. The other members of the board, normally stern Jacobites, would surely dissolve under Fastbuck’s easy charm. Mrs. Westnile of 10A, Atilla Weinerib who had the penthouse, Sam Stalking Horse, our resident Native American—all would welcome a neighbor like Fastbuck, whose financial package was chockablock with blue chip holdings and whose written endorsements included notes from Bill Gates and Kofi Annan. I suppose more discerning types than Mako and Greatwhite would have twigged on a reference that read, “Nestor Fastbuck is an alright Joe who don’t drink, shoot craps, or nail loose broads. Signed, Reinhold Niebuhr.” But alas, dreams of a high commission eroded their perspicuity. The account of the interview in Harvey Nectar’s apartment, as it was explained to me, though probably exaggerated, was unique. It seems to have begun well. Fastbuck understood there were no pets allowed and vowed he threw no loud parties, preferring to live monastically, employing one cleaning woman, Edema. Herman Borealis of 5D joshed Fastbuck with mock severity about Yale as Borealis was a Harvard man, and it turned out, fortuitously, they both wore Zimmerli underwear. Matters were about to conclude on a high note when there came a loud noise from the hallway.

“Open up, it’s the FBI!” a voice boomed as a battering ram knocked the door from its hinges. Fastbuck froze as a phalanx of federal agents burst in. “There he is! Get him!” screamed an agent in a flak jacket. “And be careful, he’s wanted for armed robbery.” Fastbuck leaped over the piano, crashing into Sam Stalking Horse and dislodging the Arapaho’s hairpiece. Apocryphal or not, it is told that, during the capture, gunfire erupted, and a few stray slugs whistled into Harvey Nectar’s portrait of his wife, Bea, as Hera. It wasn’t until six months later that I sold my co-op to a family of Quakers for a figure which just about covers the juice on my bridge loan, a bridge I have many times thought about jumping off.





Buffalo Wings, Woncha Come Out Tonight

FEW PEOPLE TWIG at the name Ernest Harmon Hix, but in the 1920s his weekly feature in the old Tribune rivaled the great Robert Ripley in garnering and illustrating a smorgasbord of life’s quiddities. Strange as it seems, Hix’s daily presentation would regale the reader with such indispensable curios as “Louis the Fourteenth never took a bath till he was seventy,” while Ripley’s Believe It or Not might enrich our appreciation of the cosmos with such gems as “A hailstone fell in Texas with a carp inside it.” The two men went at each other, mining the bizarre for many greenbacks and great popularity, and if alive today might only be challenged by the delectable outré morsels that show up occasionally in the Huffington Post. One such oddment I came across on my iPhone while waiting for the chef of a Broadway restaurant to remove all traces of flavor from my meat loaf before serving it began with this headline: “The All Chicken Band Is Cluckin’ Awesome.” It then went on to describe a musical group consisting of chickens called the Flockstars, who pecked out tunes on a keyboard. The owner of the coop where these feathered hipsters jammed told the reporter he wanted to come up with some distraction for his brood. “People who keep chickens, especially in the winter,” he explained, “are looking for boredom busters to keep them entertained.” The thought of a barnyard full of feathered creatures milling about fighting vainly the old ennui touched me no end, at which point I recalled Harvey Grossweiner, who has a tale which I will now step aside and let him spiel in his own ipsissima verba.

Got a call today from my agent Toby Munt of Associated Parasites, who tried to soften the blow with paeans to my genius that I’d lost the lead opposite Cate Blanchett in the Charnel House of Parma. “And it had nothing to do with your bilateral lisp,” Munt assured me, “although as your rep I took umbrage over the Sylvester Pussycat comparison. The good news is the British director Royal Wattles likes the cut of your jib, and if he ever purloins the wherewithal to do that remake of The Beast with Five Fingers, he’s expressed genuine interest in your thumb. Anyhow boychik, gotta run. Due at Davey Geffens’s. He’s redoing his closet and wants to know if I could use some El Grecos, otherwise he’s gonna throw them out. Ciao.” And with that he hung up, leaving me to calculate exactly how many days it takes a human of my height and weight consuming only Cheez Doodles and tap water to fade from the planet.

Capricious is the life of the dedicated mummer, and while my portrayal of Waffles last month in Uncle Vanya got a nice mention in Aficionado, the cigar magazine, no one’s breaking my door down. Of course, I realized decades ago when I chose the muses over a cushy sinecure aboard my father’s roach extermination truck that a life dependent on auditions might very well include malnutrition. That’s why when the phone rang weeks later and I heard the usually despairing voice of agent Munt fluting with optimism, my heart shifted into third.

“Finally, good news,” he chirped into the horn.

“Don’t tell me the Spielberg thing came through?” I guessed, fingers crossed.

“No, Steven’s still taking that year off abroad to advise the Knesset,” he said.

“Then what? Did Dermot Crutchley’s musical about smegma get greenlit?”

“No, no, it’s none of the above. It’s basically some huckster called in search of a multi-talented individual for a particular project. He wanted someone like Hugh Jackman, only better looking and with more charm.”

“What kind of project is it?” I asked. “A film? A stage play? I’d hate to get tied down too long in a TV series. Still, if it’s that HBO miniseries about Einstein’s year with the Basie band.

“I’m not sure exactly what the premise is,” Munt said. “Actually, I didn’t have time to query him vis-à-vis the particulars. I recall he mentioned something about chickens.”

“Chickens?” I fifed back.

“I can’t talk now. I’m late for a lunch with Meryl. She’s intrigued by an offer to play Arafat. Anyhow, take a meeting, boychik, and you’ll glean the ingredients apace.”

Despite a slight stiffening of my left scapula that in the past has signaled the onset of a nervous breakdown, the following morning I found myself motoring out to a poultry farm a good three hours from Rodeo Drive. The owner, Al Capon, a small-time egg baron whose fortunes rose and fell with every new study on cholesterol, offered his pudgy hand and blew a gust of smoke my way from a panatela.

“So you’re Grossweiner,” he said, giving me the up and down.

“When I last looked,” I shpritzed back good-naturedly in an effort to melt some of the frost on his pickle puss, but apparently my aperçu rocketed over his head like a Scud missile.

“Didn’t I see you on TV selling carrot shredders?” he queried, proceeding to interview me in a manner not unlike the interrogation of the Decembrists by the Czar’s police.

“My life has been all sock and buskin,” I rhapsodized, sensing he was playing cat-and-mouse and feigning ignorance about my credits to put him in a stronger negotiating position. “A consummate actor, I’ve done Shakespeare and the Greeks, Pinter of course. But my background’s also hambone. It’s rumored I carry a tune, and while I’m no Astaire, I do manage a lively buck and wing. Studied at the Actors Studio. And I’ve MC’d my share of bar mitzvahs when the rent was due. Plus, I can perform a one-man evening of Noel Coward.”

“These are chickens,” he said. “You get along with chickens?”

“Chickens—yes, well, my agent Toby Munt mentioned something about chickens. He wasn’t quite sure of the context.”

“I need someone to entertain the chickens,” Capon said.

“Uh-huh,” I nodded. “And by entertain them, you mean—”

“See, the average civilian don’t grasp that chickens get bored easily. ’Specially in the winter months.”

“I—I hadn’t realized that fact myself,” I stammered.

“Chickens need distraction else they don’t lay eggs, and eggs is how I come to drive a Lamborghini. The point is I need someone to keep them interested so those cackleberries continue minting the precious ovoids. The gig’s good for five hundred clams a week. In or out, blockhead?”

In the film noir classic Nightmare Alley, Stanton Carlisle finally sinks so low he becomes a circus geek whose specialty is eating a live chicken. I’m not saying my sell-out was quite that bloodcurdling, but the following day, after convincing myself it wasn’t as cringeworthy as my first job as an offstage voice in the puppet version of Six Who Pass While the Lentils Boil, I gathered several props and drove to a certain barnyard. There I was confronted by a chaotic audience of jaded roosters and hens presumably seeking diversion. Wyandottes, Leghorns, Rhode Island Reds, and Jersey Giants strutted aimlessly, trying to cope with the tedium vitae. Doffing a skimmer, I opened with “Put On a Happy Face” from Bye Bye Birdie and segued into a sprightly cakewalk to the tune of “At Georgia Camp Meeting.” When the medley failed to rouse the fowl, I switched emotional moods to “Sonny Boy,” the surefire Jolson tearjerker, fondling a small rooster on my lap to represent the adored child. Unfortunately, the bird proved high-strung and, flapping and squawking uncooperatively, managed to vitiate all pathos. Sensing a sluggish house, I broke out a few clever card tricks and then did a levitation Howard Thurston made famous at the Hippodrome Theatre in Baltimore. Still, neither seemed to ignite the apathetic avian jury. When I failed to get a rise from my impression of Peter Lorre doing Lewis Carroll’s “Jabberwocky,” I became frustrated and found myself throwing in some hostile rotissomat lines. Clever back-and-forth banter with my Yiddish-speaking ventriloquist dummy, Yitzhork, got nothing, and I actually think that when the dummy’s head revolved completely around, it scared some of the younger pullets. By now, flop sweat was beading up on my brow as I sued for approval from some Plymouth Rocks one final time with a rendition of “Cherokee” on the theremin, but it proved equally futile. And then, as all seemed black and hopeless, I recalled an item about a visionary who motivated chickens by teaching them to play music, and I wondered if there was a similar idea that could turn the trick for me. Perhaps theory and harmony were beyond my tutorial skills, but the art of drama was well within my wheelhouse. If the fowl could be taught melodies on the keyboard, surely they could be taught to peck on a Smith-Corona. The next day I brought my portable typewriter in and, by placing a grain of corn on the home keys, soon had the engaged fowl frantically filling up sheets of Corrasable Bond with the intensity of reporters banging out deadlines. At first it was all gibberish, of course, but as a few days passed and they got the hang of it, I noticed greater attention to plot and character, and that’s exactly how Broadway Hen House was born. You know the rest of the story; the deal with Warner’s, the four Golden Globes, and an Oscar-winning part for me as Jasper Weems, the rebel who gives up brain surgery to become an egg candler. I now hear these same feathered auteurs are working on a sequel, a musical in collaboration with some denizens of another coop who, word has it, have turned in a great score on the keyboard. If only Ripley or Hix were alive to see them all pecking away.





Will the Real Avatar Please Stand Up

I SUPPOSE GODS in human form may well have dropped in on this blue marble from time to time, but I strongly doubt that one has ever tooled around Rodeo Drive in a T-bird with the aplomb and good looks of Warren Beatty. Reading Star, the new biography by Peter Biskind, one can’t help but be blown away by the actor’s overwhelming accomplishments. Think of the movies, the grosses, the reviews, the Oscars, the endless nominations springing from this quadruple-threat voracious reader and marketing maven, who is nimble at the Steinway, savvy in the ways of politics, and a full-time Adonis, with accolades accruing from divers ones who believe he belongs not just up on the silver screen but in the Oval Office. More spectacular than a Tinseltown résumé that would humble Orson Welles are the star’s legendary exploits on the bedsprings. Here recounted are innumerable love affairs, with women of every heft and feel and station in life, from actresses to models, hatcheck girls to First Ladies. It seems that endless varieties of pulchritude salivated to plunge into the kip with this virtuoso of the percales. “How many women were there?” asks the author. “Easier to count the stars in the sky…. Beatty used to say that he couldn’t get to sleep at night without having sex. It was part of his routine, like flossing…. Allowing for the stretches when he was with the same woman, more or less, we can arrive at a figure of 12,775 women, give or take.” As a supplicant who has yet to achieve double digits when it comes to bedding the juicy gender, and those conquests requiring the aid of my Hypno-disk, I could not help imagining the following account of one gal’s irresistible swoon into the Guinness Book. But let her speak for herself.

What a morning. I had to pop two Valiums to zone out the monarchs, graylings, and cecropia moths that were using my stomach to practice aerial maneuvers. My first actual assignment as a reporter, and it’s this fantastic coup. Why would Hollywood’s most charismatic actor, Bolt Upright, who eschews the limelight à la Howard Hughes, grant an interview to an unknown nineteen-year-old with shoulder-length blond hair, long tanned legs, Ming Dynasty cheekbones, a great top shelf, and an overbite that wreaks havoc with the Y-chromosome crowd? If this Sun Belt Casanova has any idea of hitting on me like the myriad hapless starstruck tomatoes he’s drilled, he’s got another think coming. My goal in life is serious reportage, and I’d frankly rather go one on one with Joe Biden or the Dalai Lama, except those highfalutin face cards never wrote back, while Bolt, who accidentally lamped me last month in Playboy’s nude spread on the best-built Columbia Journalism majors, not only answered but scented his reply.

Just to make sure his industrial-strength libido wouldn’t give him the wrong idea I was careful to dress conservatively, in an unprovocative micro-skirt, black mesh hose, and a tight but tasteful see-through blouse. Covering my lips, which are rather pillowy and sensual, with a discreet suggestion of dark-ruby lipstick, I felt sufficiently mousey to discourage any little familiarities Mister Testosterone might toss my way. All this fussing caused my fiancé some apprehension, but Hamish knows there’s nothing to worry about, despite the fact that no man, not even one as rodentine as Hamish, could ever compete with Lotusland’s greatest stud.

I pulled up at Bolt Upright’s Bel Air home, which is modest by neighborhood standards, built to duplicate the Parthenon with a few architectural flourishes cribbed from Notre Dame and the Sydney Opera House. Bolt, who not only acts but writes, directs, and produces, had just opened his latest film, Requiem for a Schnorrer, to raves. He has total artistic freedom and has been dubbed a cinematic genius by both Variety and The Poultryman’s Journal. One Hollywood mogul said, “If this guy wants to burn down the studio, I’ll give him the matches.” Ironically, when he tried, they called Security.

As I parked, I noticed several young starlets coming out the front door, giggling, their faces radiant with fulfillment. “I’m still vibrating,” the brunette said. “He made passionate love to me while at the same time accompanying himself on the piano.”

“All I know is I showed up early,” the redhead said. “I was given a number and waited my turn, and when I was called we had sex again and again and again. Next thing I remember was waking up in the recovery room and a nurse was giving me tea.”

I rang the bell and the sleek, white-jacketed continental valet, Hock Tooey, let me in. The house is furnished in masculine dark woods, with signed photos of adoring females on the walls of the den. Actresses and models hang at eye level; congresswomen, TV anchors, and a photo of Golda Meir on a bearskin rug are above. The bottom row is reserved for dental hygienists, airline stewardesses, and a group of gratefully moist-eyed women from a leper colony. There were some tchotchkes, too, like a pair of gold handcuffs on the coffee table, a gift from Margaret Thatcher. The star’s proudest possession, I learned, is the engraved Rolex he was given for Valentine’s Day by Mother Teresa.

As I browsed I suddenly felt two burning orbs scoping out my anatomy and turned to see America’s No. 1 box-office attraction clocking my callipygian.

“Great wheels,” he said, his gaze segueing to my legs. “Clearly you work out. Can I sell you a little aperitif? To lubricate the abs?” He was gorgeous. It was easy to see why his hair and makeup people have both been recipients of the Irving Thalberg humanitarian award. “The vibrations I get from that shade of Revlon and the subtle hint of Anaïs you’re wearing tell me your beverage of choice would be a Stoli Martini with a twist of lemon. Tell me if I’m warm,” he inquired.

“But how could you know I go totally ape over that precise admixture?” I asked as a primitive sense of arousal kicked in at the base of my medulla.

“Call it intuition,” he replied. “Let’s just say I can feel a woman’s deepest desires. It’s how I know your favorite poem is ‘Recuerdo,’ your favorite painter Caravaggio, and your favorite song ‘Goofus.’”

“Variety’s right,” I said. “You do look like a young Alain Delon.”

“Only because I’m just getting over stomach flu,” he said, handing me my vodka.

“Actually, I’ve modeled my looks on Michelangelo’s ‘David.’”

When somebody phoned, I could pick up enough of the talk to hear that it was one of Bolt’s political cronies. The star, whose insight and sagacity are not confined to creating celluloid masterpieces, is also known to be the wily puppet master behind some of our highest government officials. Here certain key Democrats vetting a woman for a Justice Department job had called to check with Bolt about whether she was lying about the location of her G-spot.

“I loved your film version of Macbeth,” I said when he hung up. “Did you ever settle that business with the Guild over the writing credit?”

“Thurston Lamphead, my lawyer, got into it with all those carping microbes from Stratford-upon-Avon,” he replied. “Finally agreed on co-authorship.” Draining a second Stoli, I took out my pad and pencil, and adjusted my garter belt, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

“I’ll cut right to the chase,” I said. “How are you able to be incredibly productive artistically and still find time to go to bed with so many women?”

“At first it was difficult,” he confessed. “It wasn’t so much the actual sex that infringed on my schedule. It was after—the postcoital cigarette and the pillow chat. The day it dawned on me I could hire somebody to take my place for the cuddling time everything changed. Not having to lie there and listen to all that maudlin drivel about how the earth shook freed me up to work on film scripts and develop new breakthrough concepts.”

Just then Hock Tooey entered and announced that a bus had arrived from Seattle carrying a group of young suburban housewives, apparently contest winners. “Put them upstairs,” Bolt told him. “Have them remove all their clothes and give them each a paper gown. Tell them to tie it in the front. I’ll be up in a while.”

“And to what do you attribute your inordinate sex drive?” I asked. “I mean, more than twelve thousand women. Sometimes several a day.”

“Basically I do it to prevent cavities,” he told me. “It’s like flossing. Years ago, I noticed that if I go to bed without sex I begin to pick up some decay along the gum line.”

“You must be an incredible mechanic in the boudoir,” I persisted, trying to imagine just for a nanosecond what it would be like to be made love to by a combination of Heathcliff and Secretariat.

“Try me,” he said, taking me in his arms and signaling for a mariachi band to enter.

“I have a fiancé,” I protested.

“Yes, but can your fiancé do this?” he said, executing a perfect back somersault and landing on his feet with a grin.

“The truth is Hamish and I have an arrangement,” I whispered. “I’m free to sleep with whomever I choose and he gets to hold the channel changer.”

The next thing I knew, he’d pressed his lips to mine and my underpants were removed arthroscopically. After that everything was a blur. I recall someone, either Bolt or his assistant, nibbling my ear. Later I learned that in addition to a cuddling stand-in Bolt uses a warm-up boy so that he doesn’t have to squander precious minutes on foreplay. I remember being locked in Bolt’s embrace while he ravaged me and for the first time in my life during sex I actually saw fireworks. Hamish called on my cell while I was making love. I lied and said I was working, but when he said, “I hear fireworks, are you in Chinatown?” somehow I knew he knew. After our lovemaking, Bolt told me how special the experience had been for him and that of all his women I was the one he truly cared for. Then I was told to please sit in a chair by an open window while he pressed something marked “Seat Ejector Button.” I exited the premises rather rapidly, but not before I was handed a Lucite globe as a memento, which someone had engraved quite romantically with the number 12,989.





A Little Face Work Never Hurt

EASTER ISLAND POLICE SAY TOURIST BROKE OFF STATUE’S EAR

A Finnish tourist was detained after the police said he broke off a piece of rock from the ear lobe of one of the mysterious ancient giant statues…. A resident told authorities that she witnessed … the tourist fleeing with a piece of the statue in his hand.

New York Times, March 26, 2008

IT IS ROUTINELY spun by those who relish miracles that Harry Houdini took the stage one night at the Victoria, snapped his fingers, and caused six tons of African pachyderm to evanesce into the local ether. Not to be outdone by this high-end hocus-pocus, the Great Kellar stood nonchalantly on the Hippodrome stage while a rifle bullet was fired point-blank at him, the fatal slug caught deftly by the wizard between his front teeth with no visible insult to his system short of perhaps some scuffed enamel. And yet, spellbinding as these effects may be, for sheer astonishment nothing beats an uncanny bit of prestidigitation perpetuated by a neurasthenic homunculus with black-framed glasses, imposing crown baldness, and a romantic presence to rival the late Arnold Stang. Yes, folks, I alone amongst sorcerers can at will cause my telephone to ring. This tour de force of legerdemain required merely that I undress, step into the shower, adjust the water to a comfortable temperature, and lather my body. It is at that precise moment, with the inevitability of a harp solo in a Marx Brothers movie, my area code and number will be dialed by some human, be he or she known to me or as alien as the honey dripper calling from Mombasa who bled me with some Ponzi scheme. And so it came to pass, six weeks ago with the aforementioned prerequisites in conjunction, the old Ameche predictably tintinnabulated on cue, causing me to bound naked and dripping from my glass stall and slide headfirst like Pete Rose toward the hall phone lest some lush financial windfall or unique erotic offer go unclaimed.

“It’s Jay Butterfat,” the voice on the other end said. “Did I get you at a bad time?”

“Not at all,” I said, recognizing the deviated septum of the veteran Broadway huckster. “I was just sitting by the phone studying its remarkable contours.”

“Good. Lemme bring you up to speed. I’m in Boston with a scalding drama that looks to be the biggest thing to hit Broadway since Death of a Salesman. All it needs is some beveling—to smooth out a few rough edges. First-time playwright. One of those sensitive myopics who hollers infanticide every time you ask for a line change. Wound up having him committed. Not so easy to do without the person’s consent. Anyhow, the nitty-gritty is that I’m this close to a Megaball hit if I can just get in a fresh mind to do a little re-juxta.”

“How was the opening night reaction?” I queried, smelling burning sulfur despite the mileage between us.

“Basically, the press was positive.” Butterfat opined. “Naturally, there were some cavils. They took issue with the plot, dialogue, staging, some uncalled-for sarcasm over costumes and sets. I have to say, the critics were right about the performances being way over the top.”

Butterfat was an ex slip-and-fall lawyer who had produced everything from girlie shows to puppet plays. His Broadway output consisted mostly of black holes, yet despite transmogrifying countless wealthy angels into sharecroppers, he sporadically managed to fabricate quote ads with sufficient flimflam to keep his own professional lower lip a millimeter above sea level.

“Look,” I said, “I’m a facile man with comedy, but this sounds like Arthur Miller territory or even Eugene O’Neill.”

“I agree completely,” Butterfat said. “But for some reason the audience can’t stop laughing, and my gut tells me if we stay flexible and go broad rather than vainly try to butt heads with Aeschylus, there’s a beautiful dollar to be gleaned come eventide.”

Quickly computing my caloric needs against current financial prospects and amazingly coming up with a figure identical to the address of debtors’ prison, I found myself motoring up to Beantown. Sensing the show was in trouble and that I could write my own ticket, I held out for stiff terms and, while there was no actual front money, I was able to extract a percent of future profits, which Butterfat vowed would be pari passu with the contractor’s overage for Raj Jahan.

To an experienced play doctor like myself, the structural lapses of Memoirs of a Flounder were not difficult to pinpoint, although they seemed more abundant than the producer had soft-soaped me into believing. The curtain rose on a veritable typhoon of incoherence, the stage chockablock with meandering, unexplained characters, some carrying parasols, others with blowguns or in jockey silks. The early scenes were filled with irrational behavior, introducing no discernible protagonists or plot line, and sandbagged by domestics on phone call after phone call disgorging exposition with the sleep-inducing potency of phenobarbital. Apparently, there was some tsimus about a ruby bracelet that was cursed and some purloined moose antlers. Also, a band of gypsies at a leper colony. For some garbled reason, possibly the invention of forceps by Chamberlin, a convention of egg candlers become mysteriously stranded in Jixi, where there was much anxious reference to a talking mynah bird. While it was true that after the audience’s initial aphasia a certain muttering did occur, which Butterfat, in a state of denial, heard as laughter, it seemed premature to panic and redeploy as farce.

With my work clearly cut out, the first thing I did was set about paring the piece down to its dramatic essentials. Then, gradually imbuing each character with fresh psychological insight, I limned a suspenseful plot that virtually crackled with conflict. Trying always to remain faithful to the author’s original intent, I nevertheless obeyed my muse and changed the sous-chef to a mortician. This enabled me to meticulously and with lapidary craftsmanship separate the wheat from the chaff and bring the intellectual content’s searing indictment of force-feeding geese into taut focus. Yes, the play did have some laughs, but now the humor came from character, throwing climax after shattering climax into bold bas-relief. Butterfat and the cast did everything but lift me on a chair and carry me around the rehearsal hall. Even the stagehands at the Colonial, wizened Paddys who’d seen it all, marveled at my professional acumen. The leading lady, a blissfully articulated platinum blonde whose tectonic plates shifted torridly with every cross she made, let me know that should my typing muscles require rejuvenation after so strenuous a rewrite she was available in her hotel room to administer a Hollywood-style massage with all the passementeries.

In the end, I suppose the show was probably just too challenging for a gaggle of vindictive critics, because when we opened in Philadelphia there seemed to be no other rational explanation for their Hun-like appraisals. The usually mild-mannered Bulletin suggested everyone connected with the project be trussed up, executed gangland style, and cast into lime pits. The other papers were less favorable and suggested that instead of an opening night party there should be an auto-da-fé. Butterfat and I commiserated together in a dark bar, draining gimlets and scanning the notices for snippets that taken out of context might create a fraud of entertainment, but it was no use. We railed at the crassness of the provincial philistines and kept upping our analgesics from vodka to gin to scotch and finally Butterfat’s personal formula for boilermakers, a blending of valences so potent the bartender was terrified, should one fall, it would detonate. Suddenly, with a burst of vituperation that would cause a Parris Island drill instructor to blush, Butterfat decided his integrity demanded vengeance on the press and, dragging me from our blind pig, he sought out the offices of the Philadelphia Bulletin, pausing only to score a stray brick from some construction site. I stumbled along by his side, marinated by the rainbow coalition of grain and grape, seconding his lunatic objurgations.

“Hear! Hear!” I slurred. “Pretentious phonies. What do they know about tragedy—should be covering cargo arrivals.” To properly emphasize the point, I decided to pitch forward on my face and deliver the rest directly to the asphalt. Rising like a tagged pug, I soon found myself teetering before a large building which Butterfat took to be the offices of the Bulletin. Cocking his pitching arm and doing a windmill windup with the brick, he made ready to smash the window.

“Wait,” I gurgled, pivoting his delivery leeward. “That’s not the newspaper. The sign says Philadelphia Art Museum.” There was by then a clanging report as the errant brick smashed with major league velocity into a bronze statue that graced the museum’s green lawn, severing the masterpiece’s nose like a no-frills rhinoplasty.

“Hey,” I bellowed, surveying the damage. “Look what you did to Sylvester Stallone.”

The muscular monument, a generous gift from the great actor commemorating his Rocky movies in the town, now stood bereft of its majestic proboscis.

“What?” Butterfat said, rubbing his rotator cuff, which had made a funny ratcheting noise when he threw. “Izzat Benjamin Franklin? Where’s his bifocals?”

“Lookit this,” I gushed, retrieving the facial feature from the ground. “You busted off Rocky’s hooter.” Butterfat blinked in befuddlement and, rubbing his pitching arm, wobbled off into the night muttering something about needing two Advil. By now my heart was beating rapidly as I picked up the iconic artifact. What made me do it I’ll never know, although the alcohol level in my blood competed favorably with the plasma and platelets. Looking right and left to make sure I was fink free, I pocketed the detached bugle and bolted like an infidel in possession of an idol’s eye. I suppose my plan was to get my car and somehow negotiate the Turnpike back to Manhattan. There I’d fence the treasure at Sotheby’s, putting it up for auction and fetching seven figures in a bidding war between demented film crazies. I recalled locating my Honda, piling in with a mere forty-minute struggle, turning on the engine and hitting the gas, causing the car to execute a series of gymnastic flourishes that ended with a reverse half gainer and left the vehicle upside down, its wheels spinning. I dimly recall a rather heated exchange between myself and two uniformed denizens of the policeman’s ball that climaxed with the bouncing of a night stick off my IQ.

At the station house I emptied my pockets for the desk sergeant, submerging him in lint, old keys, Tic Tacs, and several yellowing photos of Lili St. Cyr, but he homed directly in on the weighty bronze beak, now exhibit A. “Oh, that,” I said, emulating a piccolo as I babbled feverishly. “That’s just a nose I carry for good luck. It’s an old Etruscan custom.” Aiming for grace under pressure, I tossed off a casual laugh that came out like the sound a cat makes when you run it through a paper shredder. By now, the two lawmen, frustrated by my cool reserve, had started to alternate playing bad cop–bad cop. I held firm till I heard the word “waterboarding,” when my resolve faltered and, with a bleat, I began to scream hysterically at the prospect of suffocating. More profound than St. Augustine’s and a lot more incriminating, my confession to merchandise Sly’s schnozz came tumbling out amidst a profusion of large pendant-shaped tears.

Fortunately, in Philadelphia capital punishment does not extend to illegal possession of a nose, but as far as the cost involved repairing a defaced public work, let’s just say I’m still paying through my own nasal membranes.





Tails of Manhattan

TWO WEEKS AGO, Abe Moscowitz dropped dead of a heart attack and was reincarnated as a lobster. Trapped off the coast of Maine, he was shipped to Manhattan and dumped into a tank at a posh Upper East Side seafood restaurant. In the tank there were several other lobsters, one of whom recognized him. “Abe, is that you?” the creature asked, his antennae perking up.

“Who’s that? Who’s talking to me?” Moscowitz said, still dazed by the mystical slam-bang postmortem that had transmogrified him into a crustacean.

“It’s me, Moe Silverman,” the other lobster said.

“OMG!” Moscowitz piped, recognizing the voice of an old gin-rummy colleague. “What’s going on?”

“We’re reborn,” Moe explained. “As a couple of two-pounders.”

“Lobsters? This is how I wind up after leading a just life? In a tank on Third Avenue?”

“The Lord works in strange ways,” Moe Silverman explained. “Take Phil Pinchuck. The man keeled over with an aneurysm, he’s now a hamster. All day, running at the stupid wheel. For years he was a Yale professor. My point is he’s gotten to like the wheel. He pedals and pedals, running nowhere, but he smiles.”

Moscowitz did not like his new condition at all. Why should a decent citizen like himself, a dentist, a mensch who deserved to relive life as a soaring eagle or ensconced in the lap of some sexy socialite getting his fur stroked, come back ignominiously as an entrée on a menu? It was his cruel fate to be delicious, to turn up as Today’s Special, along with a baked potato and dessert. This led to a discussion by the two lobsters of the mysteries of existence, of religion, and how capricious the universe was, when someone like Sol Drazin, a schlemiel they knew from the catering business, came back after a fatal stroke as a stud horse impregnating cute little thoroughbred fillies for high fees. Feeling sorry for himself and angry, Moscowitz swam about, unable to buy into Silverman’s Buddha-like resignation over the prospect of being served thermidor.

At that moment, who walks into the restaurant and sits down at a nearby table but Bernie Madoff. If Moscowitz had been bitter and agitated before, now he gasped as his tail started churning the water like an Evinrude.

“I don’t believe this,” he said, pressing his little black peepers to the glass walls. “That goniff who should be doing time, chopping rocks, making license plates, somehow slipped out of his apartment confinement and he’s treating himself to a shore dinner.”

“Clock the ice on his immortal beloved,” Moe observed, scanning Mrs. M.’s rings and bracelets.

Moscowitz fought back his acid reflux, a condition that had followed him from his former life. “He’s the reason I’m here,” he said, riled to a fever pitch.

“Tell me about it,” Moe Silverman said. “I played golf with the man in Florida, which incidentally he’ll move the ball with his foot if you’re not watching.”

“Each month I got a statement from him,” Moscowitz ranted. “I knew such numbers looked too good to be kosher, and when I joked to him how it sounded like a Ponzi scheme he choked on his kugel. I had to do the Heimlich maneuver. Finally, after all that high living, it comes out he was a fraud and my net worth was bupkes. P.S., I had a myocardial infarction that registered at the oceanography lab in Tokyo.”

“With me he played it coy,” Silverman said, instinctively frisking his carapace for a Xanax. “He told me at first he had no room for another investor. The more he put me off, the more I wanted in. I had him to dinner, and because he liked Rosalee’s blintzes he promised me the next opening would be mine. The day I found out he could handle my account I was so thrilled I cut my wife’s head out of our wedding photo and put his in. When I learned I was broke, I committed suicide by jumping off the roof of our golf club in Palm Beach. I had to wait half an hour to jump, I was twelfth in line.”

At this moment, the captain escorted Madoff to the lobster tank, where the unctuous sharpie analyzed the assorted saltwater candidates for potential succulence and pointed to Moscowitz and Silverman. An obliging smile played on the captain’s face as he summoned a waiter to extract the pair from the tank.

“This is the last straw!” Moscowitz cried, bracing himself for the consummate outrage. “To swindle me out of my life’s savings and then to nosh me in butter sauce! What kind of universe is this?”

Moscowitz and Silverman, their ire reaching cosmic dimensions, rocked the tank to and fro until it toppled off its table, smashing its glass walls and flooding the hexagonal-tile floor. Heads turned as the alarmed captain looked on in stunned disbelief. Bent on vengeance, the two lobsters scuttled swiftly after Madoff. They reached his table in an instant, and Silverman went for his ankle. Moscowitz, summoning the strength of a madman, leaped from the floor and with one giant pincer took firm hold of Madoff’s nose. Screaming with pain, the gray-haired con artist hopped from the chair as Silverman strangled his instep with both claws. Patrons could not believe their eyes as they recognized Madoff, and began to cheer the lobsters.

“This is for the widows and charities!” yelled Moscowitz. “Thanks to you, Hatikvah Hospital is now a skating rink!”

Madoff, unable to free himself from the two Atlantic denizens, bolted from the restaurant and fled yelping into traffic. When Moscowitz tightened his viselike grip on his septum and Silverman tore through his shoe, they persuaded the oily scammer to plead guilty and apologize for his monumental hustle.

By the end of the day, Madoff was in Lenox Hill Hospital, awash in welts and abrasions. The two renegade main courses, their rage slaked, had just enough strength left to flop away into the cold, deep waters of Sheepshead Bay, where, if I’m not mistaken, Moscowitz lives to this day with Yetta Belkin, whom he recognized from shopping at Fairway. In life she had always resembled a flounder, and after her fatal plane crash she came back as one.





Wake Me When It’s Over

SLUICING MY WAY through Midtown traffic of an icy dusk, I managed by extraordinarily good fortune to pass a pile of discarded newspapers just as a gust of wind swooped them airborne and scrambled them in every direction, with an old New York Times page blasting smack across my windshield. Ordinarily, the sudden inability to see who I was running over while careening down Broadway would have triggered a banshee’s hysteria, but the printed matter totally obscuring my vision was so engrossing, I became oblivious to the honking motorists and wailing pedestrians diving toward self-preservation. The riveting text was in fact an ad for a product called My Pillow Premium and was the inspiring tale of a man who spent eight years researching pillows in order to develop the world’s most comfortable one. Warning that anything less than a Van Winkle snooze could lead to a bevy of the thousand natural shocks including colds, flu, diabetes, heart disease, and mental degradation, the ad hinted darkly at a nefarious scheme of planned obsolescence. Apparently, the invention of My Pillow Premium has discovered most pillows are actually designed to break down, causing the unsuspecting to wake up in the morning with a sore arm, a painful neck, and an imaginatively lurid threat new to me, numb fingers. The guaranteed miracle item here for sale is touted as not less than life-changing, and the ad closes with a modest quote from the product’s progenitor: “I truly believe My Pillow Premium is the best pillow in the world, and if everyone had one, they would get better sleep and the world would be a better place.”

Cut to the Explorers Club in London. Rich, dark wood paneling lines a commodious room with a roaring fireplace, conversation areas, and comfortable Chesterfield sofas and chairs. Maps and photos of far-off lands excite the walls and further accent an atmosphere where men sit around in assorted groups drinking and sharing tales of this or that python or volcano. In one corner, over brandy, are Sir Stafford Ramsbottom, that old Oxford curmudgeon Basil Metabolism, and the legendary Chinese globe-trotter, Keye Lime Pie. They exchange anecdotes of derring-do adventure from the Arctic Circle to the land of the tsetse fly. Presently, they are joined by Nigel Whitebait, a handsome, tanned explorer whom they have not seen in months. Whitebait is a man who has been everywhere and seen everything. He is one of the few men at the club who witnessed a human sacrifice and would have found it barbaric if the victim had not been an insurance salesman. Daring from youth, Whitebait at twenty-one had fallen from a climb to the top of Mt. Kilimanjaro and had been totally reconstructed bone by bone by the Museum of Natural History’s dinosaur department. Legend had it, at thirty he was captured and nearly eaten by cannibals in New Guinea and only managed to escape by leaping off the table when they were garnishing him with parsley. At fifty, Whitebait lived amongst pygmies for two years, managing to sell them three hundred pairs of elevator shoes.

“We gave you up for dead when we heard your ship went down in the China Sea,” Ramsbottom said.

“A bloody typhoon,” Whitebait replied, “and me surrounded by sharks. Fortunately, they were card sharks and I refused to play.”

“But where have you been these last months, old boy?” queried Metabolism. “We missed you at Binky Welkin’s funeral. Poor Binky—body crated home from the Amazon, head shrunken to three inches, lips sewn together. Apart from that, he was the old Binky.”

“Where I’ve been is a corker of a tale,” Whitebait said, “And if you’ll permit me to throw back my Courvoisier, I’ll lapse into it with characteristic brio.” His audience of three settled back and turned off their hearing aids in anticipation of the narrative.

It began on a flight to Chicago. There was myself, Fielding Wingfoot, and that irrepressible Irish soldier of fortune, Heinous O’Rourke. We were en route to a theme bar mitzvah based on the old Hollywood movie The Snake Pit, when our navigation system went on the fritz and we found ourselves over Outer Mongolia. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the pilot had lost his horizon line and was flying upside down, which made it doubly hard for the stewardess to serve lunch. Soon after, the fuel ran out and we started to plunge, crashing into the side of a mountain. The plane exploded, splitting apart and bursting into flames. I had been reading at the time and lost my place.

Well, lads, here we were, marooned in the Himalayas with no provisions save for my last remaining Tic Tac, which we divided three ways. Experienced explorers all, we set out navigating by the stars but mistook Canis Major, the Dog Star, for Jupiter, which meant at the rate we were traveling we’d reach London in six trillion light years. Short of food, by the second week we had gotten used to dining exclusively on snow. O’Rourke, who fancied himself somewhat of a gourmet, handled the dinners. We usually had a snow appetizer, a snow main course, two snow vegetables, and a choice of several snow desserts. Wingfoot, who had become delirious with hunger, suggested if O’Rourke’s meals weren’t more filling, we should consider eating O’Rourke. And then, we saw it, an opening in the pass of the mountains revealing a hidden city. A gleaming city nestled among the rocks of the Himalayas with a kind of oriental-style architecture, gold streets with temples and fountains. Like Vegas. Exhausted and starving, we approached the city with trepidation, praying the restaurants would not require a necktie. To our delight, the population welcomed us. They led us to a great hall and fed us with succulent meats, fruits, and an ambrosia-like wine. As we feasted on ice cream and chocolate, we couldn’t help noticing all the citizens were robust, youthful, and attractive. The men were like Olympic athletes, and I was quite surprised to learn the ravishing blonde popping grapes into my mouth who looked to be no more than twenty-one or -two was ninety-six. When I asked her where she had her face work done, she giggled and looked away. Finally, we were led into the chamber of the High Priest, who bid us welcome. We bid him good tidings. He bid us sit down. We bid him speak. Soon there was a bidding war, and somehow, we outbid him and wound up with a walnut armoire, which we got at a steal.

“Where are we? Who are you?” I asked the tribal elder.

“We are a special people,” he explained. “We are a peaceful people, gifted in the arts and sports. We have remarkable longevity. Ours is a world with no strife or wars. Not a single person here is on Prozac.”

“What’s the scam?” I asked. “Is it the yogurt? The pure mountain air?”

“If you good pilgrims will gather ’round and allow me to speak, I’ll lay the entire dreidel on you,” he said, holding up a pillow. “Every inhabitant of our land sleeps on one of these. It’s called a My Pillow Premium. Our forefathers designed it scientifically eons ago, taking into account the rotation of the earth on its axis plus the time it takes a midget to get up on a barstool. If you’re one of those people who lies on your arm when you’re sleeping, with the ingeniously configured stuffing of the feathers, which consist of fifty percent from wild ducks and fifty percent from wooden decoys, your fingers are guaranteed not to get numb.” I clutched the voluptuous artifact in my hands, and it was like caressing my wife’s bosom or, better yet, her friend’s.

“But people have been doing fine sleeping on standard headrests,” Wingfoot said.

“Have they?” asked the High Priest, oozing contumely. I thought about my parents and how my father slept on foam rubber pillows and used to wake up with numb ears. Try as he did, he could not wiggle them, and it cost him his job. And how else to explain Ramsbottom’s heart attacks? It was only recently he discovered how high in cholesterol his regular pillow was. The Holy Priest explained My Pillow Premium was fat free and also had added calcium.

“Dig what I’m telling you boys,” he said. “The world would be a better place if everyone zonked out on this cozy little cushion.”

That night the hoary elder took me aside and entrusted me with a special mission.

“Take this pillow back to civilization. Bring it to the Secretary-General of the UN and convince him only My Pillow Premium can bring world peace. Having accomplished that task, you may return here and live amongst us forever in paradise, and when you do come back, if you can remember, bring me a Junior’s Cheesecake.”

I arrived at the UN from the Himalayas two months later, bearded and exhausted from battling bandits and tigers. Rushing past the guards, I burst into the office of the Secretary-General. I shouted that I had with me the answer to all the world’s problems. Then I showed him the pillow. The next thing I know, two men in white outfits were holding me by each arm and assuring me all would be “just fine.” They escorted me to a place in New York called Wellvue or Mellvue, and I must say I had absolutely no need for a My Pillow Premium because for sheer comfort it’s hard to beat the luxurious deep quilting of a room with such thickly padded walls.

And now, his yarn spun, Whitebait rose, but not before deftly breathing the bar tab to the other side of the table, a trick he learned from the Jivaro Indians, who specialize in never picking up a check. Then, smiling, he winked and departed once again for uncharted seas.





Now Where Did I Leave That Oxygen Tank?

HOW MY WIFE was able to transmute the ingredients of an award-winning recipe for chocolate brownies into twelve perfect squares of granite was a feat only medieval alchemists could appreciate.

Biting down into one, my tooth made the same sound Krakatoa did as it vanished, and I found myself in the waiting room of my dentist’s office, where I sought distraction from the treble yelping of some poor candy junkie in the chair as his molar was excavated by the latest Black and Decker equipment. It was then I noticed a little tidbit in the pages of USA Today that caught my attention. According to their sources, up to six thousand patients a year leave American operating rooms with sponges, forceps, and other surgical tools mistakenly left inside them. Creatively blocked, as I had been since the critics reviewed my last play as though it were the flesh-eating virus, I seized upon this tabloid nugget as a viable starting point for a possible Broadway pastiche that just might rake in the spinach required to subsidize the dementia I have planned for my golden years. The curtain rises on our protagonist, Miles Goatley, an exuberant young man of twenty-six who makes a meager living selling meagres. Exactly what meagres are, I feel will come to me as I flesh out the characters and tap into the main themes.

Suffice it to say Goatley is in love with the succulent and raven-tressed Palestrina, whose Mediterranean beauty is the type that lures sailors to their doom. A chorus of doomed sailors, like a Greek chorus, might be onstage to help clarify the plot. Perhaps we could have a Greek chorus as well and maybe even a softball game between the two choruses if the story really slows down, as we will need something. Although Palestrina loves Goatley, her father, an old-world Armenian rug dealer, Mr. Tatterdemalian, wants his daughter to marry one of her own kind, namely Larry Fallopian, New York’s hottest art dealer. Fallopian is based on the real-life Murray Vegetarian, whose reputation as a gallery owner was made when he sold a sublime Marie Laurencin watercolor of two lesbians koshering a chicken for six million dollars. Vowing to become a success, Goatley forms an acting group which performs avant-garde plays written in palindromes, but the group slowly peters out as the members start dying off of starvation. Act One ends with the chorus warning that one cannot hide from God, but He can sometimes be thrown off by a fake mustache.

In Act Two we meet Anders Wurm, the crackerjack surgeon, and his wife Vendetta, who is carrying on an affair with Wasservogel, the gamekeeper. As the Wurms live in an apartment on Park Avenue, Dr. Wurm cannot understand why they need a gamekeeper. Wurm has learned to live with his wife’s peccadillos, but only because he does not know what peccadillos are as she has convinced him they’re Mexican food. He has sought romantic succor with Ingrid Shtick-Fleish, a baroness who comes from a once great family of German industrialists who converted their helicopter factories after the war and now manufacture pinwheel hats. She and her brother Rudolph stand to inherit a fortune when their father dies, but he has been in a coma for thirty-six years. They have pulled the plug a number of times, but each time they leave, their father puts the plug back in. Wurm would love to run off with Ingrid but hasn’t the nerve to, because while he is worth countless millions, it is all Monopoly money. Meanwhile, Goatley asks for Palestrina’s hand in marriage. She accepts, but when he learns it is only her hand she is giving him while the rest of her body goes to Larry Fallopian, he swallows a cyanide capsule he has been carrying around for two years, anxious to use it before the expiration date runs out. He keels over clutching his abdomen and is rushed to the hospital, where he is placed in the Intensive Apathy ward. Near death, he calls out for one final glimpse of Palestrina, or if she’s unavailable then any woman who’s made the cover of Sports Illustrated’s swimsuit edition. An operation is required, and Dr. Wurm receives an emergency phone call to come to the hospital at the very moment he discovers Wasservogel and his wife making love. He challenges Wasservogel to a duel. Foils and pistols are discussed, and Wurm chooses foils while Wasservogel will use a pistol.

But now the medical emergency takes precedence, and Wurm runs off.

At the hospital he changes into an operating gown when the nurse, Miss Waxtrap, bursts in breathlessly informing him he’s just won the New York Lottery for three hundred sixty million dollars and now she and Wurm can finally go off together. My thinking here is that a second affair between Nurse Waxtrap and the doctor gives us an excellent subplot with rich potential for emotional fireworks, especially if we make her separated at birth from a twin.

Suddenly wealthy beyond Croesus, Wurm phones his lawyer, Jason Hairpiece, and has him serve Vendetta with divorce papers charging reckless weight gain and claiming that while he vowed on the altar to stick by her through sickness and health, for richer or poorer, and for better or worse, the rabbi never mentioned fat. Wurm must now decide between marrying Nurse Waxtrap or Ingrid Shtick-Fleish and chooses his nurse because all of Ingrid’s three past husbands have died from suspicious accidents and he refuses to agree to that in a prenup. Ecstatic over the prospect of a new life, Wurm races through the operation, saves Goatley, and surprises Nurse Waxtrap with a million-dollar diamond the size of a doorknob. When she points out it is actually a doorknob, he realized he overpaid. Delirious over his new love, the doctor envisions a life of luxury with Mona Waxtrap. All that remains is for Wurm to claim his lottery ticket, rent a Gulfstream, and sky with her to the Caribbean island where he first fell in love with her from afar. She had been vacationing there with her then husband, the French film director Jean-Claude Toupé. The pretty young blond was fond of diving off the rocks into the sea when she hit her head. Wurm, a surgeon, suggested amputating it. The two started a conversation and began having an affair under her husband’s nose but found there was not enough room under his nose to stretch out although it was the only shady spot on the island. Now, two years later, Wurm is ready to rid himself of the faithless Vendetta and take a new bride.

But hello, what’s this? Wurm is at sixes and sevens because he can’t find the lottery ticket. Frantically, he searches his trousers. Where did he put it? Suddenly, it hits him. Rather than take a risk and leave the precious billet in his locker while he was in the operating theater, he had kept it clutched in the palm of his hand, secure under the tight rubber surgical glove he wore. Then, like over six thousand doctors who operate yearly and leave remnants inside their patients, he absent-mindedly left his glove inside Goatley along with the winning ticket. In a frenzy he races to the hospital and prepares to open Goatley again, telling him that when he did the operation, he left his wallet inside and his credit cards and driver’s license are in it. Not to mention his Rolex watch and the keys to his beach house. Goatley, suspicious, checks his X-rays and sees the winning Megaball ticket. He offers to split the prize money and Wurm operates. Now we come to the climactic moment of moral indecision. Wurm realizes that if Goatley were not to survive the operation, the money would be his alone. Bearing that in mind, he places a time bomb inside Goatley and sews him up. Reproachfully, the chorus curses Wurm, reminding him of the Hippocratic Oath, which forbids the use of explosives in treating stomach ailments. Stricken with remorse (and here I’m thinking of Wurm’s conscience perched on his shoulder urging him to obey his better nature, although we’d need a very tiny actor), the doctor finally removes the device before it goes off and Goatley survives. Finally, just when the audience thinks all is well, fate, that capricious puppeteer who pulls all of our strings, takes the final trick as Wurm discovers Nurse Waxtrap misread the lottery numbers and the ticket is worthless. The nurse shows her true colors by dumping Wurm, saying she will always love him but right now she wants a restraining order.

Goatley, while under the spell of the anesthetic, finally dreams of what meagres could be used for and lives to market them, making millions and wedding Palestrina. Wurm, who had been madly in love with Nurse Waxtrap, winds up with her identical twin so considers it a wash.

Of course, there are some loose ends, and I have yet to solve the problem of what it is he dreamed the meagres actually are, but I think a few weeks on a Caribbean island might be just the thing to tickle my muse, particularly with one of those Sports Illustrated swimsuit types. If I’m right, it’s Broadway here I come.





Flap in the Dynasty

SHREDDED EMOTIONALLY OVER going exotic with Ants Climb a Tree or the Thousand-Year-Old Egg, I experienced a poltroon’s meltdown when the waiter cleared his throat impatiently, causing me to flee back cravenly to an old friend, General Tso’s Chicken. Relieved, though still hyperventilating, I settled in to nurse a white wine and awaited my staple warhorse. It was not until the classic dish was wheeled to the table that a fresh wave of anxiety broke over me as I came to the stark realization that for a gustatory treat I had ordered countless times, I really was lacking certain essential knowledge. I knew General Tso was a great hero, but what were the details surrounding his fabled fowl? Was he a Von Clausewitz yet chef manqué? Was the bird secretly trained to penetrate enemy lines and lay an egg booby-trapped to blow up a garrison? Or perhaps only the feet were used by some hoary shaman to divine the most auspicious day for the General to move against the Czar’s forces. Making a point in my notebook to research the matter scrupulously, the very next moment the earth, sun, and moon aligned in a syzygy, I scarfed up my portion, yet couldn’t help visualizing a brief exchange of calligraphy which I took the liberty to translate.

Most Honorable Minister Peng:

Having led the Emperor’s glorious armies in defense of the nation, repelling formidable hordes, quelling pernicious rebellions, and bringing untold glory to his exalted throne with my conquests, I suppose it should not have come as a surprise to learn of my countrymen’s desire to honor me. Though no seeker of personal tribute, my first thought on the matter was for a simple hero’s parade; music, torchlight, the streets strewn with lotus blossom petals and at a clap, myriad nightingales let loose as I pass through the throngs in an open carriage. Madame Tso, not given to spectacle, suggested more discreetly a simple statue of marble or lapis lazuli of yours truly astride a steed, the monument proudly situated in a place of reverence in proximity to the palace. While either of the two above scenarios would have more than sufficed to show the nation’s gratitude for my extraordinary valor, I must say I was slightly taken aback to learn of the decision to commemorate my achievements by naming a chicken dish after me. At first blush I thought this might be a joke by my men, prone as they are to lusty tomfoolery, but when I heard I was to be placed on all future menus between the dumplings and the Moo Shu Pork, my knees gave way. This is how you pay homage to a military colossus for deeds of epic bravery? For a life lived in constant peril, often outnumbered, short of supplies, and ill-clothed yet countering enemies of superior force? By tossing some poultry into a wok and making like it’s some kind of big deal to stick his name on it? As Madame Tso says, talk about tacky. I implore you on behalf of my deceased ancestors, who never even liked chicken and always ordered the lobster, to reconsider.

Humbly, General Tso

Most Illustrious General,

Thank you for prompt response to decision of elders regarding you vis-à-vis said main course. Must inform you, upon hearing your displeasure, honorable Chef Wong suffered great remorse that exalted General felt naming his most prized culinary creation after you belittled your accomplishments on the battlefield. Chef Wong considers the mixture of spice and herbs that circumnavigate the succulent chunks of fresh breast and thigh to be the silver moon of oriental cuisine, certainly as profound in its way as your forays in combat, which, he recalls, include a disproportionate number of retreats, mostly chaotic. He notes that along with the alleged feats of bravery and wartime heroics, for which he feels we only have your word, there were numerous blunders, like twelve thousand of your men being slaughtered because you forgot to set your alarm clock. He further points out that on evenings when the Emperor chooses to stay in and relax, dining at the palace, he often requests this dish from the take-out place.

Regarding a statue of you, you were probably aware that the price of lapis lazuli has gone through the roof recently, and between the Emperor’s opium nut and his wife’s plans to redo the Great Wall in a fabric paper, the treasury is running a little soft. Add to that the cost of live entertainment this year at the eunuchs’ picnic, and you can see there’s not much left over to cover the tab for a statue. Still, if the chicken dish offends you, Chef Wong wonders if you’d like him to switch it to something more in keeping with your physical appearance and asks if you’d be opposed to General Tso’s Bean Curd?

Obediently, Peng

Most Revered Minister:

Please to note, I have only the greatest respect for Chef Wong, and if you recall I was one of the few people who defended him during the infamous Ptomaine Scandal when he was forced to sneak about Chungking for months disguised as a Polish dentist. I appreciate there are essential expenditures although wagging tongues about the palace speak of the Emperor’s investing state funds unwisely and getting stuck with six million defective back scratchers. Still, if a statue is too pricey, perhaps just a bust could be sculpted. I have a spare plinth to contribute ever since Madame Tso broke our Sung Vase practicing the cooch. Please remind His Excellency I was the warrior who put down the Coolie Revolt when they adamantly refused to pull any rickshaw holding more than one fat person. I’m sure he knows nothing of this current business and would be outraged to find out his top General is being asked to have his name attached to an entrée that goes for a lousy twelve yen, ten if you’re willing to go down to Chinatown.

Abjectly, Tso

Illustrious General,

Sensitive to your every nuance, I checked with the Emperor, who couldn’t remember you, even when I showed him a picture. Finally, after much advocacy on your behalf by your humble minister, he managed some vague recollection of a nudnik named Tso who glommed on to him at an imperial function and badgered him to finance a string of hand laundries in Hoboken. It was clear to His Excellency you had too much plum wine and caused a brouhaha when asked to leave. He recalls you being dispatched with the large mallet usually reserved for sounding the great gong. I really couldn’t press the matter of the chicken dish with him any further as I could see the whole conversation was setting his teeth on edge. I’d back off if I were you. Frankly, I would hate to see you strapped to a table while drops of water bounced one by one on your forehead, a procedure that has replaced flogging as the new thing.

Warmly, Minister Peng

Minister Peng:

I am sorry to say I have lost face. That it is even suggested that I, a great war hero, would wind up sharing equal honor with Uncle Tai and Aunty Yuan is unthinkable. This is how they see me? Tai is a known four-flusher, probably the most inept acupuncturist in China. It took him five hundred needles to cure the artist Po of chapped lips. And as for Aunty Yuan—she doesn’t even exist. She’s a concept by fourteen Jewish investors who needed an image for their franchise. Can’t breathe—having a breakdown.

Beloved General:

All of us at the palace are genuinely sorry you are not content being honored in a most traditional manner. The Emperor, I must confess, has grown weary of your endless stream of supplicating notes delivered to him personally, often while he is in the midst of taking pleasure with one of his concubines. He has hinted that if they don’t stop, a possible solution might be cutting off your hands. The empress, meanwhile, has a pool in her garden where fat golden carp swim about in lovely tranquillity. Possibly as a compromise, I could convince her to name one of the carp after you. Let me know your thinking on the matter.

Sincerely, Peng

Imperial Minister:

Cruising the China Seas with Madame Tso to imbibe the salt air and still my vibrating ganglia, we shared the deck by sheer chance with an American couple vacationing. As fate would have it, the husband earns his living by minting and delivering what he refers to as one-liners. It seems he practices this trade at places with truly exotic names like Grossingers and the Concord. For years of meritorious service in which he brought the gift of laughter to chuckle-hungry multitudes, he describes how he was honored at a delicatessen on Seventh Avenue by having a sandwich named after him. The sandwich he speaks of is called a Hymie’s Special and consists of two slices of rye bread plus a generous mound of pastrami and center cut tongue. The order includes coleslaw, a pickle, and is often accompanied by a Dr. Pepper. The man was greatly honored by this gesture and tears came to his eyes when the congeries first appeared on a menu nestled above the derma appetizer. Being thus cited has brought him great fulfillment and much joy to his venerable mother as she always thought he’d wind up as some anonymous little counterman pushing egg creams. Time spent with this amusing soul moved me and opened my eyes to my own inflated ego and pettiness. I now accept humbly and with gratitude being immortalized by Chef Wong’s poultry, my name and being forever listed in Chinese restaurants all over the world. My only request is I’d prefer to appear in column A.

Gratefully, General Tso





Not a Creature Was Stirring

THE PREVIEW SCREENING of the studio’s new comic blockbuster, calculated to jump-start buzz among Manhattan’s movers and shakers, evoked the kind of silence one associates with outer space. When the credits rolled, heralding the evaporation of a hundred eighty million smackeroos, the audience rose and shuffled toward the exits like the brethren en route to their factory in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. While the assorted opinion-makers regained consciousness in the cold air of Broadway, I found myself vis-à-vis none other than Nestor Grossnose, a porky nudnik I knew from our years frequenting the great wheat-germ dispensaries of Sunset Boulevard. Grossnose was a Hollywood producer who had mastered the knack of creating insolvency from the most promising projects. Less vigilant fressers in our golden years, we now repaired to the Carnegie Deli to deconstruct some pickled meat and eviscerate what we’d just seen.

“It’s all schlock,” the impresario railed. “Chazerei for pubescent sub-mentals.” Producing a clipping from his pants pocket, he said, “Lamp this. I culled it from a little magazine called The Week. Is this or is this not our open sesame to Fort Knox?” The kernel of the Grossnose squib centered on Upper Darby, Pennsylvania, where it seemed that a pizzeria owner was charged by police with planting mice in rival pizza shops. “We never had anything like this,” the Police Superintendent said, “where mice have been used as an instrument of crime.”

Grossnose looked for my reaction to the tabloid snippet, smiling like a man with aces back to back.

“The minute I eyeballed this I started working on my acceptance speech,” he said, knocking back his Dr. Brown’s.

“What are you saying?” I asked, realizing that his latest film, Kreplach Serenade, had garnered just two Oscar nods, and not from the Academy but from inmates at Bellevue.

Nothing short of mace could have prevented him from pitching his new scenario, which I succumbed to while vaguely discerning the Hindenburg floating into view.

“We fade up on Scotland Yard,” he began. “Inspector Miles Dabney, a rum old veteran with a dry wit who’s seen it all, is reaming out his pipe and thinking of the weekend and that trout that always seems to resist his Royal Coachman. Dabney’s reputation precedes him, and he’s credited with single-handedly solving the Ripper murders.”

“Now, wait,” I said. “Weren’t those over a hundred years ago?”

“You’re thinking of Jack the Ripper,” Grossnose sidestepped. “I’m talking about Abe the Ripper, a tailor who stalked Whitechapel slashing men’s gabardine slacks.”

“Got it,” I said. “Now it’s clear.”

“Close-up of Dabney’s canine visage,” Grossnose spun, “as Lieutenant Gammage, his crisp minion, enters, delivering some grim news. ‘Inspector Dabney,’ Gammage says, ‘it seems a gang of mice have just held up Barclay’s.’”

“Mice held up a bank?” I interrupted incredulously.

“Why not?” Grossnose said. “The little rodents caused the traditional panic that mice do, and while the women are squealing and jumping on chairs they use their teeth and paws to relieve the tellers of two million pounds.”

“Listen, Nestor,” I said, but he cut me off.

“Now, get what Inspector Dabney says. ‘Why, Gammage, this jibes perfectly with Muncefoot’s story of the gang of mice that broke into the Tate and pinched the priceless Constable.’

“‘I hadn’t heard of that one,’ Gammage replies. ‘Surely they can’t be the same mice?’

“‘Their descriptions matched,’ says Dabney. ‘Tiny white creatures, pink eyes, little tails. Seems a band of them entered the museum, climbed up the wall, and, deftly removing the bucolic masterpiece, transported it on their collective backs out the front door without so much as a by-your-leave. My guess? The lolly’s highlighting some potentate’s billiard room even as we munch our spotted dick.’”

“But how?” I said. “I mean, apart from the physical impossibility, the intelligence required …”

“Aha!” Grossnose cried. “What I gave you was just the teaser. Musical sting, cut to flashback. A laboratory somewhere in Blackpool. Here a group of dedicated scientists are performing cutting-edge experiments on mice in an effort to come up with a cure for baldness.”

“Baldness?” I fifed.

“In mice. It’s a big problem in the rodent world—it just doesn’t get written about much. The lead scientist is Chauncey Entwhistle, a handsome devil—and here I may cast Brad Pitt, who loves the role and has promised to make himself available the minute I bring peace to the Middle East. Entwhistle’s co-worker, by the way, is a hot blond biologist named April Foxglove—kind of a Marie Curie but with a great rack. She wears a tight white lab coat, and when a mouse gets loose she screams and hikes up her smock, revealing two long, tanned legs and the black bikini underwear she got as a gift from her peers for making the Nobel short list.

“Later that night,” Grossnose bore on, “Wiggins, the old Cockney janitor, making his rounds and tipsy from his pint of bitter, accidentally bumps a button marked ‘Danger: Radiation!’”

“Which is aimed at the mice,” I chimed in, ahead of the drift.

“Precisely,” Grossnose enthused. “But get this: not all the mice get nuked; just the mean, frustrated ones—the ones that have been run through mazes over and over without ever finding their way to the tasty Gouda. It’s these embittered creatures that absorb the juiced-up isotopes and become super-intelligent, albeit sociopathic.”

“I get a cold chill when you say that,” I said, trying to play along while wondering if in the bathroom there might be an open window leading to the street.

“We get the first clue as to their sinister leanings when they pick up a broom, grab Tabby the lovable laboratory cat, and, using the handle as a bat, fungo her out the window. Oh, I forgot to mention, the radiation gives each malevolent mouse the strength of fifty. Suddenly the city of London is hit with a crime wave. Assaults, burglaries, Ponzi schemes, the kidnapping of a hedge-fund executive and his family, who are held for ransom.”

“And all by small white creatures with pink eyes and little tails,” I said.

“Exactly,” he concurred.

“I think you’re really onto something big here, but if you’ll excuse me now I’m due at a barn-raising with some Amish friends.”

“The problem is I don’t have a finish,” Grossnose said imploringly. “That’s where you come in. You’re a scribe. Come up with something and I’ll take good care of you. Of course, there’s no front money, but I’ll see that you get a nice taste of the back end. Let’s say a tenth of a percentage point after quadruple breakeven.”

“You got a deal, Nestor,” I said, pushing back my chair. “But I don’t want a credit. After all, it’s really you who’s cracked the spine of the piece. And, as for my end of the swag, keep it. Between my translating Cavafy and selling seeds, I’m comfortable.”

“I knew you wouldn’t fail me,” he bleated. “What’s the payoff?”

“In the last reel,” I spitballed, “Entwhistle, realizing that the mice possess superior intelligence, uses moral persuasion. He rounds them up and reads them Kierkegaard. Soon each mouse makes his own individual leap of faith and chooses God. In short, they go from laboratory mice to church mice.”

“Are you nuts?” Grossnose wailed in disappointment. “It’s too intellectual. You and I know Kierke-gaard, but you think the masses heard of some Greek who poisoned himself?”

“OK,” I said. “Try this. Entwhistle teaches them to ice-skate. They become highly skilled at it, and they tour America with a show called ‘MiceCapades.’ For a finale, I see a long chorus line of skating rodents banging mini-tambourines and singing ‘Waiting for the Robert E. Lee.’”

I don’t know if Grossnose bought my afflatus, but he did ask me, if we changed the story from mice to midgets, maybe we could use bigger tambourines. As it turned out, the bathroom did have an open window, and after I dropped to Seventh Avenue it was home, two Ambien, and beddy-bye. But not before putting fresh cheese in all the traps.





Think Hard, It’ll Come Back to You

AS HEALTH-FOOD STORES go, the Hardened Artery is as steady as any. Perusing its pricey nutrients last week in quest of some vitalizing herb or root to flush out a family of free radicals that had built their nest in my chassis, I came vis-à-vis a bottle of red fluid nestled like a krait between the ginseng and the echinacea and sporting the Ray Bradburyish title “Brainiac.” Plucked from its niche, it claimed to be a thirst quencher chockablock with gingko biloba and sundry antioxidants reputed to enhance memory. “Think quick,” the label copy spieled. “Where are your car keys? Cue television game-show music. The mind docs at Function developed Brainiac to help in these situations.” On the label, in letters clearly visible to anyone possessing an electron microscope, followed the sheepish admission that the claims of the miracle aperitif had not yet been examined by the Food and Drug Administration and “the product is not intended to diagnose, treat, cure, or prevent any disease.” Whether it might be used to remove gravy stains or unclog a drain remains untested. Still, this notion of a neuron-recharging elixir brought to mind thoughts of my esteemed colleague Murray Cipher, as he prepared to go out for dinner.

Mustn’t be late to the Wasserfiends’ party. Classy crowd. No lungfish caviar tonight. Upward mobility? Vice-presidency for old Murray? Imagine—twenty-four exterminators working under me. Mind-boggling. How do I look? Only great. New necktie should wow ’em, although the pattern of multiple G clefs may be too hip for the room. Searched for the perfect birthday present for Mr. Wasserfiend. Amazing, but Hammacher Schlemmer is the only place in town that carries a Jarvik Heart with a compartment for fish hooks. But, look at this, in my haste to be on time I almost bolted out the door without his gift. Let’s see, where did I put it? Hmm. Was it on the foyer table? Not here in the drawer. Did I leave it in the bedroom? Check my night table—so damn cluttered. Reading lamp, alarm clock, Kleenex, shoe horn, my copy of Hui-Neng’s Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch. Glove compartment of the Saab? Better race out and see. Raining. Oh, brother, a scratch on the fender. Damn rabbi on his unicycle. Wait a minute, where are my car keys? Could have sworn I left them in this pocket. No, just some loose change and ticket stubs from the all-black version of Elaine Stritch’s one-woman show. Did I check my desk? Better go back inside. What’s in the top drawer here? Hmm. Envelopes, my paper clips, a loaded revolver in case the tenant in 2A begins yodeling again. OK, let’s reconstruct. This morning I drove to Smallbone’s to have my toupee steamed, stopped off at Stebbins’s home to return his arch supports, then to my bagpipe lesson.

Hey, wait a minute, that little starlet I shacked up with who always took melatonin to prevent jet lag when we had sex—she used to nosh some kind of Buck Rogers health snack. Yes, Cranial Pops. Supposed to zap the memory. Could she have even left some in the cupboard? Ah, here—what does it say on the bag? “Untested by Food and Drug Administration—May cause drowsiness in men named Seymour.” I’ll just try a few. Hmm, nice flavor. I love the taste of soy phosphatidylserine. Have some more?

Now, where was I? Oh, yes, of course, I left Mr. Wasserfiend’s gift at the office. My secretary, Miss Facework, to meet me with it at the party. Car keys in gray cashmere cardigan on second hanger in hall closet. Remember the day I bought that cardigan, sixteen years ago. A Tuesday. I was wearing beige slacks and a Sulka button-down oxford shirt. Gray socks. Shoes from Flagg Brothers. Had lunch with Sol Kashflow, the hedge-fund whiz. Sol ordered the halibut with buttered peas and julienne potatoes. His beverage white wine, a ’64 Bâtard-Montrachet, which I recall was a tad fruity. Finished off with lime sorbet and two after-dinner mints—or was it three? Funny thing, he hardly touched his meal. Too excited because Amalgamated Permafrost had just merged with a company that had developed a process to make steel into henbane. To celebrate I got the check. Fifty-six dollars and ninety-eight cents. Hardly worth it, since my langoustines were overcooked.

To the Wasserfiends’ party at last. Just on time. Everybody well dressed. Champagne flowing. Cocktail pianist. “Avalon.” Same song playing that night in Vineyard Haven with Lillian Waterfowl. Slipped out of her bathing suit. Naked goddess. Tore off my clothes with her long nails. Our two bodies straining with desire. Moved in on her like a panther. About to consummate passion, when suddenly my leg cramped. Left calf? No, right. Let out piercing shriek, leaped off her. Hopped around room, face contorted with pain. What struck her so damn funny? Christ, the woman was doubled up with laughter. Accused me of ruining the moment. Schlemiel, she called me, nudnik. Couldn’t run to the phone fast enough to share the story with our friends. Let her rot with her embezzler husband. The man tries to hide six million dollars in small denominations in his shoe.

Brings to mind Hornblow evening. Haven’t thought of it in fifteen years. Watched Effluvia Hornblow baking in her kitchen. Asa Hornblow in the other room bombinating his chums about the Red Sox. They split a doubleheader with the Tigers that day, taking the opener, 6–2, then dropping the nightcap, 4–0. Heard their voices, good old boys arguing balls and strikes. Bent her over the sink to lance my tongue between her smoldering lips. Suddenly necktie caught in the Mixmaster. Switch jammed, wouldn’t turn off. Plug inaccessible behind refrigerator. Kept snapping my head against the marble backsplash. Remember witnessing birth of the great Crab Nebula. Emergency Squad. Taken away in an ambulance. For two weeks could speak only in rhymed couplets, smiled often, plus every ten minutes greased my body for a Channel swim. Hermès tie it was. Sixty-nine ninety-five, and that was then.

Look at Mrs. Wasserfiend sitting there, so elegant. Black Armani dress, simple pearls, and those dramatic earrings—two Jivaro shrunken heads with their lips sewn together. Makes me think of Grandma. Always sitting there playing cards with Grandpa. Cheated him blind. Finally, he went blind in one eye and she could only cheat half of him. Grandpa very brilliant, spent fifteen years translating Anna Karenina into pig Latin. Remember the day Grandpa collapsed, June 8th, 6:16 p.m. Misdiagnosed as dead and embalmed despite his clear ability to shimmy and sing “Rag Mop.” Grandma sold the house and devoted her life to serving God. Applied for sainthood but was turned down because she couldn’t parallel park.

Pianist is playing “You Made Me Love You.” Remember always hearing that song when Mom was pregnant with me. Dad used to sing it to himself in the mirror all day long. Recall Mom giving birth to me in a taxicab. Meter ran four-eighty. Cabbie was Israel Moscowitz. Talkative. Referred to his wife as a fat pot of kasha. Remember my parents expected twins. Crushed when there was only one of me. Couldn’t deal with it. First few years dressed me as twins. Two hats, four shoes. To this day they still inquire about Chester.

Thank you for a wonderful evening, Mrs. Wasserfiend. Oh, and the name you were trying to think of when we were discussing the life of Emily Dickinson before was Bronko Nagurski. Out of there just in time. Cranial Pops starting to wear off. Still, no question I was the hit of the party. Came up with Gouda cheese. Lava soap. Got Leo Gorcey and Julien Sorel. Managed to recite the Philippics verbatim. Recalled the Schrafft’s on Fifty-seventh and Third. Hummed Mousie Powell’s theme song. Got Menachem Schneerson, the Sons of the Pioneers. Gyp the Blood. Now, where the hell did I park my car?





Sorry, No Pets Allowed

FROM THE MOMENT Demosthenes plucked those pebbles from his bazoo, mounted a soap box in Athens, and electrified the hoi polloi with inspiring oratory, it was clear that words, forcefully intoned, possessed the dramatic power to stir men to their very marrow. One need only conjure Lincoln at Gettysburg, Winston Churchill rallying the beleaguered Brits under heavy bombardment, FDR defiantly facing down fear itself, not to mention what the Huffington Post called the twenty words that were “perhaps the most important Miley Cyrus said.”

Apparently, a press encounter with the erotically provocative superstar had homed in on country matters with the precise inevitability of a heat-seeking missile, and her declaration proclaiming unbridled sensual freedom, worthy of a Thomas Jefferson or citizen Tom Paine, read as follows:

“I am literally open to every single thing that is consenting and doesn’t involve an animal …”

This lubricious manifesto, breaking just short of bestiality, brought to mind the candid musings of another free thinker I knew, but here I should step back and let the lady spiel out the whole lurid enchilada herself.

Oh wow, life is like so totally unpredictable. Who’d have thought looking at those eight-millimeter home movies of little Amber Grubnick gamboling o’er meadows of green with her golden retriever, Bashful, that the very first album she would cut for Autopsy Records would go platinum. I’m not saying the cover of yours truly, doffed in bupkis save my unobstructed epidermis and gestapo armband, didn’t goose the sales a wee dram because, let’s face it, I’m a hot little chick. Not that I’m built like those titanic Victoria’s Secret babes with a body that unequivocally proves God’s existence. No, my appeal is strictly that of the girl next door who projects intelligence, down-home values, and a willingness to perform any act.

My first manager, Waxy Sleazeman, couldn’t keep his hands off me. Waxy discovered me singing with the rock group Toxic Waste at the Burgeoning Tumor, a joint downtown. Incidentally, it wasn’t Waxy who took my virginity as is falsely rumored, because I was deflowered much earlier in a stalled elevator at the Dry Heaves Motel courtesy of Luther Headcase, the lead singer with Swine Flu. But it was Sharkey who launched my singing career, and I will say, during the six months we were lovers, he taught me some very interesting new positions which I believe he got off a mural at this temple in Mumbai. It was Sharkey that introduced me to Nigel Pilbeam, the great British A&R man who was the motor power behind my first album. I remember how stunned I was over high tea when he and his mistress, Lady Beancurd, suggested a ménage à trois. Of course, I was shocked because basically I’m a shy person with a strict Sunday school upbringing, and it was a real struggle to overcome my natural timidity and finally take out some chains and a vibrator I happened to have in my purse. When my album clicked, I left New York for a big concert tour, and that’s when I met the international playboy Porfirio Moshpit, who owned his own Gulfstream and quickly made me a member of the Mile High Club. He put the plane on automatic pilot and had sex with me at forty thousand feet. Then he took over the controls, and I had sex with the automatic pilot. Porfirio was into this whole Tantric thing and could last making love forever. One day we did it for sixteen straight hours without a break, and when it was over, I looked for him in bed but there was just a little pile of dust. After Porfirio, I was hit on by Nat Pinchbeck, who taught philosophy. Nat liked to role-play. We’d smoke some weed in his pad, and he would pretend he was Werner Heisenberg, and I would wear a thong and sometimes be a particle and sometimes a wave, and the fact that he couldn’t determine my exact position got him so excited. One night he asked me if I’d like to go to a party, and typically, he never mentioned the word “orgy.” Always game for new experiences, I did it in a room with twenty-five naked guests and it was okay, although I feel sex with more than a dozen people at once can be too impersonal.

Later that night I joined some friends for an aperitif at the Fire Trap, a small bar nearby where I couldn’t help noticing a willowy Asian woman drinking alone who seemed to be checking me out, undressing me with her eyes. She removed my skirt and blouse with her left eye and my undergarments with her right. She came over and whispered something in my ear. I said her proposition was a turnoff, and while I was not really into S&M, I hated to think of myself as close-minded or a party pooper who would carp over being bound, hooded, and beaten to within an inch of her life. She was Fay Ling Upwood, and we moved into a ritzy high-rise together. We had a mirror on the ceiling over the bed, and to give you an idea of how passionate our relationship was, we also had one on the ceiling over the sofa, the dining room table, one in the lobby of the building and in the elevator. I remember we were invited to the races at Belmont and were getting a private tour of the stables for the seventh race when I happened to notice the favorite, Bold Vontz, staring at me from his stall. I’m not saying he was making it obvious but believe me, I feel a vibe when someone is giving me the once-over. Suddenly, Fay Ling became livid, her almond eyes ablaze with fury.

“Have you been having an affair with that horse?” she demanded sharply.

“Me? Why, don’t be silly,” I replied.

“Don’t lie to me,” she said. I trembled, my heart pounding faster.

“You were exchanging glances,” she accused. “You smiled at him, and unless I miss my guess, the horse winked back.”

“You’re bonkers,” I argued. “I’ve told you many times I’m literally open to every single thing that is consenting and doesn’t involve an animal.”

“I don’t buy it, bitch,” my significant other yelped, turning on her high heels and striding out of my life forever.

Well, not only was I dumped, but I guess I shouldn’t have shot my big mouth off, because being a celebrity, everything I say winds up in print. The following day, wouldn’t you know it, my quotes hit the press under the headline, Sexy Pop Star Discriminates—Draws Line at Animals. And there’s a fake composite of my kisser oozing total indifference while staring at a Great Dane, a goldfish, and the winner of the Preakness. Suddenly, CNN calls and asks if I would like to come on and defend my politically incorrect remarks. Next thing I know, I’m being picketed for discrimination at my concerts and my album goes dead. Panic-stricken, my flack Rose Gorgon begged me to apologize, say the quote was taken out of context and it’s only certain animals I draw the line at, like hippos and lesser kudu. I guess my public groveling helped mollify the barbarians at the gate, because some fans slowly started to filter back and forgive, but the whole thing has really taken a toll on my psyche. For instance, I was at my cousin Elsie’s for a quiet dinner and out of the blue her mynah bird gives me the eye and says “Hey toots, what about meeting me at the Carlyle Hotel tomorrow—room 601. And wear mesh hose!”

At first, I recoiled, but then penciled in the date. After all, the last thing I need is for all those ornithologists to call me a bigot.





Money Can Buy Happiness—As If

WITH THE ECONOMY in shambles, his job gone after Lehman Brothers folded, Litvinov was tortured by indecision over the choice before him. Should he risk everything and buy Marvin Gardens, or leave his money in tax-free bonds until he passed Go? The Dow had plummeted another hundred points that day, and a colleague of his had collapsed with a heart attack while on Free Parking. Word was that the man had picked a card that read “You Have Won Second Prize in a Beauty Contest—Collect Ten Dollars” but failed to declare it. Now the IRS had discovered that the ten dollars was hidden in an offshore bank account and had begun investigating. Litvinov’s hands were shaking when he landed on the prime yellow property, and he called his friend Schnabel at Morgan Stanley, who advised him not to buy it. “No one knows where the market is going,” Schnabel said. “If I were you, I’d wait six months. Ben Bernanke and Tim Geithner are meeting in Washington tomorrow and one of the topics they’re discussing is the yellows. We’ll know more after.”

Six months, thought Litvinov. By then Schwimmer could have all three yellows if I don’t prevent it. Schwimmer, Litvinov’s former partner, had recently passed Go and was liquid. He could build. Litvinov, for his part, held two gray properties, Vermont and Connecticut, but his ex-wife Jessica owned Oriental, and he knew she would never trade it to him. He’d offered his house in the Hamptons, more generous visitation hours with the children, and Water Works, but she was adamant. Litvinov had always had problems with women. His inability to throw doubles with the dice had led to a terrible fight with his current fiancée, Bea. He was sure she was having an affair with Paul Kindler, who’d somehow gotten Citigroup to finance a hotel for him on Boardwalk. Kindler had traded for Boardwalk, which gave him both blues, but after the economy tanked and travel fell off no one landed on his property. He tried renovating and planned for luxury hotels with a flat-screen TV in every room, but construction costs soared and he had trouble with the unions, who seemed to take forever just to put up a few houses. Kindler was this close to Chapter 11 when Breslau, of Goldman Sachs, coming home drunk from a Christmas party, landed on Park Place with three houses on it. Suddenly, Breslau needed eleven hundred dollars. He begged Kindler to wait, but Kindler had just drawn a card that read “Pay School Tax—One Hundred and Fifty Dollars,” and needed the money. Not wanting to mortgage any of his properties, Breslau borrowed from loan sharks. When he couldn’t pay on time, they threatened to break his kneecaps. He finally made a deal, offering them St. Charles Place in return for breaking only one kneecap.

Breslau’s wife, Rita, was sexy. They’d had what Hollywood screenwriters called a “cute meet.” He’d picked a card that read “Take a Ride on the Reading Railroad.” She picked that exact same card and they wound up sharing a compartment. At first they didn’t get along, but after a few drinks she removed her clothes and explained the concept of the risk-reward ratio to Breslau and he fell in love with her. Rita stood by him during a crisis when the pieces were being distributed and Breslau wanted the little silver top hat. When it went to Litvinov Breslau was bitterly disappointed. He was forced to take the thimble, which the doctors felt had brought on his depression and led to years of intense psychotherapy. In a listless stupor, he would fail to notice when someone landed on his property, and his demands for rent after the next person had thrown the dice led to complicated litigation (Parker Brothers v. Board of Education).

Lou Daimler was a different story. Growing up in poverty, he vowed that he would make something of himself, but when he came up with the idea of introducing puce and fuchsia properties everyone thought he was a visionary or a fool. He attended Harvard on a scholarship and fell in love with a Boston girl. Family owned the three greens. Hotels on all, of course. They believed Daimler was a fortune hunter, but when he picked “Bank Error in Your Favor—Collect Two Hundred Dollars,” he used the capital to start an Internet company, for which he was offered six billion dollars, although he refused to sell unless the buyer threw in at least one “Get Out of Jail Free” card. Then, there was Porchnick, at Quadrangle, who owned several minor properties and had filed for bankruptcy. Treasury agents learned that he had hidden several hundred thousand dollars in bright-yellow five-hundred-dollar bills under the board, planning to transfer them to Swiss accounts. Poor Porchnick had found himself jobless and broke at fifty-eight and took a bottle of sleeping pills. His note said it all: “To my beloved wife, Claire, I leave Mediterranean Ave. I hope the two-dollar rent enables you to live in the style to which you’ve become accustomed.”

The final tragedy was Milo Vorpich. When Merrill Lynch went under, Vorpich put everything he owned into his mattress. All deposits and withdrawals were made from his Sealy Posturepedic. Then the new Administration set aside two billion dollars of the stimulus package for people with money in their mattresses, and the Fed allotted it by size. Vorpich had a queen-size bed and received substantial help. He decided to marry his childhood sweetheart, but when he obeyed a card that said “Go Back Three Spaces” she refused to wait for him. He could never catch up with her again. If this weren’t sad enough, he landed on Go to Jail. He remained in jail for several years, and finally tunneled out, emerging on Illinois Avenue, where he was met by a friend with a private Cessna and a Mexican passport. His plan was to fly over Park Place and Boardwalk, thus avoiding the high rents, and settle in Cuernavaca. Unfortunately, his plane ran out of fuel and he was forced to land on Pennsylvania Avenue, where he was slain in a shoot-out with federal agents.





When Your Hood Ornament Is Nietzsche

AS A THEORY, the dumbing down of America has much going for it. To test this assertion, one need only switch on the TV, open up a newspaper, or get into a conversation about nutrition with an actress. What is not dumbing down, according to an article I caught up with in the New York Times, are cars. Not only do the canny little buggies now drive themselves but there have been rumblings in the tech community about developing cars with brains that can make existential decisions. Decisions such as “Do I swerve sharply and avoid running over the old lady crossing in front of me if it means harming my passenger, or do I value him more and bang Grandma’s false teeth out of her head?” A dicey moral gray area yawns ominously here, or put another way: when my Buick is given the same freedom of choice as Nikolai Stavrogin, watch out. And now that I’ve brought up the old Muscovite, is his confession any more riveting than this one? Let us see.

It’s deceptive being built the way I am. Streamlined body, two well-turned fenders, dynamite suspension, great shocks, and a pair of headlights Sports Illustrated photographed for their swimsuit issue. Predictably every Neanderthal thinks that with a chassis like mine I got nothing going on upstairs, but how wrong they are. For one thing, I’m thoroughly grounded in the classics; everything from Plato to Kant, Wittgenstein, you name it. Not to mention all the great novels, holy screeds, and psychology texts. I know—you’re probably wondering what’s a gas guzzler like me doing quoting Pound’s Cantos or Freud? The truth is you never know when you have to rely on Aristotle or Confucius when faced with choosing to hit a lamppost or running over a man coming from Zabar’s with fresh bagels. That’s why when Mister Ivor Sweetroll came into the showroom, plunked down the asking price, and drove me out, or should I say, I drove him out, I was pleased as punch. To have an owner who was a cultural equal was all I could ask for. I drove him to museums and theaters and now and then up to Columbia University. We had some fine chats about Jesus, Homer, and the Rig Veda from a strictly automotive point of view. Naturally, I had to make a few existential decisions, but that’s what you pay for when you buy me. The first was a raucous fat man in a Shriner fez who jaywalked out of nowhere, holding a beer and a joy buzzer. This of course was a no-brainer, as I certainly wasn’t going to brake and risk Mister Sweetroll’s safety. I calmly held course and rolled over the boor’s leg, causing him to make the sound a man makes when his parachute fails to open. A choice less clear-cut came the afternoon of the Steuben Day Parade when four men in lederhosen, walking home, crossed against the light into my path, creating a moral dilemma. Do I swing the wheel and protect my owner even though he’s only one life versus four? The Utilitarians would have opted to save the greater number but I couldn’t get past the lederhosen, and while I struggled to minimize carnage, I hit the one named Emil and made what billiard players call a carom shot using his head, a nun, and the side of a building. The real crunch came when a man I recognized as a world-class cellist cut in front of me on his bike. Having heard his sublime rendering of the Mozart sonatas, I judged his value to humanity as exceeding Sweetroll’s. Abruptly, I wrenched the wheel to avoid a collision and spun out on the sidewalk, going through the plate glass window of Rikfin’s Delicatessen, where I hit a Mister Sol Greenblatt, knocking him into his wife’s kasha. The exultation of lawyers that fluttered from the woodwork was predictable, and it wasn’t long before yours truly wound up with a For Sale sign tucked under my windshield wipers.

The next purchaser was a steep Brodie from Ivor Sweetroll, to phrase it picturesquely. Morey Angleworm was a producer of quintessential schlock; one of those egomaniacs who likes to say his own name when he pontificates, as in, “So he said to me, Morey, I predict your new TV medical series Safe Margins will go through the ceiling.” And it did, but it was the ceiling of the apartment below. Angleworm was always in the back seat working the trapezius muscles of some stacked little wannabe. Married to a woman who resembled Yasser Arafat, the man was a compulsive philanderer who promised so many actresses parts if they came across, he was forced to remake War and Peace with an all-female cast. But he was clearly not happy. He had nightmares and a recurring dream where he was trapped in a raft at sea with a dwarf who yodeled. He asked me if I could suggest a good shrink, but I told him not to waste his money. I could tell him all he had to know without ponying up eight hundred garbanzo beans for fifty minutes of moonscape silence. From our conversation, I diagnosed him as suffering from a borderline disorder. As a boy, he had entered his parents’ bedroom during sex unannounced and caught his father wearing moose antlers. The truth was, his infidelity was creating a severe moral crisis for me, and one day, after driving his wife to Bergdorf’s to buy a sleek black dress that made her look like Arafat in a sleek black dress, the Categorical Imperative consumed me, and I chose to act. I launched into a tasting menu of tootsies Angleworm had bounced in assorted motels, including the little wiggle with a porn star in the back seat who stuck her tongue in his ear, causing his toupee to spin around on his head like a phonograph record. Visibly stunned, Minna Angleworm staggered weakly up the steps of their townhouse and as she fumbled for her door key, I could see her hand was shaking so badly that I still can’t figure out how she was able to place a shot so perfectly between Angleworm’s eyes.

My third owner was A. D. H. D. Dildarian, the noted physicist who proved that the next Kleenex that pops up when we pull one out of the box is an optical illusion. Dildarian was searching for something with personal meaning for his wife’s anniversary, so I drove him to Hammacher Schlemmer, the only store in town where you could buy a Higgs boson. I waited, parked out in front, clocking the various luxury items in their window—a thermonuclear eggbeater, solid gold arch supports, an iron maiden—when suddenly two men came running out of a bank, guns blazing, carrying bags of money. Sizing me up as a car that could self-drive, leaving them free to return gunfire, they yanked my door open, piled in, jiggled my wires, and we zoomed off with squad cars in hot pursuit. At that moment a strange feeling came over me. A feeling of existential freedom. I realized I was taking part in a crime, and I experienced a dizzying euphoria. Suddenly, I was exactly like Raskolnikov or Meursault; the only difference was that I had seat covers. Authentic at last, I raced through lights and stop signs, finally crashing headlong into an oncoming Mitzvah Mobile with such velocity that it completely knocked loose the beard from rabbi Dov Shimmel and sent it flying into the crowd, where it was lost, only to turn up months later for sale on eBay. I’m on a conveyor belt now, waiting for the car crusher to compact me into a cube of scrap iron. My advice is, next time you buy a car, forget one that can discuss monads and Novalis. Settle for better legroom and good mileage to the gallon.





Over, Around, and Through, Your Highness

DINING ALONE AT the Ivy, in Beverly Hills, renders a suit mighty vulnerable, especially if you happen to be one canonized with sufficient juice to green-light a project. That’s why when the waiter motored over and whispered that the blond little amuse-bouche whose ear I was planning to blow into over gumbo had phoned with an onset of the rams I ordered a quick salad and submerged my visage protectively behind a copy of The Hollywood Reporter. Scarcely had I melded into an article about Universal dickering for the film rights to Mourning Becomes Electra on Ice when I became aware of a hyphenate-shaped nuage adumbrating my roll basket. Glancing up, I came vis-à-vis with the corpulent scrivener slash director whom I dimly recognized as Hugh Forcemeat, a weaver of thirty-five-millimeter hallucinations that our studio had taken a flyer with several years ago, when we hired him to punch up Psychotic Zombies of the Moon, our sequel to Buddenbrooks. More lately, I knew, he’d devolved to the B-list, thanks to a series of screenplays that resulted in product shipped directly to Forest Lawn. Now he existed exclusively via a scholarship good for four Benjamins every Tuesday, which he could siphon simply by answering the questions “Did you work last week? Did you look for work?”

“Just the man I wanna see,” he said, swimming into the vacant space at my booth like a cuttlefish.

“If it’s about the all-midget remake of Shane, our production plate’s a little full,” I said, recalling a treatment recently folded into a taco shell and smuggled past security with some Mexican takeout.

“No, no.” He waved me off. “What I’m here to pitch is a fail-safe little afflatus absolutely guaranteed to rack up box-office numerals measurable only through the Hubble telescope. I was going to produce it myself at Sundance as an indie for forty thousand bucks, but I figured for another sixty-eight million I could do it union.”

Mindful, as a Hollywood executive, that a megahit allowed to slip through the fingers could result in a severance package consisting exclusively of a single crystal of anthracite, I granted Forcemeat a moment to spin his contrivance.

“What’s the greatest love story of the twentieth century?” he asked, his eyes ablaze and so bloodshot they cast a pink glow on my sweater.

“There’s so many,” I suggested. “Anything from Scott and Zelda to Joe D. and Marilyn. Also JFK and Jackie, not to mention Bonnie and Clyde.”

“May I just throw in the Duke and Duchess of Windsor?” he asked, commandeering my Perrier to down two pills of the size used to dope thoroughbreds.

“Jackpot!” I yelped. Here was an idea that not only had Oscar written all over it but could rescue the studio from the Biblical flood of ruby ink irritating our ledgers from epics like Father Simeon’s Drool Cup and Brother Sebastian’s Jowls. “I see Edward VIII smitten,” I enthused. “The agonizing decision of whether or not to give up the throne for an American divorcée. Is his duty to his countrymen or to his heart?” Ordering a napkin with a contract on it that the Ivy keeps for just such spontaneous brainchildren, I fumbled for my Montblanc. “I have the copy line,” I squealed. “Get this: ‘Cupid Versus the Crown.’”

“Except we’re going to leave all that stuff out,” Forcemeat said, loosening the cap on some organic nostrum he toted and swigging it. “But don’t worry, boychik, that’s not the real kernel of the story.” He groped for a few guacamole-stained notes in his pants pocket. “I’ve fabricated some twists and patter limning a narrative that won’t step on the toes of the other moguls who actually own the rights and would no doubt respond with what my lawyer, Nolan Contendere, says is a slam-dunk legal action.”

“Twists? Patter?” I bleated.

“Lamp this,” Forcemeat said, thrusting his presentation into my hands.

I peeked down and read:

Fade in: A huge mansion in Belgravia. Its lavish appointments suggest breeding and refinement. The grand marble staircase hung with tapestries, the priceless Aubusson carpets, the collection of Tang- and Sung-dynasty vases give the place a cozy, lived-in look. We are in the pied-à-terre of the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. Camera dollies forward to find the Duchess bent over the stove, recipe in hand, sautéing some money. The Duke is resting in the study, having just been measured by his tailor for a vicuña umbrella.

Duchess: Oh, darling, isn’t our life perfection? Ever since you gave two weeks’ notice as head honcho of Wales, resulting in our scandalous nuptials, it’s been an endless cycle of yachting, foxhunting, and dinner engagements. By the way, if Hitler calls, tell him he can find those party favors he liked at Harrods.

Duke (glumly): Umm. Sure.

Duchess: Hey, what is it with you lately, Blue Eyes? You’ve been awash in melancholy for days. Don’t tell me you’ve never completely gotten over the end of truffle season?

Duke (tapping a cigarette gravely on his emerald-encrusted case): I was at my club the other morning fressing up some beluga when for some reason I happened to notice the members’ neckties. The knots that in the past had always seemed quite adequate to me suddenly, for some strange reason, appeared—how shall I put it—rather meagre. I tried to check the bespoke paisley I had on, to see if my own knot was as insubstantial and irrationally laced as theirs, but no matter how far I thrust my chin into my chest my nose obstructed the view. Distraught, I bolted to the mirror, looked between the points of my collar, and realized that my life was a sham.

Duchess: But, Edward, the four-in-hand has been the choice of English gentlemen since Hector was a pup. If I’m not mistaken, directions for its proper making are included in the Magna Carta.

Duke: Suddenly the room began to spin. I broke into a sweat and tore off my necktie, whereupon two gentlemen lifted me up by the arms and deposited me on the curb, as the dining room has a strict dress code.

Duchess: Hmm. Now that you mention it, I believe Adler, an associate of Freud’s, speaks of the panic that some men experience when the under strand of the necktie hangs down longer than the wider outer strand. He links it to fear of castration.

Duke (muttering): I must develop a new knot. Something fuller and more symmetrical. Euclid—must study Euclid …

I looked up from Forcemeat’s little inspiration and, divining where his premise was heading, began to experience a slight stiffening in my spine not unlike the sensation one gets from a dart tipped with curare.

“I see by the dazed expression on your face that you’re hooked,” he said, fixing me with the febrile intensity one sees in photos of the Mahdi. Jamming page 2 into my hand, he exhorted me on.

Cut to months later: A montage of the Duke at work fashioning a variety of knots but without success. The Duchess, trying to busy herself, is practicing the Watusi from a dance diagram laid on the floor.

Duke: I’m lost! I’m lost! For a while I thought the problem resided in the fabric, and so I cast aside all my silk and knit neckwear and had a few ties custom-made of vulcanized rubber. But when I wore one the knot was so bulbous that Jessica Mitford thought I had a goitre. I even employed a group of Portuguese fishermen who hand-weave nets to fashion something for me, but their cravat proved insufficiently stylish, although while strolling by the Thames I did manage to catch four salmon.

Duchess: Albert Einstein phoned and said he could try to show you how to make a bow tie, but since you have limited background in quantum mechanics it probably would not come out. He suggested you try a clip-on, and said that learning to use it would be simpler, especially with your skill in sailing.

Duke: Doesn’t he know my religion forbids that? If I were to wear a clip-on I couldn’t be buried in a Christian cemetery.

Lowering the text, my hypothalamus engulfed by a tsunami of melatonin, I sensed it was time to disengage. Snapping for the check, I began to bail. “I’m a little late,” I offered. “A family of four is being embalmed on one of our reality shows, and I have to check their makeup.”

Forcemeat pleaded that I skim ahead to his climax, which he modestly likened to the last act of King Lear.

“It’s a year later,” he babbled, blocking my egress and grasping my lapels. “The Duke, excavating in Alexandria, comes upon a fragment of papyrus by Isosceles, which gives him a clue to the shape of the knot he’s been seeking. Later, at the Duke’s club, his hoity-toity chums are giving him the business. ‘This lump,’ says one, pointing to Edward’s tie. ‘This humongous triangle, this Windsor knot—’ He gives a big wink, and the joint goes up for grabs, guffawing, except for one member, who’s moved and writes a strong defense of the Duke’s tie. Of course, it is Bertrand Russell. P.S. I already spoke to Leo DiCaprio about the role of Lord Russell, and he loves the idea, provided we can shoot the whole picture at Caesars Palace. And now we fade to black—”

It was at this point that I, too, faded to black. While unconscious, I was told afterward, two men in spotless white appeared, bearing extensive psychiatric credentials and lepidopterology trapping equipment, and bundled Forcemeat into a waiting van. Green-lighting a project like that would have led to too many questions, like: Did you work this week? Did you look for work?





There Is Nothing Like a Brain

THE OTHER DAY, groping on the floor to retrieve a copy of Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous that had slipped from my fingers as my consciousness ebbed, I managed to secure the volume under our lamp table and, snapping up a tad too triumphantly, anointed my sconce with an echoing resonance familiar to cinema buffs who recall the J. Arthur Rank logo.

Coincidentally, I had just that morning scanned a review in the New York Times about a book on head trauma and its ability to induce synesthesia, a condition that can, from a single blow, produce savant-like genius in the arts, science, and a host of other miraculous mathematical and odd feats of mental gymnastics. I recalled my own brush with just such an exotic cranial adventure, which I have set down, thus providing a written document scientifically engineered to release its full energy when rendered combustible by the common safety match.

It was a midsummer afternoon, the kind only Turgenev or Strindberg might rhapsodize over aptly with their flair for nature’s variegated splendors. I, on the other hand, a rabid urbanite wedded less to the trilling of larks and crickets and more to the roaring traffic’s boom, to quote the bard of Peru, Indiana, was aimlessly noodling up Madison Avenue serenaded by the warming bleat of a streaking ambulance. And then I heard that voice.

“Morris! Morris Inseam,” it fluted. I turned, and there she was as I had remembered her from college, older by two decades but still a beauty trumping any of the Praxiteles marble goddesses.

“Rita Moleskin—what are you doing here?” I said, discreetly pocketing the melting remains of my Snickers in a move Cardini would have envied.

“I’ve just taken a pad in Gotham,” she replied, her speech saturated with provocative implications. “Hesiod and I are uncoupled, and I’ve rented a flat, looking to start a new life.”

In college I always had a mad crush on Rita but never seemed to be in the running. Despite my glory days as captain of the Nerf ball team or my sidesplitting comic routines with Ivo, a potato puppet, I could not seem to ignite that hot little double X chromosome with the fatal overbite. It was always the class poet, the class intellectual, the class scientist that managed to negotiate his way into her heart and from there, directly into the back seat of her Nash.

“I always gave my body freely to unusual men,” she confessed after we repaired to the Bemelmans Bar and sloshed back a brace of potent dividends. “Men of distinction, interesting men. But it wasn’t just me who viewed you as a soporific little pustule,” she explained with vodka-fueled candor. “All the sorority sisters in Phi Delta Buttocks feigned leprosy when you called. I mean, there were so many really fascinating hunks on campus. Remember Harvey Pondscum? Today he’s a highly successful architect—if you’ve ever been to Israel and seen the magnificent clock tower at One Chazerei Square. And Mohandas Crestfallen has a play opening on Broadway: a murder-and-revenge tragedy much like King Lear about the evils of gluten. Not to mention all of my three husbands who were brilliant in their own diverse bailiwicks. Word Spellcheck was a shrink whose specialty was female sexuality. He wrote the definitive book on How to Achieve Orgasm in a Rent-Controlled Apartment. And, of course, my great white hunter, Atticus Wunch. We met on safari in Kenya; honeymooned on the Serengeti. Unfortunately, his rifle jammed, and a charging lion chased him up a tree. Terrified, he remained up the tree for seven years, at which point our marriage became legally annulled.

“I wish I had known you between husbands,” I said, marveling at her porcelain complexion mottled not a jot by Father Time.

“It wouldn’t have mattered,” she said. “You wouldn’t have stood a chance. You’ll probably take this the wrong way, but you were always a colorless little roach with no flair or distinction, bland and lackluster as Muenster cheese.”

“You needn’t hold back,” I said, “no point sugarcoating your appraisal of me with tact and euphemisms.”

“For me a man must be special,” she went on, pouring down another tumbler of fermented Russian potato potion. “My last husband was an inventor. Designed a flat-screen video that also deboned fish. Made millions. Terrible story. Went into Columbia Presbyterian for a routine appendectomy, and his parachute failed to open. Left me a rich widow, still luscious, a sexually active cougar smothered in specie. What do you do?”

“I don’t know if you know that papaya stand on Eighty-Sixth street.” I said, arching my eyebrows in the coyly assured manner of Clark Gable but then unable to get them back down. “It’s a very refreshing drink, as is our coconut milk.”

“You own a papaya stand?” she said incredulously.

“I don’t exactly own it. See, I never graduated. I had to leave school. If you remember, Paucity Knox got pregnant and I did the honorable thing—removed my fingerprints with acid and fled to Latvia.”

“And here we are,” she cooed. “After many years, sitting opposite one another over candlelight in a dark bar. Me still desirable, searching for that special off-beat Mr. Right, and you, verging on decrepit but holding your own. Okay, maybe a little paunch, and perhaps the slight onset of osteoporosis, but with that Dynel toupee and vacant stare you’re still the same Morris.”

“I still love you,” I said. “And as we’re both free, could it be you and me?” Not since the lady sitting in front of me at the Loew’s Pitkin had to be carried out trying to catch her breath from the Marx Brothers horseplay did I hear such titanic laughter. With that she grabbed the tab and rose.

“I’ve got it,” she said peremptorily. “You’d get tennis elbow jerking enough tropical fruit drinks to cover this mortgage.”

I thought of putting up a fuss and wrestling the check from her, but discretion suggested a display of brute strength could appear overbearingly macho.

“I’ll leave the tip,” I said, snapping open my purse and foraging for quarters as several emerging gypsy moths took flight.

Once outside, I walked her home, chatting about this and that, trying to impress her with tales of my brief stint in the Navy SEALs throwing fish to our men each time they completed a successful mission. At the door to her flat, I contemplated stealing a kiss but noticed whenever I eased closer to her, her fingers tightened around a small canister of pepper spray she carried. She bid me goodbye and explained how much she would have loved to ask me in, but it was late, and thanking me for curing her insomnia, she said goodnight. With that, she opened the door to her apartment and, as in a Weegee photo, interrupted a burglar hastily bagging her valuables. Clutching my arm, she pushed me forward to confront the burly miscreant. It was then I realized fate had dealt Morris Inseam a royal flush. Here was my chance to play David to this marauding Goliath, come off a hero in Rita’s eyes and hopefully get me off the schneid with her romantically. Now my years of kung fu training would harvest lavish nutrients. Lithe as a jaguar I leaped into the classic combat pose, a menacing crouch, arms raised, my hands lethal weapons prepared to chop mercilessly all that dared oppose me.

I let out a bloodcurdling Japanese war cry, and the last thing I recall was an object, not dissimilar from a frying pan, describing a giant arc and coming to rest on the top of my head, mimicking the driving in of the golden spike that linked our transcontinental railroad. After a brief nap in which I dreamed I was singing the song “Soliloquy” from Carousel to an audience of white mice, I awoke on Rita’s sofa, the culprit having fled. Apart from a knot on my head the size of a kiwi, I was intact.

“Poor boy,” Rita consoled, pressing an ice bag to my frontal lobe.

“When he crowned you with that pan, I must admit I had to fight to suppress a guffaw. I mean, talk about classic slapstick. You went down like a sack of wet meal. Lucky I carry pepper spray, or that bozo’d still be purloining my flatware. If I were you, incidentally, I’d see if I could get a refund on those judo lessons.”

“I’m fine,” I said, rising above her playful sarcasm. “Fortunately, I’ve got a pretty sturdy noggin. By the way, are you aware that on November 12, 442 BC, which was a Tuesday, Socrates ate lamb and roasted potatoes for lunch in Athens?”

“What?” she asked.

“Whereas on that same date in 1856 Dostoevsky lunched on chicken Kiev, borscht, and a side order of buttered carrots.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“Give me any person in history and any date,” I said eagerly.

“What? Why?”

“Just do it,” I said.

“Fra Angelico, March 5, 1446,” she shot back.

“Dinner was a baked sea bass, pasta with broccoli, topped off with tiramisu for dessert, and I believe he had a double espresso.” Now Rita was just staring. “Or take Thomas Aquinas on Wednesday April 7, 1255. Thomas ordered two fried eggs over easy, which he sent back because he specified he wanted the smoked salmon on the side, not chopped in.”

“My god, Morris, you’re some kind of a savant!” she said.

“August 5, 1685, a Sunday. Leibnitz wants the chicken pot pie but is trying to watch his weight. He forces himself to order the mixed green salad but then ruins it by getting the house dressing, which is Roquefort.” I was on a roll now. “January 6, a Friday in 1591. Christopher Marlowe—dinner with friends. Goose with applesauce and shredded cabbage. He ate at a German restaurant. Got stuck with the check even though Sir Walter Raleigh made the reservation.”

Rita was on her feet, tears in her eyes. One could see the look of wonder and admiration. “Oh Morris—I’ve never experienced anything like this! What a gift. What an extraordinary mind.”

“Monday, July 6, 1604. El Greco orders the egg drop soup but asks them to leave out the MSG.”

From this impressive epiphany, I can only say it was a straight run to her four-poster and six months of paradise, which only ended when a line drive at Shea Stadium ricocheted off my left hemisphere, returning me to the ranks of the average Joes and sending Rita packing.

I’m still tapping beverages from the islands on Eighty-Sixth Street, but I’ll lay odds I’m the only one in that line of work who still remembers that on the very Thursday in 1756 when Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart wrote the Jupiter Symphony, he knocked off a piña colada and two franks with mustard.





Rembrandt by a Nose

JUSTIN THE ARTISTIC HORSE GARNERS INTERNATIONAL ATTENTION

According to BDRB, the paintbrush-wielding animal uses his large, horse-sized mouth to create abstract and impressionist paintings that have sold for upwards of $2,500.

Huffington Post

IT ALL BEGAN after the one-man Panufnik show in the Meatpacking District last year. But let me introduce myself. I’m Urban Sprawl, owner of the Sprawl Gallery. My specialty is taking risks and panning for fresh genius, and while none of the painters I’ve championed has yet emerged as this generation’s Pollock or Rothko, I have, through a combination of judicious fasting and taking in laundry, managed to keep my proboscis a Planck length above sea level. As it turned out, the reviews of Irving Panufnik, a painter in my opinion of indisputable vision, added less to our reputations than I had anticipated, and from the first day it was clear sales were steaming unobstructed to Zabriskie Point. One would think amongst all the scribes and culture mavens covering the show a word besides “schlock” would have occurred to at least one of them, although I was most stung by a suggestion of the critic that said Panufnik’s pictures might be more effective if they were hung facing the wall. Naturally, I assured the artist my faith in his talent was undiminished and the gallery would stand behind him, although the realities of the marketplace dictated we cut away the canvas portions of his work and peddle just the wood frames. Shaken by this latest assault on my aesthetic judgement and having to fend off an infestation of Visigoth creditors, I felt a day or two away from the art world’s tension and hypocrisy might be just the proper curry I needed to restore confidence and defuse the burgeoning urge to see what the third rail feels like.

And so it was on a Saturday I set out by car for an inn in Pennsylvania that promised tranquillity, good food, and perhaps even some pleasant birdwatching. Though the trip commenced under clear skies, it was not long before I looked up to notice overwrought nimbus clouds and it began to drizzle, causing me to stop at a farmhouse to ask directions. My GPS, accurate as a racetrack tout, steered me off course, and instead of heading toward Bucks County, I was approaching Niagara Falls.

The farmer, a codger named McFetish, couldn’t have been more amiable and asked me in for a hot cup of fog. Rustic, I think, was the mot juste for his digs, and yet, despite his hearth, pewter, and homespun samplers, I couldn’t help noticing a number of remarkable paintings strewn haphazardly about the place. There were landscapes with moody vistas that leapt off the canvas and a still life of apples the weight of cannon balls in a fruit bowl. The acrobats and ballet dancers depicted were bursting with energy, and I gasped at the originality of the frolicking nymphs and satyrs, all done with virtuoso brushstrokes, by a colorist the equal of Miró. Gobsmacked, I inquired who the painter was, as I hadn’t set eyes on works quite so impressive in years. McFetish said, “Oh, those are Waldo’s.”

“Waldo’s? Waldo whom?” I asked. “What’s his last name?”

“Ain’t got no last name,” he chortled, and, rising from his rocking chair, he led me to the barn where a spavined dray horse stood munching hay. “This here’s the maestro,” McFetish wheezed, pointing to the four-legged creature.

“Meaning what?” I queried. “Surely you aren’t saying he did the pictures?”

“Can’t get him to work. Spends all his darn time dabbling in oils.”

When I refused to believe the horse had done the paintings, especially the portrait of Diana Vreeland, McFetish put down a blank canvas and gave Waldo a brush, which the beast held between his teeth. Whinnying, he proceeded to paint one of the most poignant renderings of the Crucifixion I’d ever seen.

McFetish, a rube of Pa Kettle simplicity, was totally ignorant of what he had and was only too thrilled to unload Waldo and his entire oeuvre for a paltry six hundred garbanzo beans, and that included all the great works from the horse’s blue period. Speeding back to New York in a state of euphoria, I made plans to board Waldo and prepare for a one-man show. The only bummer was that the artist, having four legs and a tail, could reduce the entire phenomenon to mere novelty, severely diminishing its market value. In a frenzy, I hastily invented a fictitious genius whom I christened Fra Lippo Fensterblau and signed his name on each canvas with a flourish. Now all I needed to do was open the gallery doors, stand back, and move product. Well, talk about success! All up and down Great Jones Street there was a buzz, and who drops into the Sprawl Gallery? Only Hollywood studio head Harvey Nagila. Nagila was a quadrillionaire from his Oscar-winning film, Naked Coed Zombies from Pluto. He had recently purchased the old Jack Warner estate in Holmby Hills and was redoing it, making the former slave quarters into a tennis court and decorating the mansion in a combination of Louis the Sixteenth and Cro-Magnon. In an attempt to establish his bona fides as a class item, Nagila wanted to start an art collection and bought six Fra Lippo pictures, making the painter the must-have hot new thing amongst Tinseltown’s cognoscenti. Every collector from Malibu to Beverly Hills purchased a canvas, and there was great eagerness to meet the genius, visit his studio, and perhaps commission portraits—not to mention an offer of seven figures for him to come to Hollywood and act as consultant to a top star who would be playing Tintoretto in the upcoming film, Brushstrokes and Bootys. At first I covered, saying Fensterblau was an eccentric loner, but as time went on and none of my tap dancing could be verified, stories began to circulate that maybe all was not kosher as it looked. When Rose Banshee, one of those truffle-hunting Hollywood tabloid yentas, ran a blind item that someone in New York had seen a food bill of the artist’s and that an inordinate figure was spent on hay, I panicked. A call to my lawyer, Nolan Contendere, brought reassurance that in a fraud case, while my financial liability might be rather stiff, a prison term would not exceed five years. By now I had taken to sauteing my Xanax for culinary variety when suddenly it hit me—Morris Prestopnick, an out-of-work actor I knew who currently set his table jerking the beer pulls at Regurgito’s, a bar in Queens, might just be my magic bullet. Prestopnick’s career had hit a bump when his portrayal of Hamlet had been compared by the critics to Elmer Fudd, sending the actor scurrying for solace to a certain Mr. Jack Daniels. At first he felt impersonating a painter was beneath him, but when he heard he would be playing to film colony heavies, he saw it as a career move leading to a three-picture deal complete with a house, pool, and valet parking.

We schemed over pickled meat where I laid the skinny on him, and two days later, Prestopnick, having worked out a rich backstory for the persona of the fictitious Fra, sat beside me on a 747 en route to La-La Land for a party in his honor at Nagila’s Holmby Hills Xanadu.

Things began well enough, although I could have lived without the actor’s choice of a beret and fake Van Dyke to limn the character clearly as a dauber.

His decision to play Fra Lippo with a clubfoot and as an embittered megalomaniac proved a scintilla broad to a cinema crowd used to acting of a less declamatory style and garnered some raised eyebrows. Despite a solemn oath that he would lay off the blended malt, I clocked at least five tumblers of Jack surreptitiously siphoned by Prestopnick to stanch his jitters. Fawned over at first by celebrities and moguls, the actor overcompensated by hamming it up as he strutted and fretted bombastically, portraying the belligerent egomaniac he had fabricated via the Stanislavski protocols. When several guests challenged his credibility and the star J. Caroll Nosh accused his accent of tergiversating from Hungarian to Korean, flop sweat began irrigating his forehead. With the alcohol level in his bloodstream suddenly reversing centuries of evolution, he turned on the guests in a fury.

“My god,” he howled, “what a collection of shallow boobs. So this is Hollywood royalty. Pardon me while I guffaw.”

At first the A-listers weren’t sure if they were hearing correctly. Then, seizing Nagila’s Oscar from the mantle, Prestopnick bellowed defiantly that an Oscar didn’t hold a candle to a Broadway Tony, which he had been cheated out of for his electrifying portrayal of Asa Muchnick in Ragtime Cretin.

“You West Coast phonies think you have taste, do you?” he ranted.

“Well, the joke’s on you lamp heads. These pictures were done by a horse. That’s right, a nag, a cheval, holding a brush between his teeth.”

With that, a Bel Air dowager leaped from her seat and yelled, “Of course! That accounts for why when I unwrapped the landscape I bought from him, some oats dropped out!”

“It all jibes with the story on Entertainment Tonight,” another yelled, “about some farmer they found named McFetish.”

“Then it’s not art, it’s pure gimmickry,” cried a third. “Like that chicken that plays tic-tac-toe in Chinatown.”

“Some discerning taste,” joshed a guest, pointing to Harvey Nagila. “What a chuckle this story will be at the next Producers Guild meeting.” Nagila flushed crimson, and he started making the same noise a pinball machine makes before flashing Tilt. Then, many present realizing they had likewise been euchred into writing checks, all eyes turned to me and a motion was floated that they secure a drum with tar and slit the sofa cushions to amass feathers. Only my own artistic genius, which rivaled not Lucas Cranach the Elder but Douglas Fairbanks the elder, saved me, and in a trice I was through an open window and vaulting the high hedges that keep the ninety-nine percent from watching their betters knock back black eggs and margaritas. From there it was to LAX in record time, where I was aloft to the city that never sleeps.

As far as a certain equestrian maestro goes, legal counsel thought it best I retire Waldo and let him ply his gift solely for fun in the manner of the great Winston Churchill. Of course, I’m laying low till a typhoon of lawsuits blows out to sea, and I’m eschewing the muses, although I have noticed my cat likes to scramble around playfully over the piano keys and has managed to plunk out a few small sonatas that are easily the equal of anything by Scriabin.





Growing Up in Manhattan

SACHS MARRIED TOO young, in haste, and for the wrong reason. Maybe in some cases twenty works, but if your head’s in the clouds, reality becomes too much of a workout. The bride was only seventeen but already more mature than him. Gladys was a sweet-looking red-haired girl, bright, serious, eager to get going with her life. Why she was in such a rush, who knows, but along comes Sachs with his artistic ambitions and grab bag of pipe dreams, and suddenly there’s a spark. Or they imagine there’s a spark. Meanwhile, two weeks after getting her high school diploma, Gladys Silverglide improves her silly-sounding name to Gladys Sachs. Her new husband, Jerry, gave his parents a farewell hug and bolted from their apartment into a match that worked just fine for about a week, and then the Titanic started taking water and began to slowly list.

Sachs was raised in Flatbush in several lackluster rectangles on the ground floor of a ten-story red-brick apartment building named after a patriot. The Ethan Allen. He thought a better name for the place, given its grimy exterior, drab lobby, and drunken super, would be the Benedict Arnold. His parents were selectively observant Jews. His father, Morris, ate bacon and pork outside the home but taught his young son strictly that it was God who created the world in six days. Sachs quipped that maybe if he took a little more time, he could’ve gotten it right. As far as his parents went, their son’s sense of humor was seen as a birth defect. His mother, Ruth, was an angry woman who elevated kvetching to an art form. Both parents fought relentlessly and loudly, so bitterly and nastily that Sachs joked to his friends their fighting had inspired Picasso’s Guernica. He couldn’t wait to get out, move across the bridge that spanned the East River, and take up life on the isle of Manhattan. He had been in love with Manhattan since he was a small boy and saw in the movies how New Yorkers lived. Like the seventy million other Americans who grew up in the 1930s and the early 40s and fled from their misery into film palaces, Sachs got his education from Hollywood’s celluloid fairy tales. The result was that the Manhattan he fantasized was not the true Manhattan but one fabricated by MGM, Paramount, Fox, and the brothers Warner.

Sachs’s father was a tailor at Howard Clothes, which meant he was one of those crotchety homunculi with the thin, square, white crayon who was trotted out to mark off cuffs or let out trousers on some lard bucket who insisted he was still a thirty-two. Morris Sachs compared his job unfavorably to rat poison and told whoever listened that if he could only catch a break, he was destined to achieve great success in business. Still, he remained a man who never rose above a thimble. His wife, Ruth, a perpetually charmless woman who looked like she flew by broom, resigned herself to her husband’s forty a week and seemingly took pleasure at family gatherings certifying his perennial status as a nonentity. Jerry, the precocious son, dreamed of the day he could live in a chic Manhattan apartment with his version of Katharine Hepburn or Carole Lombard. The fact that he was in love with Katharine Hepburn from The Philadelphia Story and Tracy lived in Philly and not Manhattan did not faze him. Manhattan symbolized a way of life, even if it was in Philadelphia, and he wanted it to be his. He talked with Gladys about his dumping college and of his ambition to write plays. She found his dreams feasible and romantic, and after a year of teenage dating, certain that love conquers all, both kids signed aboard the Titanic, set sail from Flatbush, and headed directly toward the iceberg of marriage.

Sachs worked at a theatrical agency in the mailroom, and Gladys worked at a real estate office days and went to City College nights to become a teacher. He wrote until midnight, struggling to emulate his idols, Chekov, Shaw, and the great O’Neill. It would be a long day’s journey indeed from the mailroom to Long Day’s Journey or Pygmalion, but his aims were commendable and not commercial. As in the movies he was nourished by, he and Gladys would struggle at first, overcome serio-comic problems, and laugh away their troubles. At the fade-out our hero has a great hit on Broadway, and the couple lives in a penthouse on Park Avenue with a white telephone. Well, not exactly. Their actual apartment was, of course, anything but a lavish duplex on the Upper East Side. It was a crammed single-room walk-up on Thompson Street. It was cozy, it was artsy, it was Greenwich Village. It augured well for a budding artist and his young wife, except for one thing. The chemistry was bad. He had failed chemistry in high school, and now he was having trouble with it again. For one thing, there was not much they agreed on, and the most trivial annoyances morphed into shouts and tears. Not that Sachs raised his voice, but she had a redhead’s temper. To be fair, when Gladys had liked the concept of being married to a writer, she hadn’t bargained for a moody, work-obsessed, chronically depressed misanthropist whom she felt put so damn much emphasis on sex. They had had a certain amount of premarital intimacy, and she had always been amicable and cooperative, though her desire never equaled his. He naively assumed when they got married the real action would begin, but it was starting to dawn on him that lovemaking was just not that high on her list of priorities. The imprimatur of wedlock did not give her license to emerge and turn into an imaginative acrobat consumed with lust. But the bedroom was just one battleground. Try as he did, Sachs could not get interested in her friends and their provincial ambitions to teach, to have babies, to get a kiln. She, on the other hand, could not fake any enthusiasm for the special things that gave him pleasure: jazz music, Ogden Nash, Swedish movies. Her anecdotes lacked good payoffs, and his wit went unappreciated. And yet none of these glitches were apparent in the year they were going out. Or perhaps they were simply two unworldly students, itching to leave home and start calling the shots, who swept the red flags under the rug. His mother warned against the marriage and wanted him to finish Brooklyn College, hoping he’d wind up filling prescriptions. She was not a voracious reader like her son and didn’t know from his gods, Chekov or O’Neill. She hoped he’d follow in the footsteps of Mister Rexall and Mister Walgreen. She had nothing against Gladys and saw her as a nice, sensible girl with her feet on the ground. “So what does she need to race pell-mell into marriage?” she said, “especially with a dropout who now will never amount to a row of pins.”

The bride’s parents also urged against marrying, but after Sachs sold a satirical sketch to a cabaret revue and got a nice mention in Cue Magazine, they felt maybe Gladys knew something. And as the first few years slipped by, between his work and his dedicated after-hours writing and her job and night school, fate mercifully left them limited time to get on each other’s nerves. This was not to say that there were no moments of pleasure where they laughed together and held each other like when they first met, but those times were not enough to counter the skirmishes. Her capacity to enjoy every mediocre movie, play, or meal bothered him, and he put it down to a lack of discrimination. She found him too critical and annoying with his smorgasbord of psychosomatic complaints. Once, when he lost his temper and called her “a member of the low IQ club” because he had to explain to her what was funny about a cartoon in The New Yorker, he was racked with remorse, unable to write, and bought her roses to atone. He had by then found a job on a morning TV show supplying topical gags; a job he hated, but it got him out of the mailroom and paid handsomely. One piece of real good news came when a play of his was optioned for an Off-Broadway production. To celebrate, he took Gladys to Toots Shor’s, where he’d never been but only read about. They were given the once-over by the maître d’ and seated in Siberia. They had a fine time and, leaving, he overtipped the waiter by double. He also gave far too much to the maître d’ and the coat check girl and the doorman, but he would have rather died than tip too little by mistake. At the dinner at Toots the subject of perhaps seeing a marriage counselor came up, and they both thought it might be worth thinking about but never followed through.

Jerry Sachs had a long time ago developed the habit of thinking out his creative ideas while walking the streets and juggling plot points. Rather than sweating out second-act problems or curtain lines over his Olivetti portable, he would wander the town and let the change of venue stoke his imagination. Often he’d walk through Central Park, and he liked to sit on a particular bench on the west side of the sailboat pond and stare up at the apartments and penthouses along Fifth Avenue. He would imagine who lived there, and wonder if their lives in any way resembled the scenes he’d grown up enchanted by. Were there beautiful people at that moment exchanging bright dialogue and sipping cocktails on a Cedric Gibbons set? He liked to think that if his play was a success Off-Broadway and could be moved to Broadway and become a smash, he might one day be able to live high above the city he loved, dress in a tux for dinner, and have the Lunts over or Noel Coward. And who was his wife in this daydream? Was she Irene Dunne? Carole Lombard? Was she Katharine Hepburn? The sad fact for him was that it was not Gladys. He just could not see himself spending the rest of his life with her. Dying in her arms. She was a lovely person who would make the right man a great wife, but he was not the right man and he disliked himself for it. Soon, the sun began to dip, as he always put it, somewhere behind New Jersey, and a soft golden glow bathed the building facades along the coast of Fifth Avenue, and New York didn’t get much lovelier. It gave him a feeling of melancholy, Manhattan melancholy with its Tin Pan Alley score sneaking in and making him feel sad yet pleasant. He liked being pleasantly awash in melancholy, which was a contradiction in logic, but where was it written that everything can be explained? He would return to that bench many times and play the assorted escapist movies in his head, eventually going home to his walk-up downtown to face the regrettable vows he and Gladys leapt into before they looked. He was twenty-two now, and the situation between them did not improve nor did it get worse. It drifted. Tolstoy had written that every unhappy family was unhappy in different ways, and he and his wife were always coming up with fresh ways. Perhaps he balked at having dinner with her sister and her sister’s husband, a broker obsessed by white water rafting, a subject of interest to Sachs on a par with the Dead Sea Scrolls. Or there was the time Gladys found one of his favorite recordings by the Count Basie Orchestra just so much noise. And he definitely was not interested in going apple picking with her and another married couple in Vermont or doing archery with her brother. Also, Gladys had become somewhat interested in liberal politics, and while Sachs was also a liberal, he did not enjoy accompanying her to hear folk singing. The unkindest cut of all was her saying the city was great now, but if they ever have children, it’s no place to bring them up.

One day in mid-spring when the buds were opening and Central Park was fleetingly at its most beautiful, Sachs was sitting on his favorite bench trying to figure out how he could end act one of his play with a laugh. The loveliness of spring in New York was one of the few things he and Gladys agreed on. Summer she hated, and winter she found punishing. For Sachs, summer in the city was divine with everyone away. It was truly a city that Larry Hart had said was made for a girl and a boy. He loved all seasons in Manhattan; winter blizzards, the birds of April, the crisp red and yellow leaves of fall. It all moved him. Now he stared up at the Fifth Avenue rooftops, the melody of a Richard Rodgers tune going through his head. There were some amateur admirals at the sailboat pond guiding their small vessels across the surface of the water with remote controls or just letting the breeze do the work. Miniature craft crisscrossed the placid sea of the city’s east Seventies. The air smelled of honeysuckle from the early bloomers. He was rapt in thought, adrift in his enigmatic melancholy, thinking about his play and how he could send an audience out for intermission on a high. He failed to notice at first that someone had sat down at the other end of his bench. For a while he didn’t look over, but the most delightful whiff of blended tobacco smoke from a Lucky Strike caused him to glance left and so he saw her. Like the character of Brick in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, who drinks till he hears that click in his brain, Sachs heard a very definite click in his. Sitting a few feet away was an incredibly lovely young girl and lovely in the exact way Sachs had always found particularly beautiful. A country-fresh face, dark hair, dark eyes, violet eyes, white skin, a face not just beautiful but beautiful in an interesting way. Her hair fell to her shoulders, and she wore little or no makeup and needed none. Sachs thought she had the look of a sexy Pole or Ukrainian farm girl, but her eyes projected sophisticated city smarts. And if all that were not enough, she had an overbite: for Sachs, a gift from heaven. Suffice it to say, if he was a pinball machine all the lights would be flashing, the bells ringing, and the jackpot sign blinking away. He was a firm believer in love at first sight and had seen it happen in dozens of delightful movies made feasible under the most impossible circumstances.

There was no question in Sachs’s mind, she had that thing that Cole Porter nailed as “the thing that makes birds forget to sing.” You name it, Sachs thought, everything I find special is there in spades. He loved her as much as one could love a stranger without hearing her speak and ruin it. She wore a light Aquascutum raincoat, open, with a soft short white cotton dress, white anklets, and loafers, and carried a large leather shoulder bag that would have been the envy of any postman. In it one could see a paperback copy of Miss Julie by Strindberg. Her ears were pierced, and she wore medium silver hoops. Aside from the earrings, she had no other jewelry. No watch, and more importantly, no rings. Sachs was not good at picking up women. The truth was he had never actually picked up a woman. He had had a number of dates before Gladys, but usually with girls he knew from school or if he was fixed up. The few times he had been smitten by someone across a crowded room, his shyness paralyzed him. When it came to beautiful women, he had always seen himself as the plaintiff, a seller wandering ineptly through a buyer’s market. He could not bear the hypocrisy of hearing his own voice trying to make a moment seem natural and casual when in fact two strangers are testing the waters to see if they have enough in common to maybe one day share a cemetery plot. Too, he always felt self-conscious about his erotic desires, which he felt could be read on his forehead like the news streaming across the Times building on Forty-Second Street. With Gladys, she had initiated the conversation at a New Year’s party. If she hadn’t asked him to please get off her foot, they might never have wound up man and wife. Sachs did not want to be caught staring but could not take his eyes off the girl. He tried to make it seem he was concentrating on the Fifth Avenue skyline and nothing else, but he could not resist stealing sideways glances at her face, causing his endorphins to fuse with her pheromones and eureka! The chemistry was already good. But wait; soon she would finish her cigarette, rise, and walk out of his life. He would return home, resume his seat at dinner opposite Gladys, resume his far side of their bed, resume his hunch over the Olivetti portable typing fiction, always fiction, immersed in a world of make-believe. Even now, his brain was creating the tragic tale of a man who falls in love with a girl he sees in Central Park, is too inhibited to speak, and regrets it the rest of his life. He watched her take a final drag on her cigarette and toss it. Suddenly, he heard a horrible sound and realized it was his own voice.

“Please don’t think I’m being rude, but I couldn’t help noticing you’re reading Miss Julie, and I’m a playwright and Strindberg is one of my all-time favorites, so I know that play inside and out and, if you have any questions, I’d be happy to help.” His Jiminy Cricket, who sometimes spoke to him and was usually quite critical, congratulated him. “There, schlemiel, was it so terrible?” the cricket said. It was Jiminy Cricket, but somehow, it sometimes sounded like his mother.

“I’m doing a scene from it for my acting class,” she said with a smile that was sweet and warm, making him want to hurry her down to City Hall and marry her.

“So you’re an actress,” he said, realizing this was a hardly brilliant batting back of the conversational tennis ball.

“I’m giving it my best shot,” she said.

“It’s a great role,” he said, “and you look perfect for it.”

“You think so?”

“I do.”

“You don’t think I should lose two pounds?”

“Are you kidding? You have the shape every man dreams of.”

“Gee, you’re a pushover,” she said and laughed.

“You’re a perfect Miss Julie, and if you have any questions about the character or the themes …”

“I do have a question,” she said.

“Shoot.”

“Why do you keep looking up at my apartment?”

“What do you mean?” he said. “Are you saying you live in one of those penthouses?” His eyes widening to the size of two fried eggs.

“I live in that one, with the terrace.”

“I’m stunned,” he said. “I come here often and sit on this bench and dream up plots about the people who live in those elegant rooftop apartments. Maybe someday I’ll write a play about someone like you. If I’m lucky enough to get to know you.” By now Sachs’s heart was beating like a tom-tom at a human sacrifice.

“I live there with my parents. They’re interesting, but I don’t know if we’d make good play characters. There’s not much conflict.”

“Were you raised in Manhattan?”

“Born and raised, overlooking the sailboat pond.”

“So Central Park is sort of your garden.”

“I guess you could say that, since my school friends and I spent so much time in the park growing up. And why not? It never disappoints. I still love to come here and sit, people-watch, and smoke. My mother won’t let me smoke in the house. She says the smoke gets into the fabrics of the furniture.”

Sachs envisioned her parents’ apartment. No plastic slipcovers up there, he thought. No oilcloth, no linoleum. When she grew up, no drinking her orange juice or chocolate milk out of glasses that were once Yahrzeit candles.

“So what did you invent about me and my family for a play? Or do I have to wait and pay a scalper’s price to catch it at the Morosco?”

He loved the sound of her voice, and she had such a charming delivery.

“I see you all upscale and beautiful and trading snappy patter over cocktails. Of course, the only penthouses I’ve ever seen have been in black-and-white at the Midwood Theater or the Loew’s Kings or the Brooklyn Paramount. Incidentally, my name is Jerry Sachs,” he said, offering his hand to shake. She shook it and, for a brief moment in the chaotic meaningless cosmos, he was gripping something that mattered.

“Lulu Brooks,” she said.

“Lulu? Like Little Lulu the cartoon character?”

“It’s Lucinda, but everyone calls me Lulu,” she said, flashing an Ipana smile that made him realize for the first time her face was both innocent and sensual. Another contradiction in a world especially designed for him never to figure out.

“I always liked Little Lulu,” he said. “As a kid I loved the drawings and the mysterious cartoonist’s Spartan signature, Marge.”

“I think of it more like ‘Lulu’s Back In Town.’ You probably never heard the song but there’s a great recording of it by Fats Waller. You ever heard of Fats Waller?”

“Oh, now you walked right into it,” he said. “I’m very up on jazz piano. I know everyone from Cow Cow Davenport to Cecil Taylor. Fats is one of my main men. What surprises me is that you know Fats.”

“I just love his singing. He and Billie Holiday kill me,” she said. “I like to sing.”

“‘You’re Laughing at Me’ and ‘How Can You Face Me?’ And ‘There’ll Be Some Changes Made’ with Gene Sedric on the clarinet.”

“I play piano,” she said. “I studied with John Mehegan, ever heard of him?”

“Not—no—I.”

“Mainly to accompany myself. I love singing and I love acting. I’d love to be in a musical.”

“Where did you go to school?” he asked her.

“Brandeis, but I dropped out so I could get going with my career. I have no patience. One of my myriad flaws.”

“I dropped out of Brooklyn College,” he said. “I also was impatient to move into Manhattan and take the city by storm. But not with a musical. I wanted to write The Iceman Cometh or Miss Julie.”

“Have any of your plays been produced?” she asked.

“My first one is slated for the fall,” he said.

“Is there a part for a twenty-one-year-old spoiled dropout?”

“Now I wish there was. No, the characters are all older. Older and disillusioned. But the mother is spoiled.”

“I can play disillusioned but in life I’m not cynical, or am I?” she said. “I think I still have most of my illusions.”

“Hang on to them. We need our illusions. Without our self-lying, it would be hard to get through the day.”

“Hey—is your play also so pessimistic?”

“O’Neill is my strongest influence.”

“He got his vision from Nietzsche,” she said.

“Oh, so you know about O’Neill,” he said.

“And Freud,” she said. “Freud was the premier pes-simist.”

“Pessimism is only realism under a different name,” he said.

“Sad, isn’t it? That we need our false hopes to live.”

“My illusions come mostly from MGM,” he said. “I still hang on to the dream there’s a penthouse somewhere with people popping champagne corks and tossing off dazzling come-backs.”

“Would you like to see an actual penthouse on Fifth?” Lulu said. “Although I don’t think it will live up to your fantasies about anything you’ve seen starring Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire.”

“I would love it,” Sachs said. In that split second his mind flashed back to the words of a Jewish uncle whose misanthropic humor always tickled him. “If something seems too good to be true,” Moishe Post had counseled, “you can bet it’s not.” And hearing that echo in his ear, he proceeded to leave the park with Lulu, cross Fifth Avenue, and enter a prewar limestone building he had, prior to that day, only passed and admired. He imagined the doorman gave him the fish eye when she took him into the lobby, the kind of look Louis Pasteur gave when he peered through his microscope. But why should he feel self-conscious? He looked presentable in his tweed jacket, crewneck sweater, and corduroy trousers. Nothing to be self-conscious about. So why was he? Perhaps it was five thousand years of tribal guilt that made him focus on the fact his shoes needed a shine.

The elevator operator was warm and friendly to Lulu and had taken her up and down since she was little.

“Are my parents home, George?” she asked him.

“Yes, they are,” he said pleasantly.

The elevator did not open directly into the apartment, but still it was the finest home he’d ever been to. There was a book-lined gallery and spacious rooms with high ceilings and a sweeping staircase leading to a second floor, and the living room was vintage with original moldings and a wonderful fireplace with a pine mantel. There were tall doors that opened to a terrace that overlooked Central Park. There was a paneled den with an actual bar that someone could stand behind and serve drinks. It was all furnished impeccably in a combination of traditional and contemporary. The rugs were oriental or custom designed, and the walls were hung with drawings and prints, often by artists he was familiar with. There were signed pencil sketches by Matisse and Picasso, by Miró. A Marie Laurencin watercolor, a van Dongen print. And many photos taken by her father, Arthur Brooks, a professional fashion photographer.

“This is Jerry Sachs,” she told her mother. “He picked me up in the park.”

“How do you do,” her mother said, friendly, svelte, and coolly beautiful, a former Vogue model: Paula Novack, her pictures, several of which were on display, showing what a looker she was during her magazine years. Lulu did not have her mother’s lean fashion model build but was more curvaceous, more buxom. Put it this way, Lulu might have looked out of place on a runway but pretty great lounging in a haystack. Sachs was right in his first impression when he sized Lulu up as Eastern European–looking. Paula was a Krakow gentile married to a New York Jew. She was casually dressed in slacks and a black wool turtleneck sweater. She greeted Sachs with a hand damp from holding a Baccarat glass with two ice cubes and four fingers of Bränneri pink gin. Her husband was on the way out but shook Sachs’s hand warmly and told his wife to “be sure to make a reservation for four at Giambelli’s for tomorrow night. Five, if he’s joining,” pointing to the new boy Lulu had brought home. He was not joining but felt it was a very generous gesture. With that, Arthur Brooks was out the door.

“Can I get you anything?” her mother asked. He wanted to say a martini but knew if he asked for one she’d produce it and he’d have to drink it, and like all alcoholic beverages, it would make him drowsy and soon he’d be longing for his pajamas. Lulu opted for Evian, and when it was explained to him it was bottled water, he said he’d have whatever she was having. The phone rang. It was not white. Paula answered it, became abruptly delighted, and proceeded to get into a splendid detailing of someone’s new house in Southampton with the caller, named Renzo. Lulu asked if he wanted a tour of the place. He did, and they ascended the stairs to Lulu’s bedroom. It was a lovely room with flower bud wallpaper, a four-poster canopied bed, and a small, light brown upright piano against one wall. There were many books in a bookcase, all good literature, he noticed, and the toys of her childhood were used as decorations all around.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “Spoiled brat.”

“That’s the second time you said you were spoiled,” he told her. “One could also say a Polish princess, but I would lay odds you’re an only child.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she said.

There were record albums: classical, jazz, popular, the Caedmon Poets. There were photos of Lulu at about twelve posing playfully next to Simone de Beauvoir, taken at the café Les Deux Magots in Paris. The famous writer was a total stranger but agreed to pose with the little girl, at her parents’ request. They went downstairs to the first floor. Lulu threw open the doors to the terrace and led Sachs outside. There was a commanding view of Central Park, and if one made the least effort, one could see everything from the Battery to the George Washington Bridge. She loved the rain, she told him, and would come out during the lightning storms and watch the great bolts of electricity zigzag through the New York sky and sizzle down to the rod on top of the Empire State Building.

“I love getting soaked by the rain water,” she said. “It’s so clean and cool. Or do I sound like one of those schmucks?”

He found the idea of her wet from rain as romantic as anything he could think of.

“Aren’t you afraid of getting hit by lightning?” he said, always cutting directly to the grisliest possible outcome of any situation.

“I’m not. The chances are very small, but if I have to die, what a way to go. Quick and full of drama.”

“Yes, well, still,” he fumfered, unable to buy into the thrill of being electrocuted.

“Can I read your play?” she asked.

“Would you like to?” he said eagerly.

“Yes. You’re so young to have a play optioned. Most of the boys I know write and nothing happens. But the stuff I read of theirs is never very good. And you support yourself writing. I’m impressed.”

“I’m witty. You’ll notice that if you’re around me for a while. And if it doesn’t get on your nerves, you’ll grow to like me.”

She laughed.

“What’s your play about?” she asked.

He was on the terrace of a penthouse talking about his to-be-produced play with an adorable, if spoiled, violet-eyed Polish princess. He held a drink in his hand like William Powell, albeit his was mineral water. Down on the street Manhattanites were scurrying home, hailing cabs, heading to their Uptown East digs where they might change and go out for dinner. Maybe to Twenty-One, maybe El Morocco, maybe someday the theater to see his play. He imagined calling for Lulu and her coming down the staircase in a sweet summer dress, her black silk hair still a little wet and smelling of night-blooming jasmine. After a hello squeeze that he would milk and a joking exchange, it was out to drink and dance in a city lit till dawn. Of course, he didn’t drink and couldn’t dance, but the thought put a smile on his face.

“Are you going to tell me?” Lulu asked. “Or did you zone out?”

“Tell you?”

“Your play. What’s it about? Where were you?”

“Oh, my play. It’s about risk, taking chances. It’s about a Jewish woman forced to make existential choices.”

“What’s it called?”

“Thus Spoke Sarah Shuster.”

“I love it. I did my thesis on German philosophy. ‘The Concept of Freedom in the Poetry of Rilke.’ I never finished it, but someone who read what I had thought it was very original. I love the idea of you treating these mortal themes comically.” Her approbation caused the top of his head to dislodge, lift off like a flying saucer, and tour the solar system before returning. She noticed the clock. “Well, I have to shower and dress. I’m going to a show tonight.”

“Which show?”

“On a Clear Day. I love Alan Lerner’s lyrics.”

“Can I see you again?”

“I’m out of town this week. Some friends of my parents are going to the Kentucky Derby and taking us. My dad’s lawyer has a horse running.”

“That’s exciting. Can I call you when you get back? I thought I’d show you the greatest little jazz record shop in town where you can find obscure Fats Waller and a lot of jazz piano and tons of great Billie Holiday. Plus some other musicians I think you would like.”

“Great,” she said, scribbling down her number. “Only why don’t we just say I’ll meet you at the same bench a week from today at three. I always walk home through the park from my acting class on the West Side and come out by the sailboat pond.”

“How will I recognize you?” he said, a lame joke he would rue for days on end. He rode down the elevator and began strolling toward the subway station at Fifty-Ninth Street. His head was not in the clouds but somewhere in the Andromeda Galaxy. She was everything he had always wanted, dreamed of, fantasized about. She checked off every box on his wish list. The cute meet, the penthouse, the terrace with all of Manhattan right out there. But most important, of course, was the lady herself, the girl in the raincoat; her face, her scrumptious body with every curve fulfilling its promise. Lulu—Little Lulu. She had it all. Her quick mind, her personality, her easy laugh. What if I’ve been wrong all these years? he thought. What if the infinite universe does not have a personal grudge against me? There was so much she brought to the table. But what did he bring? He replayed the afternoon in his mind and tried to gauge where he stood. OK, he made what he considered a bad one-liner. But he was amusing on the subject of death. “At least no more jury duty notices.” And despite her pricey education, he had no trouble keeping up with her on music, theater, literature. His observations about Norman O. Brown and polymorphous perversity were incisive, and he had corrected her on a line from Yeats. It was “the gong-tormented sea,” not “the gong-tortured sea.”

All his undisciplined reading had served him well, and all in all it was not a bad first day. She was obviously piqued enough to invite him to see her home and agree to meet him on the bench next week. She even said about his promise as a writer that she was impressed and asked to read his play. Actually, it was quite a good day. There was just one small item he had neglected to bring up. He was married.

*

Sachs and Gladys had discussed splitting up casually, with no need to rush out of marriage the way they rushed into it. They now spent even less time together, as she was busy campaigning for Kennedy and, out of left field, taking guitar lessons. They circled the notion of a split-up but decided to postpone any decision until she graduated, which seemed sensible. They both would have agreed they were in a kind of rut but somehow hoped it might magically get better. But now he was motivated to rethink the rut. He didn’t know if there was any future with Lulu, but what he did know was that there couldn’t be any present with her as long as he had a wife. There were also several issues to consider apart from his marriage. What if Lulu had a boyfriend? After all, she wouldn’t be going to the Mark Hellinger Theater tonight alone. Or what if she didn’t want a serious relationship at this point in her life? She was young and without a doubt popular. Why commit to one person? And why me, given the many choices she must have? He ran through the menu of possible deal breakers, and there were plenty. Example: What about sex? What if I just don’t turn her on? She, of course, oozed sex from every pore. Even eyeing her from the rear as she walked away in that little cotton dress was like an exaltation of larks; hot, perfectly shaped larks. Of course, what if she was as tepid in her lust as Gladys? His inner radar, if such a thing existed, told him not to waste too much time on that unlikelihood. And yet his initial fantasies were not carnal but connubial. He wanted to marry her. He dreamed of seeing her smile at him over breakfast every morning, of doing the city with Lulu on his arm, of sharing life, of making her laugh, watching her sleep. She was fun to talk with, to listen to, to strive to impress, which made him feel alive. And yes, ultimately to make love to, he thought as even now, hours after they said goodbye, her pheromones were bursting open in his brain like time-release capsules.

He and Gladys chatted, and he brought up the subject of divorce in a non-threatening way. She agreed that probably they did marry prematurely, but the logistics would be simpler if they waited until she finished school and his play was mounted. Then their paths would be cleared, and they could assess their situation and separate in a civilized, sensible way, if indeed that was the final decision. It was very matter-of-fact, very organized, very Gladys. Meanwhile, nothing was settled, and there he was, kicking the can down the road again. That week he dropped a copy of his play off with Lulu’s doorman and for the next few days his emotions ranged from sweet daydreams to cold sweats over her possible reaction to the fact he was spoken for. He felt the best thing to do was to just be honest and level with Lulu. He would explain that he was a husband but was planning to get a divorce. He told himself that the truth is always the best policy, but when he saw her in her jeans, sandals, and a white tank top with her hair in bunches coming toward the bench where he sat frozen like a figure at Madame Tussaud’s, he tabled the best policy for now.

“The Derby was exciting,” he said, having watched an event he had no interest in whatsoever so when she talked about it he wouldn’t come off like an uninformed zombie.

“The horse we were all rooting for finished out of the money,” she said. There followed some light small talk about the premature hot weather the city was having, during which he tried to clock if her interest in him had waned or maybe never was. Yet here she stood, on time and full of smiling energy. He was brought up short when she said, “Did you miss me?” He didn’t know what to answer. “No” was boorish and a lie. “Yes” showed his weak hand too quickly.

“What do you think?” he said, remembering how his Uncle Moishe Post had once said, In life you play the cards you’re dealt. Sachs felt he was holding two pair at best while Lulu was sitting with a full house. He recalibrated his hand to aces up when she said, “I hope so.” He had promised to take her to a jazz record shop and asked if she still wanted to go, and she said she did. The store was ramshackle and disorganized but fun and a treat if you were serious about jazz music. He was certain she’d love the divey appearance of the place, and she did. They browsed leisurely, talking music, laughing, and gobbling up discs to buy. He wouldn’t think of letting her pay and bought her some Monk and some Horace Silver and the Modern Jazz Quartet and some Billie Holiday. Eager to play them and listen and watch her reactions, they cabbed back to her apartment and went to her bedroom, where her hi-fidelity setup was. Her mother was not home, just a maid one floor below in the kitchen. In short, it couldn’t have been more ideal to make a move. She was delighted playing the Billie Holiday sides. “Did I Remember” knocked her out. Soon she drifted to the piano and played “Blame It on My Youth,” which she also sang, and her voice was chesty and warm. Her bedroom windows faced Central Park, and as the sun dropped behind the West Side building tops and Monk’s recording was up to “Crepuscular with Nellie,” and as the light in Lulu’s bedroom also became crepuscular, he felt nervous. “Kiss her now,” Jiminy Cricket said from behind his ear. “What are you waiting for, schmendrick? If you’re too scared to act, you deserve the rest of your life.” “Crepuscular with Nellie” playing, Monk’s solo piano, and alone with Lulu in her bedroom. Crepuscular with Lulu. He kissed her. He kissed her with reasonable grace, and she was up for it. Surprisingly deft, he eased her over to the bed, unbuttoning her shirt with fingers nimble as a card sharp’s. She did not resist his passion but rather lanced her tongue into his mouth down to his shoe tops, causing smoke to come out of his ears, or so he imagined. She made it easy for him, loosening her belt, and he fought not to get carried away but to be present at the event. As he suspected, she was a gifted love maker. He was reminded that Ginger did everything Fred did but backward and on heels. He manipulated enough of his pants off without experiencing a cramp in either his calf, thigh, or arch of his foot. Unlike Gladys, Lulu was hot, aggressive, imaginative, and tireless, and when it was all over he imagined he looked like one of those photos of the emaciated inmates of Auschwitz staring out behind barbed wire. After, they lay in her four-poster, and she lit up a cigarette, smoked, and was silent with her bunches messed. Either she had her share of experience, Sachs thought, or she’s like the young Mozart, a natural genius. He wanted so much to explain the part about his wife and that a divorce was practically in the mail, but if ever a moment was not right.

“Someday, I’m going to marry you,” he told her.

“Anything’s possible,” she said.

The following night he told Gladys he had thought it over, and perhaps it was pointless to postpone what was a foregone conclusion. They might as well split and get on with their lives, and the details could be managed. He had phoned his cousin Chester, who was a twenty-nine-year-old bachelor living on West End Avenue in the Nineties, and asked if he could move in temporarily and sleep on the sofa. He explained his marriage was going through a trial separation. Chester taught at Columbia, lived alone, and had no problem putting his cousin up. Chester was the most revered male in the extended family because he enunciated like Abba Eban. He always liked Sachs, and the two used to argue about books, film, and atheism. Sachs reasoned that it would be much easier to tell Lulu he was a bachelor, separated, in the process of divorcing, than a procrastinating wimp. When he told Gladys he had decided to move out, he expected a Bette Davis emotional explosion, but she surprised him with her poise and willingness to discuss it quietly. As it turned out, she had also rethought the matter and concluded that they had gotten off to a rocky start and their interests had diverged as they matured. She said they should view the marriage as a learning experience and, rather than have any regrets, they should focus instead on the alimony. The matter was turned over to their respective barristers, and in the end it was settled amicably, but not before Sachs was on the hook for a fat number. When they told their parents, hers were territorial and sided with her. Ruth Sachs predictably took Gladys’s side, as she would have taken the side of the thief if her son had said he was mugged.

The next night he saw Lulu and took her to dinner at a restaurant way over east in the Forties called Gatsby’s. They were both Fitzgerald fans and liked the idea of eating at a place named after the fictional icon. The restaurant had red-flocked wallpaper, and the shades on the small table lamps were also red, and so the glow on Lulu’s face was soft rose, making her even more beautiful if such a thing were possible. They drank red wine. As he was unaccustomed to alcohol, it took only two glasses to transport him to a pleasant land just north of Oz. They held hands, and she told him how much she loved his play and admired the ingenuity and subtlety of the plot. She found it compelling and laughed at all the right places. She agreed completely about existential risk. Flushed with confidence and marinated in Beaujolais, he told her he was married. She did not keel over or clap her hands to her head in the manner of the Yiddish theater. He said he was separated and getting divorced. He had not wanted to get into the whole sad story until he knew her better but was now in love with her. He told her he had married clumsily because he was desperate to get out of his parents’ house and lead his own life in Manhattan. He admitted that he had come to see over time that he had been selfish and somewhat exploitive, using Gladys for emotional support to move and start life, but he had also given her the courage to leave home and take on the world. He explained that he and Gladys had very little in common.

“And then you walked into my life,” he said. “It was like you stepped off the screen, sat down beside me on the bench, and since then my feet haven’t touched the ground.”

“So you were worried I would be put off by the fact you were married,” she said.

“Yes,” he said. “That’s it. You got it.”

“My god,” she sighed, “what is it with me and married men?” She held her wine better than he did, but she drank more glasses and had her own little buzz on.

“Have you been involved with a lot of married men?” he asked.

“Not really,” she said. “So you’re in the process of divorcing. So what’s the big deal?”

“I don’t know. Some women might—”

“Might what?” she said. “Get spooked?”

“I guess.”

“I’ve had one or two flirtations with married men. Why they seem to gravitate toward me when they’re taken? Bring up a different topic. Let’s order another bottle of the same wine.”

“But I’m getting unmarried,” he assured her.

“I get it, I get it. You jumped into something you regretted. When I think how many times I’ve done that. But I’ve always been smart enough or nervous enough to say goodbye before it goes too far.”

“I’m sure you’ve run through a lot of boyfriends.”

“What can I say? Sooner or later people disappoint. Or maybe it’s me. I don’t know.”

“Maybe your standards are too high.”

“Yes. Maybe they’re unrealistic.”

“Why does this conversation give me the feeling I’m on thin ice?”

“Think of it as existential risk.”

“Just what I need in my life. To have my heart broken by a Polish princess.”

“The good news is you make me laugh. And you seem to get it.”

“Get what?”

“Life. You’re one of the few people who sees it for what it is.”

“You mean a giant So What?”

“Did I tell you I loved your play? I think you’re going to be an important writer, and I love that you’re self-effacing. All the good people are self-effacing. None of my other boyfriends ever lacked confidence. They were all so accomplished and so full of themselves.” She was a little farther down the road from finishing the bottle of red. She flashed a smile that could have charmed a charging rhino. On a roll, he summoned the waiter to bring a second bottle of the Beaujolais. He had been so worried, but now it was over. She clearly was attracted to him. He got it. Life. He made her laugh. He was self-effacing. His low self-esteem had finally paid off.

“It’s sweet,” she said. “Your vulnerability. You were awkward when we met but fun to talk to. And I’m so fed up with intellectual wunderkinds who come on with all the answers and then flame out. You know what character I loved most in your play?”

“Which one?”

“Sarah Shuster.”

“Because?”

“Because she also doesn’t realize her insecurity is attractive. Of course, underneath she has great confidence. And I thought it was terrific that she chose to act when all those prissy bores urged her to have the child and she just didn’t want to, and she took it upon herself to go to Mexico and get it done. And then the chutzpah to have an affair with the Mexican doctor. That was inspired.”

“You don’t think I made her too self-destructive?”

“That was what was so interesting about her. Self-destructive people are often the most fascinating.”

Sachs was captivated by her insights, but Jiminy Cricket couldn’t help thinking, this boy is in over his head.

“Who’s your favorite fictional character?” she asked.

“In my play?”

“In all of literature,” she said. “What made-up character do you most identify with?”

They ordered dinner and she ordered an artichoke and penne. He had never had an artichoke, and she ordered one for him and then had to show him how to eat it.

“Where I grew up, you ate canned food. String beans, green peas, Del Monte fruit salad.”

“So what character in fiction do you most identify with?” she pressed him.

Finally, he said, “Gregor Samsa.”

“My god, you kill me.” She laughed.

“Sorry to say there have been many mornings I woke up and felt like an insect.”

“Self-effacing is attractive, but I draw the line at a roach,” she laughed.

“What about you?” he asked. “What character in all of literature do you most identify with?” He expected to hear Anna Karenina or Emma Bovary or Miss Julie.

“Have you ever read The Little Prince?” she asked.

“Saint-Exupéry? Yes.”

“Remember the fox?”

“Vaguely,” he said.

“I identify with the fox. Interesting, isn’t it? Both of us identify with creatures rather than humans.”

“Why the fox?” he said.

“Because the fox says, ‘Tame me.’”

“Uh-huh.”

“My whole life I’ve been searching for someone to tame me.” He looked at her beautiful face, was overcome by her sensuality, which since going to bed with her was now a new nuclear ingredient. He finished the glass he was nursing and, staring at those big beautiful violet eyes, considered again exactly what cards he was holding. Her praise for his work improved his hand from aces up to a straight, but she was still sitting with her full house, and to tame her he might be forced to bluff. Such were his wine-soaked thoughts at Gatsby’s.

“I just may have to take charge of your life,” he said, overplaying his aces.

“Then I would surely marry you,” she said, squeezing his hand and letting his imagination do the rest.

They finished eating and drinking most of the second bottle and wanted to make love, but her parents were home and so was cousin Chester. Sachs was tapped out from the dinner tab, so Lulu popped for a double room at the Plaza Hotel. Between his run-amok desire and her total lack of inhibition, it was surprising their lovemaking didn’t cause a blackout on the Upper East Side.

When he waxed euphoric about Lulu to Chester, his cousin said that he had a friend at Columbia who knew her from Brandeis and said she was always very bright and popular and well thought of by everyone. All the guys were after her, and all the girls loved her. Chester’s friend remembered Lulu studying drama and said she was a good actress, but for whatever reason she dropped out of school in her senior year. The friend wasn’t sure why, but there was some talk of a nervous breakdown.

“Lulu?” Sachs said in disbelief. “No way. She left to pursue a career.” Sachs wasn’t surprised she was well-liked and a good actress. Later, when he thought about the rumor of a nervous breakdown, it struck him as totally out of sync with the Lulu Brooks he knew. She was so up and optimistic, and yet when he thought about it more, it did seem odd to drop out of college so close to the finish line just to get a small jump on show business. He resolved to get into it with her on their next date, a drive out to Oyster Bay in a Hertz rental. They parked in a secluded spot where they could watch the moon reflect off the water and found some good soft jazz on FM, “Waltz for Debby” by Bill Evans. He kissed her once or twice, they marveled at the stars in the night sky, quoted Auden and Kurt Weill, and he brought the conversation around to her checking out at Brandeis. To forfeit a diploma just so she could go on auditions a few months sooner or take classes at the Actors Studio that could easily wait a bit. What was the point?

“It wasn’t just that,” she said. “Although I do get antsy. I’m not a patient person. Don’t you find that if you have to wait too long for a thing it kills it? You don’t want it anymore.”

“Well, I don’t know, but since you’re spoiled, I can imagine.”

“I went through a bad period,” she said.

“In what way?”

“I was involved with one of the professors, and he was married and I was sure he was going to leave his wife. At least that’s what he told me. But he didn’t.”

“I see. So you got hurt.”

“More than hurt. I was more fragile than I realized, and in the past I was always the one who ended the relationships. I wasn’t used to being dumped, and I was really crazy about the guy.”

“I guess he was one of the few who didn’t disappoint you. Or hadn’t disappointed you yet,” he said.

“He was super bright and charismatic, and usually I was in control of the situation, but here, he was in control. I found it very confusing because I didn’t like not being in control, but I also loved not being in control. You understand what I’m saying?” He nodded, thinking “mixed feelings,” but then she said, “And it wasn’t mixed feelings, it was something else. I don’t know what it was. I was just so crazy then.” Sachs was glad he didn’t say “mixed feelings.”

“My shrink told me I test guys,” Lulu said. “I look for any possible weakness so I have an excuse to bail out. He says I’m caught between longing to get close but being afraid of getting close.”

“Gee, this is all very reassuring.” Sachs said, while at that moment a dark cloud had drifted over the moon, a touch, he felt, of Chekhovian symbolism entering on cue.

“He was the only person I ever met who looked like he might tame me. And then suddenly it was wiped out, and I felt completely lost. And I guess you could say I had some sort of a mini-breakdown. I was depressed. I couldn’t concentrate on my schoolwork. The Miltowns didn’t help. They made me feel more anxious. I don’t know, maybe it’s genetic. I know my great-grandmother on my mother’s side was supposed to be very emotional. She killed herself. I look like her. And I would say I’m emotional. I cry at movies and plays. And what the hell was I doing studying art history anyway? Maybe because he taught it. I had to take something when the school registered me. I should have majored in drama, but I was so confused. I didn’t even want to go to college. But I met some wonderful kids. I made some great friendships.”

She finished her story and lit a cigarette. Sachs had listened and was insanely jealous. She had really fallen for this guy who broke her heart, a charismatic intellectual who had the key to her. Till then, it had been Lulu who had graded the test scores, and apparently no one passed. Now she had received the F. Sachs imagined himself being tested by Lulu and how any one of his flaws, which he estimated at six figures, would become apparent and doom him.

She was right when she described herself as spoiled. She was a smart brat in her four-poster canopied bed. She probably grew up never hearing the word “no.” Then this guy goes back to his wife and bingo. Tantrum time, rage, anxiety, depression, genetics, Miltown.

“Where is he now? The guy you felt might have tamed you?” Sachs asked, hoping to hear the charismatic professor had passed away and been cremated.

“He and his wife moved to England. He had always wanted to live in the Cotswolds and be a country squire.”

“Do you miss him?” Sachs asked. “Are you over it?”

“Well over it,” she said. “In retrospect, I can see how outrageously I behaved. Why? Are you jealous?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t be. As the Larry Hart lyric goes, I only have eyes for you.” And with that, she leaned forward and kissed him, pushing a button she knew would release all the dopamine he had in his hypothalamus, and in seconds they were slipping into the back seat so the steering wheel wouldn’t get in the way.

The next months were the nicest of his life. Not only was his play given an exact date to open at the Minetta Lane Theatre in December, but he landed a job not just supplying jokes on current events but joining the staff of a full-fledged comedy show. That brought him a big jump in salary plus a great boost to his confidence. He felt moving up like this would assure Lulu that she was betting on the right horse. She said, “Congratulations, but don’t let the world of TV seduce you. You’re an artist. Strindberg and O’Neill would not have gotten sidetracked by the vast wasteland.”

Still, it made his alimony easier to handle. Best of all, he had moved from cousin Chester’s, and Lulu helped him find a delightful apartment on East Seventy-Eighth Street right off Madison Avenue. It was one very big room in a brownstone that had been made into multiple dwellings. It had a fireplace and windows that looked out on the tree-lined backyard gardens of several adjoining townhouses. Lulu not only helped him find it, she helped him furnish it. She showed him all the good antique shops she had been taken to by her mother and Paula’s interior decorator.

“Area rugs,” she lectured. “Not a wall-to-wall carpet. And no overhead lights. Lamps only.” She helped him pick out café curtains and warm country pieces. It was Alessandros, she advised him, for the best fireplace equipment. “Logs,” she explained, “you have to order from Clark and Wilkins. They will deliver to you.” Lulu pushed nubby fabrics and muted colors. Autumnal hues, her mother’s decorator used to say, and Lulu passed the palette on to Sachs. When he bought a pewter lamp that had too white a shade, she showed him how to stain it with a tea bag. But it wasn’t just furnishings. Raised with a Rhinelander exchange, Lulu knew the Upper East Side like he knew the rides at Coney Island. She knew the best grocery markets and butcher shops. She knew the best hardware stores and art galleries and where to get the prettiest dishes and flatware. She knew all the best doctors and Swedish cleaning ladies and where to buy the finest brownies. It was either Greenberg’s or William Pohl, “depending on what your chocolate craving is signaling.” She told him the best barber was in the Carlyle Hotel, where to buy the finest wines, and where all the good all-night drugstores were. And if you lost a button and needed to find an impossible match, she had the place to go. Rhinelander, Butterfield, Templeton, Plaza: even though these tony phone exchanges marked off her main stomping grounds, she also knew the best sturgeon came from the West Side at Barney Greengrass. And since he loved to read mystery books, she took him to a tiny bookstore called Murder Ink. He had never heard of the Amato Opera, nor had he heard the singing waiters at Asti. He discovered the wonders of the Frick from her, and to pamper her insane sporadic midnight cravings for cheesecake, she introduced him to the Turf on Broadway. She was raised in Manhattan where he wished he had been raised, and he was finally getting a city education. In Harlem they ate steaks at Frank’s, and for oysters, it was Grand Central Station. Meanwhile, they made love in front of his fireplace and watched late movies on TV. Did they fight? Not often. And they were trivial disagreements, quickly healed. There was only one time Sachs thought the temperature rose uncomfortably.

He was driving them to Tanglewood to hear Mahler, which her father had introduced him to and which made him an instant fanatic. The highway was not moving. Traffic was at a standstill, bumper to bumper. Each car inched forward only rarely, headed for a tollbooth. There was a service road alongside the main road, and she was urging him to ease out of the traffic line and drive to the tollbooth on the service road and then ease back in the line. This he would not do, for several reasons ranging from morally wrong to fear of getting stomped to death by irate drivers who would not react kindly to someone cutting the line. She accused him of not having initiative and said others with her had done it before and it was not a capital offense. She offered to take over the wheel. Finally, he tried, but his heart was not in it, and he made a botch of it. She clearly had disdain for his ineptitude, and he was correct that the other drivers were not thrilled at his attempt to take advantage. After some creative expletives from road-ragers marooned behind the wheels of their cars, he made it back into the line by the grace of a single tolerant motorist. Lulu hardly spoke the rest of the way, and he wondered if this was a test he had somehow failed. Later, on the great lawn at Tanglewood, under the Big Dipper, listening to the unbearable sadness of Mahler’s Fourth, they eventually drifted back into each other’s arms, and the crisis faded.

Lulu still lived with her parents but spent most nights at his place. Her parents liked Sachs, and he liked them. Her father was a great guy; very warm and friendly, given to high-end living but in no way snobbish. Paula, the mom, was a bit more image-conscious but still very nice. She made helpful suggestions to improve Sachs’s wardrobe and said if he’d promise to throw away that awful aftershave he used, she’d gladly treat him to a new one. A fragrance, she called it, and he took her advice on such matters and they got along swell. Her parents took them both to dinner at all the tony restaurants where Arthur Brooks was recognized and definitely not shunted off to Siberia. After, there was always her dad’s discreet handshake with the headwaiter, smuggling a few crisp twenties into the man’s palm. La Caravelle, La Grenouille, Orsini’s. What dining experiences with this family. And who knew from palate cleansers? At Lutèce, Lulu insisted he taste escargot. He balked and said he found eating snails too disgusting. She thought it was absurd he wouldn’t even give it a try and teased, badgered, and charmed him until he finally agonizingly put one in his mouth. He made a cute face, pretended to swallow it, and managed to secretly ditch it without getting busted. His willingness to be a good sport won him a nice squeeze of his hand. Lulu’s father taught him who to tip and how much. They took Lulu and Sachs to the opera and to the theater, often with house seats. Arthur and Paula adored classical music, and Sachs heard his first Stravinsky and Bartók and took an instant liking to Sibelius. Her father put him in touch with his ticket broker so Sachs could then score good seats to hard-to-get shows. He and Lulu frequented the Half Note on Hudson Street and Birdland, where they listened to Miles and Coltrane and Lambert, Hendricks and Ross. They caught every foreign film at the many art houses that dotted Manhattan. Bergman, Fellini, Godard, Truffaut. She spoke French. Outside of English, he was limited to the few Yiddish words he heard his mother calling him or his father. Schlemiel, schlimazel, schmendrick, putz, yold, useless when watching The Four Hundred Blows or La Strada. All the maître d’s had known Lulu since she was little and was taken to celebrate her birthdays at places like the Oak Room or Gino’s. But her favorite birthday memories were at Serendipity, and she and her friends still adored the Won Ton soup at Sam Wo’s in Chinatown, the pizza at John’s on Bleecker Street, and at midnight the chili at P. J. Clarke’s. Gifts, he learned, didn’t have to be expensive, but they had to be imaginative. Sachs discovered a shortcut to her heart was a music box from Rita Ford’s, her favorite store, which actually was expensive. He scored a bull’s-eye when he bought her a small Bemelmans watercolor of Madeline from the Hammer Gallery. He knew Lulu shopped at Saks and Tiffany’s and had charge accounts at Bergdorf’s and Bonwit, and between her and her mother he got a lesson in what was style as opposed to mere fashion. Her mother’s style was elegant, Lulu was very casual, and both always managed to look fabulous. “Style, not fashion,” her mother never tired of drumming into Lulu and Sachs. “Mrs. Vreeland always said, style, not fashion.”

Sachs and Lulu made love all over town; at his apartment, in her bedroom if privacy permitted, and now and then they would check in to a hotel, with the new venue bringing out something fresh in her passion. Once, when her parents understandably did not want to use their season tickets to slog through The Flying Dutchman, Sachs and Lulu had their box all to themselves, and in the private compartment behind the seats, they did it to Wagner at Lincoln Center. Lulu introduced Sachs to her friends. Well-educated types she had grown up with or befriended at Ethical Culture or Fieldston or Brandeis. She introduced him to her sexy friend Jill with such a buildup you’d have thought she was trying to make a match.

“She’s so beautiful and brilliant. She’s an architect. Lots of fun with a great sense of humor. You’ll love each other.” He met Jill, and she was fine but no one he would have been moved to call if he wasn’t going with Lulu. After practically pushing them together, Lulu kept selling Jill to him. She kept asking if he preferred Jill to her. He assured Lulu he did not. It amazed him that, despite Lulu’s looks and charm and intellect, she still seemed to have a little insecurity problem. For instance, she was thrilled when the producer of his Off-Broadway play wanted to cast an actress who was particularly attractive and talented. This would of course mean that she would be in contact with Sachs on a daily basis once rehearsals started. He had to assure Lulu, as he had done about Jill, that the actress could never mean anything to him, nor could the pretty Asian model who lived in the apartment over his. This jealousy flattered Sachs, although he had his own problems with insecurity. How could he not, with guys always hitting on Lulu and she with a naturally flirtatious personality? He was jealous of the time she spent with her friend Harley, even though he was openly gay. She had gone through Fieldston with Harley, and they were exceptionally close and laughed together at a million private jokes, and they dished and shopped and spent long stretches on the phone. They joked about giving up their ambitions and becoming a team of domestic servants. Harley would be the butler and Lulu the cook and cleaning lady. Not that she could cook anything but tuna casserole. It was all nonsense, but it bothered Sachs. Harley took her to see Judy Garland at Carnegie Hall but could not manage more than two seats, so Sachs could not go. Still Sachs had to admit he enjoyed Harley’s wit and learned a lot from his inside knowledge of the Broadway and Off-Broadway theater scene.

After a live reading of his play, hearing his dialogue out loud was for Sachs like taking a cold shower. How awful it sounded. How foolish and immature. He was no longer the same person who wrote those words when he was typing on his Olivetti in the Village. He needed to fix it up, make it more real, less naive. Maybe the producer was OK with it, but Sachs had outgrown it. He wrote Lulu’s praise off to the fact that she wanted to be encouraging. It no longer satisfied him. It needed work.

He and Lulu flew to Palm Beach to attend her friend Claire’s wedding. They tried to make love in the bathroom of the 727 in flight because she loved the idea of saying they both were members of the Mile High Club. Sadly, turbulence made the required choreography too slapstick. When Lulu read the first act of his rewrite, she was surprised how much he had deepened it, and even though she liked the original draft she could see this one was clearly better.

He said someday he would write a terrific and complex role for her because she was terrific and complex. She said that was not why she was with him, so he could write for her. She said he should only write what inspired him. She bought him a leather-bound edition of Miss Julie and inscribed it “To Jerry, You only live once. If you’re a schlemiel, twice won’t help. Love, Lulu.” By that time, she was just about living with him, and they looked for a larger apartment they might move into together. Her friends thought they made a great couple and felt, of all of Lulu’s romances, this one was actually going to hit paydirt.

One afternoon in October, Sachs returned to the bench where he met her. He was looking up at the penthouse where it all began, but now with a slightly different perspective. He had been there, done that, and had seen it firsthand, and it was very lovely if not precisely a set where Tracy and Hepburn could solve their unsolvable dilemmas. He laughed at himself when he thought he had learned how to tolerate burgundy, even if it was only one glass. He knew now how much to tip and how to get logs for his fireplace and what Mahler sounded like and what the best brownies tasted like and what aftershave never to buy again. He realized what a small life he had previously led. How limited was his upbringing in so many ways. Of course, he understood his parents did the best they could given their struggles and on his father’s tiny income. He wondered if he had not judged Ruth and Morris too harshly, too unrealistically. At that moment he felt sad that they would never live high above the city unless someday, if things went right, he could splurge and make it happen for them. He resolved to take them to dinner at Lutèce and laughed, thinking his mother would say something like “Aunt Rhoda’s halibut is much better.” He envisioned his father loving the food, then complaining all night of heartburn. Still, maybe it would be nice to treat them even if they kvetched. These random thoughts ran through his head as he sat waiting for Lulu to meet him. She was coming back through the park from her West Side acting class, and her parents were going to take them for dinner. The night before the two of them had pizza downtown and saw The Zoo Story, and he wondered if he could ever write so beautifully. He was staring up at the buildings, listening to the street musicians play “A Night in Tunisia” very professionally. Then she arrived. First a whiff of her mother’s Shalimar caught on the breeze, then the big smile, the big eyes, the happy energy, and finally, the whole award-winning package.

“Hi,” she beamed, “waiting long?”

“Twenty minutes, but I was enjoying some kids play a Dizzy Gillespie tune.”

“This bench is where it all began,” she said. “We should ask the city to put up a plaque.”

“You look extra beautiful. What the character Charlie in my play calls cripplingly beautiful.”

“I’m looking forward to dinner,” she said. “I’m having the lobster thermidor.”

“You know already!”

“I love La Côte Basque. I don’t think you’ve been there. You’ll get a kick out of it. Very chic, very socialite. Great for people-watching.”

“I wore a tie, you’ll notice.”

“I love it. My mother was right about you. You always look great in suits and ties.”

“I’m flattered.”

“Let me ask you a question.”

“Shoot.”

“Would you like to go to an orgy?”

“Run that by me again?”

“Would you like to go to an orgy?”

“Sex?” he asked with a touch of incredulity.

“That’s usually what an orgy is,” she said.

“What is—what do you mean?” he asked.

“A guy in my acting class who I’ve gotten friendly with asked if I’d be interested in going to an orgy.”

“I hope you dusted him. Who is this guy?”

“I asked if I could bring my boyfriend.”

“That’s what you said?”

“Yes. And he said sure, no problem. It’s this Friday in the Village.”

“You must be kidding,” Sachs said, a bit flustered.

“No. Why?”

“That’s a terrible idea,” he told her.

“Why? It sounds very exciting,” she said.

“An orgy’s lots of naked men and women all doing stuff to each other.”

“I know what an orgy is.”

“You ever been to one?”

“No. That’s why I thought it would be exciting.”

“You like the idea of everybody sleeping with every-body?”

“Don’t you? It’s very erotic.”

“But other men will be having sex with you, sleeping with you.”

“And women with you. Maybe a few at the same time.”

“I don’t want other men to have sex with you.”

“You’ll be one of them, and you’ll also be with new women.”

“You’d like that idea?”

“Don’t you? It sounds so hot.”

“But, I love you.”

“This is not about love, it’s lovemaking. It’s pure sex.”

By now he knew he was in trouble. She was clearly captivated by the idea.

“I don’t want to sleep with anyone but you,” he told her.

“Well, you can’t just watch. I mean you can, that’s part of the fun, but you also have to participate. I thought you’d love the idea.”

“Well, I don’t. Why would I find it exciting to be in a room with strange naked men?”

“My god, have you never heard of a Turkish bath?”

“That’s a whole other thing. And I find a Turkish bath disgusting.”

“I can’t believe you don’t love the idea. How often do you get an opportunity to have real group sex?”

“I don’t want group sex.”

“Why not? It’s exciting. To watch, to be watched, to have multiple partners, simultaneously, consecutively.”

“You don’t have to explain what an orgy is to me.”

“I thought you’d love the idea.”

“Stop saying that. I love you. Sex between us is—I don’t know. Something sacred.”

“Sacred? I’d hardly use the word ‘sacred.’ It’s not a religious ritual.”

“No, but I don’t want to watch you with other men.”

“You don’t find that a turn-on?”

“I don’t like the idea that you want to have sex with other men. And in a group. That the whole idea doesn’t put you off.”

“But none of them mean anything to me. It’s not as though I have emotional feelings for them. They’re strangers. Fresh faces. I always wanted to take part in an orgy.”

“You did?”

“Yes. You look so stricken.”

“I’m flabbergasted.”

“Why? My god, I never thought you’d be so uptight about it.”

“Well, then you don’t know who I am.”

“I’m flabbergasted you’re flabbergasted.”

“You want us to take part in an orgy?”

“Yes. Yes. Stop repeating yourself. You’re like a shell-shock victim.”

“Look, honey,” he said firmly, “we’re not going to any orgy. And I’m hurt that you want to, and just who is this guy in your acting class who invited you and clearly wants to get into your pants?”

“A lot of guys want to get into my pants, but I’m with you. That’s why I said I’d have to take my boyfriend.”

“I’m sorry, Lulu, we’re not going.”

“Well, I am.”

“You are? Without me?”

“I want you to come, but I’m not going to miss it if you’re too scared to have an adventurous experience.”

“Free-fall parachuting is an adventurous experience, but I’m never going to try that either. You’re nuts.”

“Why? Because I like to try new things? I’m sorry, but I didn’t figure you to be so hung up.”

“I would hardly call me hung up because I’m not into sex with the Mormon Tabernacle Choir.”

“I’m very disappointed. I find it very off-putting.”

“I can’t believe this. You can’t just up and go to an orgy without me.”

“Then come. Don’t be such a priss. We’ll have fun. New people, new bodies, different desires. Why are you so frightened?”

“Stop saying I’m frightened.”

“I must tell you, I find your namby-pamby attitude very unattractive.”

Sachs was dumfounded, lost. He was trying to reason with someone who could not see the logic of his position. The bottom line was she wanted to go, was going, with or without him. He tried to be super fair and asked himself if he was being small-minded and had a blind spot, but the cricket on his shoulder assured him that he was right and she was a wild thing. Am I a coward? he cross-examined himself. Was he a namby-pamby? A schlemiel? Was he too inhibited to burst the bonds of middle-class morality? Too scared to choose sexual freedom over convention? Too weak to go with Lulu to a bacchanale? Was he finally at heart a pharmacist? At that moment he sensed he was on the verge of losing a woman he clearly was not able to tame. He couldn’t bear the thought that she would want to go to an orgy, much less with or without him. Like with the tasting of the snail, she teased, cajoled, shamed, charmed him, and finally, against every molecule in his body that screamed no, he agreed to be a good sport.

He was sick with tension when Friday night came and he accompanied her by cab to a townhouse on Morton Street. She looked like a zillion dollars, and, true schlemiel that he was, he wore a tie. She rang the bell, and a nice-looking young man came to the door, and she said she was Lulu Brooks and that Vic had invited her, and they were let in. In the deep background they could see a room with naked bodies messing around. A woman in a robe, half open so you could really see everything, gave them coat hangers and told them to hang up their clothes and that the drinks were over there and they should help themselves and the party was in the parlor. The parlor, she called it. His Aunt Sylvia had a parlor, but in it you had tea and prune Danish, not intercourse in a daisy chain. Lulu slipped off her shoes. Sachs was paralyzed. He couldn’t bring himself to remove a stitch of clothing or even loosen his belt or even untie a shoelace. He avoided glancing into the back room for fear he might see a naked man’s body and regurgitate his baked potato. Lulu was peeling off her blouse and pulling down the straps of her lacy black La Perla bra, oblivious of him as he edged toward the door and slipped out into the fresh night air.

As he walked to Sixth Avenue where he would get a cab, he knew the movie that started on a bench was over. He had looked into her eyes too many times now and had glimpsed in their violet sparkle the rest of his life. What a last reel, he thought. This is not exactly a Hollywood ending. He hurried along. Fall was here early and with it coming attractions of winter nights. As he wandered toward the avenue, he passed the Minetta Lane Theatre. His play would open there, and soon rehearsals were beginning. He was reminded it still needed tweaking.
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