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  Chapter 1

  After the Wall

  November 1989

  New York had voted on a Tuesday and been given, by a margin of forty-seven thousand, its first Black mayor, which the city received as a miracle for one full day and then as a fact to be argued with. On Thursday night a tired official in East Berlin misread a press release at a press conference, and after that the news belonged to somebody else.

For a day or two the television showed people dancing on a wall. By Monday it was showing them again. The networks had sent everyone they had, and everyone they had stood in the same floodlight, saying that words could not describe it, over pictures that had already described it twice an hour since Thursday. The city watched with the sound off. It had its own election to digest, and a November of the particular New York kind, warm enough by noon to make everyone distrust it.

On Madison Avenue in the East Fifties, in a limestone building with a doorman and a brass directory, a magazine called Meridian had gone to press with the year already summarized. It was a monthly, and it was proud of a particular thing: the newspapers could have the first word, and were welcome to it. Meridian was in the business of the last word — the profile that took four months, the essay that landed a season after the shouting and told you, at last, what the shouting had been about. Being late was not the price of the work. It was the work. The December issue had been finished on the eighth of November.

The ninth had unfinished it.

❧

On the eighth floor, at twenty past nine on Monday morning, Nora Kessler was reading a sentence that had been written the night before in a hotel room in West Berlin by a staff writer named Daniel Pratt, who was twenty-six years old and had been awake for most of a week. The sentence had crossed the Atlantic in the night and now lay on her desk as a galley — a full page of typeset proof, wide-margined, made to be written on — where a red pencil went through four of its words and wrote three better ones above.

What the building knew about Nora Kessler was what the building needed to know. That she had been Dave's deputy for nine years and had his chair now, six months warm. That she could read a galley the way a customs officer reads a passport. That she worked in complete sentences, even in margins, even at midnight. That she had a way of taking the thing you had been saying badly for ten minutes and handing it back to you in one sentence so exact you walked out believing you had thought of it. People came to her because that was her job, and because she was better at it than anyone they had ever worked for, and if they left her office slightly embarrassed at how simple she made it look, the embarrassment was the tuition.

The issue had been torn open for four days. A quarter of a finished book was gone — features pulled, the map page scrapped, the cover down off the wall — and what stood in the gap so far was a wire photograph, a new map with a hole where a border used to be, and Pratt's dispatch, arriving by fax in curling thermal sheets that the mailroom carried up flat, like pastry. As newspaper work the dispatch was fine. He had been there, he had stayed awake, he had counted the crowd and spelled every name right. But a newspaper had run its version four days ago, and Meridian would arrive at the end of the month, and nobody needs a count of the crowd at the end of the month. What the magazine needed was what the count left out: whom you would have to sit with, and for how long, before a Berliner told you what the champagne was covering; what a family said on the phone that week to the family on the other side; what it does to a city to get back, overnight, the half of itself it had learned to live without. Pratt did not know to ask, and there was no reason he should have. He had had four days.

In the margins, in complete sentences, Nora wrote him questions. Better pages would come back because of them. That was the whole system, and on the eighth floor it worked the way plumbing works, invisibly and every day: the writer saw, the editor asked, the checker verified, the type house set, and a hundred forty pages went out twelve times a year to a quarter million people who trusted the plumbing without once thinking about it.

She spent the morning being the system. The remade map came up from the art department and went back with one word on it. The executive editor put his head in twice, once with a problem and once with the same problem wearing a different shirt. Down the corridor the art director and the photo editor were on their knees over wire prints laid out like a solitaire game, dealing East Germans onto the carpet — this crowd, that crowd, a man with a chisel, a grandmother in a good coat between two soldiers — while a messenger stood in the doorway holding the next envelope and knowing better than to speak. Somebody's radio said the word historic and somebody else turned it down.

Through the glass of his office on the writers' side, Julian Cross was on the telephone with his feet on an open drawer, conducting with his free hand — long slow strokes, then a sudden stop, then the pencil snatched up. Anyone passing would have assumed a source, a senator, somebody's publisher. It was a woman in Queens he had never met, calling about her cousin.

At six the television in the bullpen was still on with the sound off, showing the same aerial shot of the same crossing, four days old now and starting to look like footage — something that had happened to film rather than to people. The floor emptied by degrees. Nora stood in her coat and watched it for a minute, no longer than the man from the mailroom standing next to her, and then went back to her desk, because the map still had a hole in it and the close did not care what was on television.

❧

Dez Washington came up out of the subway at Rockefeller Center on Monday morning carrying a box.

The box held a stapler, a mug, a soft-sided dictionary, and a pair of black pumps, and the pumps were in the box because she was in her sneakers, which was how the trip was made: white Reeboks from her door to the office bathroom on six, then two and a half inches of Nine West the rest of the day. She had learned the route in one practice run the week she was hired. D train down from the Bronx, forty-five minutes, a seat after 161st if you stood in the right place on the platform. Her getting-home money rode folded in her sock. Her real wallet rode in an inside pocket, and a second wallet, three dollars and an expired library card, rode in the outside one, for handing over. She picked her car by who was in it. None of this was a decision anymore. It was how you buttoned a coat.

In her ears, under the city, Big Daddy Kane had been warming it up since Tremont Avenue — a dubbed tape, the label saying KANE in her own blue ballpoint, the highs already going from two months of play, the record barely that old. Her mother had made her a sandwich she had not asked for; it rode in the box beside the pumps, wrapped in wax paper folded the way it had been folded since Dez was nine.

The week deserved a word about the household she had left that morning. On Tuesday night, six days ago, Lorraine Washington had sat in her kitchen in Morris Heights with the radio on and both hands flat on the table and listened to the numbers come in until the numbers said that David Dinkins, a Black man, was the next mayor of the City of New York, and then she had called her sister in Baltimore, and then the two of them had stayed on the phone past midnight not saying very much. Forty-seven thousand votes. On the block it was the only subject. At church on Sunday the pastor had not preached on it and had not needed to; it was in the building like heat. Two days after the election a wall fell over in Germany, and on Lorraine's block this was received as news of weather in another country is received — noted, wished well, returned from. There was a new mayor. There was a first.

Dez rode down into Midtown every morning with both of those weeks in her, and at Fiftieth Street she turned the tape off, and somewhere on the walk to Madison her posture did a thing she did not watch it do, and by the lobby she was the person the office expected.

Her third day, a man from the copy desk stopped at the desk they had parked her at — she was an editorial assistant, hired two weeks ago, ninety words a minute and a writing test somebody upstairs had called alarming — and asked her, socially, what she made of it all. He waved a hand at the week. "Something, isn't it."

"I keep thinking about the margin," Dez said. "Forty-seven thousand. That's a Tuesday's worth of subway."

The man looked at her with friendly incomprehension.

"The election," she said.

"Oh," he said. "Sure. No — I meant Berlin."

"Of course," Dez said. "Berlin."

He told her Berlin was the story of his lifetime and went away pleased, and Dez sat for a moment with her hands still on the keyboard. Then she went back to typing another person's letters, in an office where she had counted, without meaning to and in her first hour, the number of people on the floor who looked like her, and had not needed her other hand.

Nobody had time to train her, which turned out to be the training. The building that week ran hot and loud with its doors open, and a new pair of eyes could stand at the edge of it and learn the whole machine the way you learn a kitchen in a rush: paste-up on seven, where men with X-Acto knives waxed type onto boards and the air smelled like a candle store with a solvent problem; the checking desk, a row of people on the phone saying courteous, merciless things; the fax alcove, where thermal paper curled out of the machine like something being born and an editor stood over it reading history upside down. On Tuesday morning a woman with a clipboard appeared at her desk and said the nine-thirty needed a minute-taker, theirs was on the fourth floor rebuilding the map, could she take shorthand. It wasn't really a question and the true answer was mostly. Dez picked up two pencils.

Which is how, eight working days into her employment, Dez Washington was in the Cathedral for the November pitch meeting, at the foot of a long walnut table with a steno pad, in a room she had not been introduced to, taking down the names of men she had not been introduced to either.

❧

The conference room on eight was called the Cathedral because of the ceilings, and the meeting in it ran on two clocks at once. The December issue was closing four floors of the building at that moment — the meeting was for January, the flat plan already on the table, the map of an issue page by page — but December kept coming in anyway, in galley pages carried to the door and initialed at the threshold, so that the room decided the future in the intervals of signing off the present. Nobody remarked on this. It was what a monthly was.

Nora sat where Dave used to sit, which was no longer worth anyone's notice, and ran the room by letting it spend itself first.

They did the essay before anything, because the essay was December's and December was on fire. The slot had been blown open with the rest of the book, and the question on the table was the question every editor in the city was privately sick of: the professor's article from the summer, the one announcing that history was over. Everyone at the table had read it. Most of them had quoted it at dinner, half in order to disagree with it.

"We're not answering an essay," Martin Kaye said. Martin was a senior editor of the old make, fifty-eight, grey, pressed, a Yale ring he turned when he was about to be listened to. "One professor writes one article. We respond to the world. Not to the National Interest."

"Everyone in this room has read it," Julian said. "You've quoted it twice yourself. Once at Elaine's."

"I quoted it to bury it."

"That's what a magazine answers," Julian said. "The thing everyone is burying and quoting at the same time."

The foreign-affairs man wanted a symposium, four voices across the spectrum, and the room understood four voices to mean four fees and let the idea die of its own arithmetic. Somebody proposed Kennan and was told from three chairs at once that everyone would be asking Kennan this month, which was the same as saying no. Martin turned his ring once and put his hands flat.

"Fine," he said. "If we do it, it's not a review. Reviews are for the back of the book. It's a verdict. Four thousand words. History ended in the summer — somebody should notify the Bronx."

There was laughter, and Martin didn't join it, which was how the room knew he was serious. Nora let one more argument run its length and then closed the slot by restating it one degree more exactly than anyone had managed.

"December, one writer, no symposium," she said. "And the piece isn't that he's wrong. It's that he's early, and that only an American could be this early. He watched history end from the one country where history is something that happens to other people. Eight thousand words. Who owes me a favor?"

It went in the minutes. At the foot of the table, the new assistant wrote it down word for word, and had already, by then, spoken twice.

The first time had been half an hour earlier, in the back of the book. Charlie Whitfield came to pitch meetings the way some men come to church — for the singing, not the sermon — and sat to Nora's left in a navy blazer with dulled brass buttons, and was, by general unspoken agreement, the most comfortable object in the room. He owned the magazine. It had never once been mentioned in this room. When the art pages came up he had a story, because he always had a story, this one about a dealer he'd sat next to at dinner who was still moving paint at deranged prices, and he landed the point with the ease of a man who had never in his life been interrupted: "— the market's gone mad on dead painters. The Basquiat boy, dead a year at twenty-nine, and the canvases have tripled —"

"Twenty-seven."

The voice came from the foot of the table, from behind the steno pad, and it did not sound like a challenge. It sounded like a fact-checker's query, which is to say like the weather report: information, offered because it existed.

Charlie stopped. He looked down the length of the walnut at the person the voice belonged to, a young Black woman in a charcoal blazer whom he had assumed, to the extent he had thought about it at all, to be furniture of the useful kind.

"Twenty-seven," he said. "You're sure."

"August of last year," Dez said. "He was twenty-seven."

"Worse," Charlie said, to the table, with real feeling, and folded the correction into the anecdote without a seam — dead at twenty-seven, canvases tripled, the market gone mad — and was charming for forty-five more seconds, and sat down having lost nothing, because he was a man constructed in such a way that nothing could be taken from him in a room. It was the rest of the table that had gone briefly, delicately still. Someone's pencil had stopped. The stillness was not about Charlie.

Dez wrote the minutes.

The second time came at Berlin. The executive editor had the January flat plan and walked the room through the follow-up — the piece the December dispatch had bought them the right to, eight to ten thousand words, the crossing three weeks on, working title After the Checkpoint — and in the walk-through he said, setting the scene with a broad hand, "— the announcement on the tenth, the whole apparatus coming down inside a weekend —"

"The ninth."

This time the silence had a different grain, because this time it wasn't the owner, whom nobody feared, it was the executive editor, whom everybody worked for, and because the room had now seen it happen twice.

"The announcement was the ninth," Dez said. "Just before one o'clock, our time. The crossings opened that night — before midnight, theirs. The tenth is when the bulldozers came."

"She's right," Julian said, mildly, into the pause. "The ninth. I watched it ruin a dinner."

The executive editor said, "The ninth, then," and corrected his own notes, and the meeting resumed the way traffic resumes around a fender-bender, everyone moving, everyone having seen it. Nora, from the head of the table, looked down its length as if a coat had spoken from the wrong hook, and asked, not unkindly:

"Who are you?"

"Dez," said Dez. "Washington."

"The minutes are in good hands," Nora said, and the room laughed, and the name went into the record in its own handwriting.

The rest of Berlin took eleven minutes.

It began with Brenner. The executive editor said the Bonn stringer had cabled twice asking for the follow-up — Brenner, who had covered the Germanys part-time for a decade, who was an hour from the story by train. "He wants it. He's asked twice."

"Brenner is part-time," Nora said. "He's filed twice this month and his analysis runs in December. He's priced." It was bookkeeping, delivered in a bookkeeping voice, and the room took it as bookkeeping, and the stringer in Bonn went back into the drawer of things the magazine was approximately aware of. Sixty miles from the fallen wall, the magazine's one man in Germany got two sentences, in the same hour the same table had agreed to spend eight thousand words explaining that history was not over.

Then the room turned to the question of who would write the follow-up, and the room did what rooms do around Nora Kessler, which was to look at her.

It was not a secret that she was the best pencil in the building. It was also not a secret — it was something better than a secret, an assumption so old it had stopped being visible — that she was the best reader of the German story on the masthead: the one who caught what the wires mistranslated, who knew which Bonn politician was lying by the shape of the denial, who had once, legendarily, cut a correspondent's Wende analysis in half and had the correspondent write to thank her. If anyone at that table had been asked how she knew, they would have said what the building always said: she's Nora. She knows things. It was a complete answer. Nobody had ever needed a longer one.

"Send a name," Martin said. "This is a cover-sized story. You don't send a junior to the twentieth century's going-away party."

"Send an ear," Julian said. "The story isn't the checkpoint, the checkpoint's been filed. The story is the six weeks after — the hangover, the arithmetic, what it costs to get back a limb. That needs somebody who can sit in a kitchen and hear what's underneath the champagne." And then, because he was Julian, and because he was looking at her with an expression three degrees too neutral: "We have exactly one editor who'd hear it. I've watched her cut wire copy at the sentence level for tone. Pull her off the desk for three weeks. The desk will hold."

The proposal sat in the room, impeccable. Everyone at the table had had some version of the thought; Julian had merely paid the cost of saying it. And every editor present watched Nora consider it, and what they saw was what they always saw: a professional weighing a resource question.

"The desk will hold," Nora agreed. "The chair won't. We're rebuilding a quarter of the December book with four days of runway, the January well is half-committed, and the last time an editor of this magazine filed from the field, the field was Saigon and the magazine nearly missed a press date. I'm the editor. The editor edits the issue." She said it without color, as you state a policy rather than win a point. "Pratt is there, he's filed creditably, he has the accreditation and the hotel room. It's his story. Give him the six weeks and my margins."

Every sentence of it was true. Every consideration was real. The room, which respected true things and real considerations, moved on to the feature well — all but the one who had proposed her, who looked at the flat plan and said nothing further, and whose right hand, on the table, had gone still.

The cellist came last, and the cellist, everyone agreed afterward, was the best ten minutes of the meeting.

Julian pitched standing up, which he did four times a year. A woman in Prenzlauer Berg, East Berlin — a cellist, never famous, never allowed to be — had played at the same third-floor window every evening since 1961, the year the wall went up at the end of her street. Twenty-eight years. Neighbors set their clocks by her. On the night of the ninth of November she had come down with the cello, walked to the crossing, sat on a borrowed chair in the crowd, and played — and had not crossed. Had not, in the days since, crossed. The window, the wall, the one night at the checkpoint, and the not-crossing. The tip had come from her cousin, a woman in Ridgewood, Queens, who did alterations and read the magazine at the library and had telephoned the switchboard person-to-person to say: somebody should know about my cousin.

"Everyone else is at the wall interviewing the hammers," Julian said. "This is the piece about what the wall was for. Not the politics — the wall as a neighbor. As a member of the household. You live against a thing for twenty-eight years, you play to it every night, and one morning it's a door. What does the door do to you." His hand had been conducting through all of it, small strokes; it flattened on the table. "I need three weeks and the phone budget. She has no phone. There's a queue for the exchange and a cousin who'll translate. It will be a circus of logistics and it will be the best thing in the January book."

Martin came in flat, on rhythm, before anyone else could: "It's a woman at a window. It's eight hundred words in Talk of the Town and Talk of the Town runs down the street. Where's the argument? We are not in the vignette business."

"The argument," Julian said, "is that everyone with a wall inside them is about to find out what happens when it opens, and history's given me one small clean case with a cello in it. You want the thesis on a card, Martin, here it is: freedom arrives and finds the survivors already shaped like the cage. Now let me go make it invisible."

The room enjoyed that the way it enjoyed a good rally. Heads went to Nora.

Layout had drifted in mid-pitch — the photo editor with the cover conference's leavings, and beside her, silent by the corkboard, Sana Farid, the staff photographer, twenty-nine, in a waxed field jacket she had not taken off, who looked at pictures in meetings and almost never spent words in them. The photo editor asked the practical question: if it holds for January, what's the image — the wire boys were shooting faces at the wall by the thousand, joy running down every cheek in Europe, and every magazine in the city would be printing faces.

"You photograph them from behind," Sana said.

Five words, in an accent from farther east than the wall. The room turned. She was looking at the corkboard, at nothing.

"Everyone is printing the faces," she said, as if the rest had been asked and answered inside her, and what the table was getting was the last line of it. "The faces are all the same face. From behind, you get what they're walking into." She picked up her contact sheets and was done spending.

Nora looked at the flat plan for a moment.

"It's a piece," she said, which in that room was a verdict, and the cellist went to January, and the meeting ended ninety seconds later on schedule.

❧

Julian caught her in the corridor outside the Cathedral, the two of them walking the length of the eighth floor at the speed of people who had walked it together for twenty years.

"Thank you for the cellist."

"Thank Ridgewood," Nora said. "Your opening's wrong, incidentally. You'll want to start at the window, and you'll fight it, and you'll start at the checkpoint because the checkpoint is louder, and in the fourth week you'll move the window back to the top where it belonged."

"I could save us both the month and start at the window."

"You won't, though."

"No," Julian said, comfortable. "I won't." They had edited each other's sentences for two decades, on paper and off it; it was the one conversation neither of them had ever tried to end. At her office door he stopped, and she was one step into the office before she registered that he had stopped, which was its own kind of sentence.

"Pratt will file competently," Julian said. "You know exactly how competently. You marked this morning's pages."

"They were better than yesterday's."

"They were better because you wrote the questions. His answers will be his own — competent, filed on time, hollow by the third paragraph, as they were this morning before you touched them." He let that sit. "Go yourself. You'd come back with the piece. He'll come back with the coverage, and you'll fix the coverage until it reads like a piece, and it'll run late, and you'll have done all of it from a desk." He let that sit. "You of all people."

The corridor did what corridors do: carried a phone ringing somewhere, a waxer's smell, someone laughing on the stairs.

"The desk is where I'm useful," Nora said. "We've had this conversation, Julian — we had it in the meeting, in front of the flat plan, and the flat plan won."

"We had a meeting in the meeting," Julian said. "This is the other conversation."

"There is no other conversation." It was said pleasantly, at conversational pitch, with a smile of genuine warmth, and it closed like a door with good hardware — no slam, one click. "Go call Queens. You have a circus to run."

He looked at her a moment longer than the exchange required. Then he went to call Queens, because she was right about the circus, and right about his opening, and right about everything else that could be said out loud.

The circus, over the following days, was this: the cellist had no telephone. The block had one telephone, in the flat of a party functionary's widow who charged for it in coffee and standing. A call to East Berlin could not be dialed; it went through an operator, was booked in advance like a table at a restaurant, and came to pass, or didn't, inside a window of hours. So the interview ran as a bucket brigade — Julian's questions dictated in the afternoon to the cousin in Ridgewood; the cousin, that night, at her kitchen phone with the timer running, to the widow's hallway in Prenzlauer Berg, where the cellist stood holding the receiver in both hands; the answers carried back across the Atlantic the next day, translated at the same kitchen table, Julian pacing his office on the long cord, taking down his subject's sentences at two removes, like a man restoring a fresco from photographs of photographs. It was the least efficient interview of his professional life. On the fourth call, the cousin, having relayed the last answer, stayed on the line a moment past her own goodbye and asked, in the voice of a woman who has decided to know the worst: this magazine — it pays her? For her story?

"It pays for the story," Julian said. "Yes."

There was a silence on the Ridgewood end, the sound of arithmetic being believed.

"Then ask her the part about the metronome again," the cousin said. "She was being modest."

❧

The close ended Thursday at 11:40 at night, when the last board was signed and a man from production walked it to the elevator flat on his palms, like a cake. The party had been scheduled for weeks — pre-Wall, for the ordinary December close — and the invitations had gone out to the ordinary list, a hundred-odd editors, writers, agents, a novelist between books, gallery people, one soap-opera actor nobody could place, and so the party occurred four floors above its own subject and swallowed it whole: the office of the magazine that had just remade a quarter of its December book in four days, full of people congratulating it for a week it had spent on its knees on the carpet dealing East Germans like solitaire.

It was, everyone agreed, a very good party, and the guests never learned it was two parties wearing one room. The first party stood by the bar cart with a plastic cup and said Berlin, Berlin, Berlin, isn't it extraordinary. The second party was the staff, who circulated with the same cups, said the same Berlin, and every few minutes peeled off through a door: the art director gone eleven minutes and back with wax on his cuff; a checker summoned to a galley by a man mouthing one thing over the novelist's shoulder; Nora herself signing a page against the corridor wall at nine forty, cup in the other hand, in mid-anecdote through the doorway. The guests saw a magazine at play. The staff was playing an away game at home, and winning it.

Someone had brought a boombox from home and the Pixies were on it, at the volume of a party where the median age is a matter of open dispute. The wine was Freixenet in Styrofoam, cases of it, and the good bourbon was in Charlie's office being poured by Charlie into Waterford for a favored rotation, the door propped in a way that made selection into hospitality. He was as happy as any man in the building. This was the room he was best in — every name remembered, every glass filled, every anecdote landing — and when the caterer's man found him at eleven with the clipboard, Charlie read the total as he read the subscribers' mail, fully and without hurry, and the pen paused over the line one half-second longer than a man like Charlie ever pauses over money. "The Freixenet held out," he said, signing. "Legacy of my father's — he believed champagne budgets were the last honest indicator. Of what, he never said." It got its laugh, and he got his signature back under the clipboard's clamp before anyone could see the number, including, in a sense, himself.

Tomás Vega was there for forty minutes. He had come back that afternoon from somewhere with a strap-creased shoulder and would be gone by Sunday to somewhere else, and he stood at the edge of Julian's orbit with a glass he wasn't drinking, being asked by strangers what it was really like, wherever he had been. At eleven-thirty a boy from production twisted a fresh bottle of the Freixenet open too fast, and the cork cracked off the ceiling tile, and the room cheered — and one man went still, for half a second, in the wrong way, his glass stopped halfway to nowhere. Nora saw it from twelve feet away, over the shoulder of an agent who was telling her about the eighties; saw it arrive and saw it put away, the whole thing over in a blink. Tomás set the glass on a shelf, said something dry to Julian that made Julian laugh from the floor of himself, and left before midnight.

Dez stayed later than she had meant to, at the edge, in her commute sneakers, with her bag already on her shoulder. Nobody had told her assistants came to the party; nobody had told her they didn't. She drank one cup of the sparkling wine slowly and watched the room as she had watched the meeting — the novelist listening to a fact-checker explain type sizes with an attention he never gave interviewers; the wired senior editor back from the hallway with his confidence up a register, laughing a half-second ahead of the punchlines; two coats leaving together in a way that was nobody's business and everybody's data. At the door she passed close enough to the boombox to hear the tape flip, the room adjusting to the new song without knowing it had. On the street she put the pumps in the bag, the sneakers on her feet, the headphones on, and rode home to the Bronx with her own week — the mayor, the margin, the meeting — pressed warm against a window black as the river. In the kitchen, past midnight, Lorraine's light still on out of no pretense of coincidence, Dez said it was a work party, fine, loud, and that the job was mostly filing. Then she hung the charcoal blazer on the door of her room and brushed it down with the flat of her hand, twice, the way you'd settle a uniform the night before an inspection.

❧

Charlie went to the printing plant on Saturday night because Charlie always went, and because this month, of all months, he wanted to watch it become true.

The plant was in New Jersey, an hour against no traffic, a long windowless building with its own weather inside: paper dust, ink fog, a warmth that came off the press like off a horse. The press itself ran the length of the hall and three stories of it — a web press, fed not with sheets but with rivers, whole rolls of paper a man could not put his arms around, threading through the towers at a speed that turned paper to grey water. Charlie stood where he had stood with his father, on the steel catwalk by the folder, in the camel hair coat with a paper cup of the pressmen's coffee, and the press chief, a man named Ferro who had run Meridian's forms for eleven years, stood next to him with the makeready sheets and shouted the conversation they had every month, at the volume the hall required.

"Running one thirty-six," Ferro shouted. "December book."

"One thirty-six." Charlie had signed the paperwork Tuesday and knew the number the way you know a temperature. Last December had run one forty-four. The December before, one fifty-two. "Light."

"Light's the fashion," Ferro shouted, philosophically. "Everybody's book came in light this fall. The car guys pulled pages in September, the liquor guys October. You want my economics, Mr. Whitfield, watch the liquor guys. They know before anybody."

"My father used to say watch the shipping lines."

"No shipping lines in New Jersey," Ferro shouted. "We watch liquor."

The cover form came up to color a little after one in the morning. This was the part that could not be hurried and the part Charlie came for: the same image, sixty times a minute, climbing out of the grey — first as a bruise, then as a photograph, then, with the fourth unit laying the red in, as the thing itself: the Brandenburg Gate at night, torchlit, thronged, shot from behind the crowd so that ten thousand dark shoulders carried the eye up into the lit stone. AFTER THE WALL, said the type. LETTERS FROM BERLIN. Ferro pulled one off the line and they bent over it together on the makeready table under the good lamp, and Ferro ran his thumbnail along the fold and grunted at the register marks, which was the highest praise in his vocabulary.

"Hell of a picture," he shouted. "One of yours over there?"

Charlie looked at the small type on the flap of it, the credit line, an agency and a stranger's name, some Reuters man who had stood in the right plaza on the right night.

"Wire," he said. "Ours were all here."

"Hell of a picture anyway," Ferro shouted, and the two of them stood and watched the gate come up out of the grey sixty more times, and Charlie stayed on the catwalk, as he did every month, through the whole of the cover run — nothing to do, nothing to decide, the decisions all behind the plates now and the magazine no longer askable — and found it, as he did every month, the most restful hour on the calendar. At dawn the eastbound skyline came up over the swamps like a makeready sheet itself, one pass short of color, and Charlie drove home into it with four early copies on the seat beside him, still warm, as his father used to bring them, and one of them, though nobody would ever sort the moment into words, already folded open to the ad pages.

❧

The magazine went out into the world. On Monday it was on the newsstands, $3.95, the torchlit Gate shoulder to shoulder with every face-forward wall in the racks, and Sana Farid, passing a kiosk on Sixth Avenue in the morning, stopped a moment in front of it — the composition from behind, the shoulders, the walked-into light, the thing she had said in five words standing now in a steel rack with a wire photographer's name on the flap — and bought a copy, and did not mention it to anyone, ever.

And on Sunday evening, in an apartment in the East Nineties that was curated to the point of looking unoccupied, Nora Kessler sat down by the telephone.

The day came off her in layers first; it always did. The pins out of the chignon, laid parallel on the tray. The suit onto the wooden hanger, the cardigan off the hook — an oatmeal-colored thing with pilled elbows that had not left the apartment in nine years and existed for exactly one hour of the week. She made tea she would forget to drink. The apartment around her held one thing that did not match it: on the little side table by the window, squared to the table's edge for months now, an envelope with a foreign stamp canceled in the spring, addressed in an upright, careful hand, unopened. It was not lost, and it was not filed. It sat where it sat like a stone in a bowl of fruit, and she passed it on the way to the telephone as she had passed it several hundred times, which was fluently.

She dialed thirteen digits from memory. Under the ocean the call ran through the new glass cable, and the line came up so clean it abolished the distance instead of measuring it, and a voice said, close as the next room:

"Kessler."

"Papa. Ich bin's."

And the woman in the apartment changed. Not gradually — at the pitch of the first vowel, the way a room changes when a second lamp comes on. The voice that answered him was lower than the voice the eighth floor knew, warmer, quicker, and it belonged to the same face wearing it differently. If any of the hundred people who had watched her run the Cathedral that week had stood in that doorway, they would have needed a moment to place her.

They spoke German for an hour, and it went, in the room's own language, like this.

He was well. His knee was a liar and the weather was a bureaucrat, but he was well. Yes, he had been down to it again — twice more since they'd spoken. Everyone in the building had gone at least once by now; Frau Schneider in 4B had gone at her age, in her good coat, and had come back with a chip of it in her handbag like a saint's bone, and displayed it at the mailboxes to anyone she could corner.

"Tell me again about the ninth," Nora said.

"I told you Sunday."

"Tell it better."

He laughed — she heard him settle into the chair, the old upholstery giving its familiar creak, sixty-one years old and delighted to be asked for a performance — and he told it again, and it was better: how the television said the thing that could not be what it sounded like, and the neighbor's boy came up the stairs three at a time; how the street decided, all together, without anyone proposing it, the way a flock turns; the crowd thickening toward Bornholmer like water finding a drain, half of them in house shoes; the young ones up on the concrete in the floodlight, and a man he did not know weeping into Heinrich's collar for no better reason than that his coat looked absorbent; the boys with chisels bought that same afternoon — the hardware store had sold out of chisels, sold out, like umbrellas in a rain — already paying the wall back in chips; and at the barrier a girl pouring Sekt through to the other side, into strangers' mouths, into the whole East one mouth at a time, because the arms could not reach across but the wine could. He had stood in it until two in the morning. His feet had been wet through and he had noticed the following day.

She asked him to tell the part about the sound. He knew which part she meant. The chisels, he said. From a street away you couldn't see the wall for the crowd, but you could hear it: tack, tack-tack, tack, hundreds of them, unsynchronized, amateur, tireless — like rain on a roof, if the rain wanted something. That was the sound of the whole city that week. You slept with the window cracked and it came in on the cold air, tack, tack-tack, the wall going away by the ounce.

She sat on the floor with her back against the chair, the tea long cold, the lamp making its one pool, and asked him to tell it again, and the asking was the whole hour: the editor of Meridian, who that week had priced a stringer in two sentences and remade a quarter of a book in four days and turned away the twentieth century's going-away party with a policy, saying noch mal — again — like a child at bedtime, to a man sixty-one years old in an armchair four thousand miles east, who was so plainly, roundly happy to be the one telling her.

Near the end he said the thing he said in some form every week, that it was warm this year but the real cold was coming, and she should see it, she should smell it, the city smelled different already — and the sentence walked toward a door and she opened a different one for it, asked about Matthias, asked whether the money had come, letting the word — the letter, yes, it came, you fold it too well, I nearly threw it out with the advertising — letting the word go by, both of them, at the same instant, in the practiced way of a family stepping around a floorboard that everyone knows is loose without anyone ever having said so out loud.

"Na gut, mein Kind. Schlaf."

"Hab dich lieb, Papa."

"Ick hab dir lieb." The Berlin came up through the High German at the end as it always did at the end, when he meant it and was done pretending not to.

She sat with the receiver in her lap for a while after the line went quiet. The lamp made its pool. At the edge of the pool, on the little table, the envelope in the upright hand that was not her father's.

Then she turned off the lamp, and Monday came on schedule, because it was a monthly, and the January issue was already late.


  Chapter 2

  What Comes Through the Door

  December 1989

  It snowed on Thanksgiving, just under five inches, the first Thanksgiving snow in fifty-one years, and the city took it the way it was taking most things that season: as one more impossible thing arriving anyway. The Wall was two weeks old. On Fifth Avenue a man had set up a card table and was selling pieces of it — gray chips of concrete, a dollar apiece — and people who eight weeks earlier could not have stood within rifle range of the Iron Curtain stood at his table in the snow with their gloves off, turning the chips over, feeling for the border in them. Nobody knew what you did with a piece of one. People bought them anyway, and carried them home in coat pockets, and stood them on mantels and windowsills all over the boroughs: small gray proofs that the worst thing everyone alive had been raised to expect had quietly declined to happen.

In the limestone building on Madison Avenue the January issue was closing on schedule, which after November felt like good health after a fever. Nobody would remember this close. It was the other kind, the ordinary kind, the kind the machine was built for.

❧

Charlie Whitfield carved the turkey standing, in shirtsleeves, at the head of a table his grandfather had bought, and did it well, because his father had taught him on the theory that a man who cannot carve will be carved for, and a man who is carved for is a guest in his own house.

The snow had started before noon and the family had watched it from the long windows with the pleasure of people whose plans are all indoors. Will had come with his wife from the apartment on Seventy-Second, bearing a law firm's opinion of everything; Catherine was down from the Massachusetts boarding school where she taught English, with a duffel bag and a paperback splayed in her coat pocket; Thomas had flown in from Portland with stories about a nonprofit that Charlie could not entirely follow and listened to entirely. Eleanor ran the table as she ran everything, invisibly, a hostess so practiced the hosting itself never showed, only the results.

None of the children read the magazine. Will read the Journal, Catherine read novels, Thomas read, as far as anyone could determine, menus. The December issue lay on the hall table with the mail, the torchlit Gate on its cover, and stayed there. Charlie had noticed this for years — worth knowing about, not worth mentioning.

"The Wall thing," Catherine said over the pie, in the tone she used for making her father talk. "Was it like sixty-eight in the office? You always say sixty-eight."

"Nothing is like sixty-eight," Will said.

"It was better than sixty-eight," Charlie said. "In sixty-eight we remade the book twice in one summer and both times the news was worse when we finished than when we started. This time —" he leveled the carving knife at the window, at the snow going gold under the streetlamps — "this time the news held. My father used to say you could tell a good year by whether the December issue embarrassed you in March. We'll see in March."

"That's not an answer, Dad."

"It's the answer you'll get with pie in front of me."

At nine he put on the camel hair coat and said he was going to walk a little of the dinner off, and Eleanor, in the doorway, handed him a plate wrapped in foil he had not asked for.

"It's the dark meat," she said. "He won't say so, but nobody likes breast."

"No," Charlie agreed, taking it. "Nobody does."

The walk to Gramercy took him the better part of an hour in the snow and he did it the whole way smiling at nothing, a large man in a good coat carrying a foil plate through a city gone quiet and white, the plows scraping somewhere over on Third. The apartment when he let himself in was warm and full of music — something new, insistently rhythmic, singers trading lines over a beat that seemed assembled rather than played, and the younger man turned it down but not off, which was their arrangement about most things.

"There's snow on you."

"There's turkey under the snow. From Eleanor."

The younger man took the plate and looked at it a moment longer than a plate requires. "The dark meat," he said.

"She's thorough."

They ate standing up at the counter, picking at the same plate, and the younger man told him what the music was and who had made it and why it mattered, and Charlie listened the way he listened to the pressmen and the doormen and the subscriber mail, fully, asking the questions that kept it coming, retaining more than anyone would have guessed. The talk came, as it always did, with the neighborhood folded into it — the younger man's world ran on a few blocks west of here the way Charlie's ran on clubs and boards: the record shop where the album had been bought, whose man behind the counter knew before anyone's family knew who was sick, because who came in and who stopped coming was the shop's own census; the bartender on Christopher Street holding a month of mail for a man whose landlord had changed the locks; the gym that had opened where the baths had been. Charlie retained all of it, a geography he had never once walked in daylight and knew, secondhand, better than his own club's back stairs. When the plate was finished the younger man took Charlie's hand off the counter and put it flat against his own chest, under the sweater, where the warmth was — an old move, from the first winter, never once discussed — and for a while the music was the only one talking, and what stood between them at the counter was not care and was not gratitude; it was want, years in and undiminished, and both of them still slightly surprised by it. On the mantel the photographs stood where they always stood — the children's school pictures, and at the end, in a silver frame, a handsome man laughing on a boat, who did not come up in conversation and never had to. At eleven Charlie put the coat back on. At the door the younger man straightened his scarf, one pull, economical, the gesture of long practice.

"Tell Eleanor the dark meat was noticed."

"She knows," Charlie said, and went down into the snow.

On Monday he was at his desk by eight-thirty with the subscriber mail, which he read every Monday, every letter, all the way through — a retired teacher in Scarsdale with views on the fiction, a man in Ohio renewing for the thirtieth year and saying so, a woman in Galveston who had gotten two copies in one envelope and wanted the magazine to know she'd given the spare to her dentist. He read them with his coffee, unhurried, the publisher of Meridian doing the one job nobody had ever assigned him.

Under the mail was an interoffice envelope from six. He unwound the string and read that too, all the way through, though it was one page: the first-quarter bookings, set against last year's first quarter, the difference at the bottom of the column in a business manager's tidy hand. It was not a dramatic number. It was the kind of number you could explain four ways, and the sheet helpfully explained it three of them: the liquor houses consolidating, the car people cautious, the January book always soft.

Charlie looked at the number the way he had looked at the caterer's clipboard in November, fully and without hurry, and then he folded the sheet in thirds and put it in the inside pocket of his jacket, where a folded sheet does not show. When the business manager put his head in at ten to ask if he'd seen it, Charlie was signing Christmas cards.

"I saw it. It's December, Ed. Nobody buys pages in Advent — it's practically doctrine. We'll talk after the holidays."

"After the holidays," Ed said, and went away reassured, because being reassured was a thing Charlie could do to people in nine words.

He filed the Christmas card list in the deep drawer, where his tenants lived: the folders of things he kept for other people. Tomás Vega's sublet lease was in there, co-signed two years ago in Charlie's own hand, a spare key on a tagged ring clipped to the folder. He squared the folders and shut the drawer.

The one piece of business he did that week that anyone upstairs heard about, he did on Thursday, in the doorway of Nora's office, holding the January flat plan she had sent down as a courtesy. The essay slot said WITNESSES — the piece on the government pulling its money out of the art show downtown and then, cornered, putting it back — sixty-eight hundred words on what the reversal revealed, which was not a piece a nervous advertiser would thank anybody for in an art-market winter.

"The Goldin essay," Charlie said. "Run it long. My father used to say the January issue is for the readers, because God knows the advertisers are still in Palm Beach." He tapped the doorframe twice, his gavel. "It's a Stein piece. He'd have run it in '54."

"Would he," Nora said, in a voice balanced precisely between question and verdict. She looked at him a moment — at the anecdote, standing in front of the man the way a coat stands in front of a door — and decided, visibly, to let them both through. "Long it is."

He went down the corridor pleased, past the framed covers, forty-two years of Decembers, all level.

❧

Dez Washington heard the problem set before she saw it. Her brother erased the way other people slammed doors, and at twenty past six the sound came down the hall ahead of the coffee smell: scrub, scrub, a pause while he blew the crumbs off the page, scrub.

Marcus had the kitchen table. He had claimed it at midnight by treaty, because finals at City College ran through Thursday and the table was the only surface in the apartment long enough for the way he worked, which was flat, everything at once, four sheets of graph paper squared to each other and the textbook held open by the sugar canister. He was tracing a program by hand, line by line, being the machine himself on paper, because machine time at the college was rationed and paper was not, and because his professor said doing it on paper was the whole point.

Dez put the kettle on and read over his shoulder, which he permitted the way a tollbooth permits a line to form.

"What does it do when it's done?"

"Sorts," Marcus said.

"Sorts what?"

"Anything."

"It can't be anything. Somebody has to put something in it."

"Numbers, then."

"Whose numbers?"

He looked up at her then with the particular pity that younger brothers keep on hand for older sisters, a pity with no unkindness in it anywhere, only the sadness of a man watching a strong swimmer head up the wrong river. "It doesn't matter whose," he said. "That's the beauty part," and went back down into the graph paper, and she stood there holding the coffee tin until the kettle went.

Their mother's key turned in the door at a quarter to seven. Lorraine came in with the cold still on her coat and the night shift still on her, hospital soap and coffee gone metallic and, under it, the ghost of whatever the night had needed done. She said good morning to the back of Marcus's head, got the answer the graph paper permitted, hung her coat, and did not sit down. Her shoes stayed on. Her shoes stayed on until her shoes decided otherwise; that had never once been a matter for discussion.

"There's ham," she said.

"I'll buy something at the office. There's a cart on the corner, he does a —"

Lorraine took the wax paper out of the drawer.

It was not an answer and it did not need to be one. Dez drank her coffee and watched her mother build the sandwich standing up, in her coat-cold hands, with the offhand competence that made everything Lorraine did look like the demonstration model of doing it: ham, mustard to the corners, the bread squared, and then the paper up and over in two strokes and the ends folded under, tight, square, tucked, the way a bed gets made on a ward, the way it had been folded since Dez was nine and the lunches were free at school and Lorraine had sent one anyway.

The December issue was on the chair by the window, face down over the arm, holding its own place. Her mother was a hundred pages into it, which was where the magazine kept the far-away things.

"That boy they sent to Berlin," Lorraine said, working. "He opens on a child's glove."

"Mitten," Dez said.

"I know what I read." She creased the last fold flat with her thumbnail. "Little red glove, soaking wet, on top of a wall with sums chalked on it. I put the coffee down." She said it as she reported a good verdict on Jeopardy!, giving credit where the credit had been earned and not one inch further. "Somebody over there taught that boy to look down."

"Somebody over here," Dez said, and did not say what, because she did not know yet how much of the building she was allowed to carry home, and because the kettle was going.

The sandwich went into the bag. Dez put her earrings in at the mirror by the door, the little gold studs her mother had bought her the week the magazine said yes, finding the holes by feel in the bad light.

"That woman at your job," Lorraine said from the chair, taking up the December issue where it had been holding her place. "The one at the front desk. What she said about the coat."

"She said the coat gets off the elevator first."

"Mm." Lorraine turned a page. "Wear the good scarf. A scarf can lie about a coat."

The stairs of the building were marble gone soft in the middle, four flights, and the street when she came out onto it was dark and dry cold, the streetlights burning that low amber the whole city wore, a bus going by up on the avenue with a sound like it resented the hill. Two blocks over a car alarm was working through its six opinions, in order.

On the platform at Tremont Avenue she put the headphones on under the good scarf and thumbed the Walkman, and Big Daddy Kane picked up where he had left her the night before, mid-boast, wholly undiscouraged.

The tape was a Maxell her cousin had dubbed for her in the fall, off his own records and off the radio, and she had played side A something like two hundred times since, which a tape does not survive so much as come to terms with. The label said KANE in blue ballpoint. The top of the sound had worn away first, the sharp edges of the cymbals going soft, and what was left had moved down and in, the bass warm and close, the voice nearer than it had been in October, the whole thing sounding less like a record every month and more like something being said to her in particular. Under it ran the hiss, and under the hiss, very faint, the ghost of side B bleeding backward through the layers, a tsst going the wrong way, keeping its own time. A tape you loved wore into a room only you could get into. She stood on a cold platform in the Bronx in December with her chin down in the scarf, and the man in her ears was worth three coats.

The D came in clean — every car in the city wiped down to bare steel that year, a promise being kept in installments — and slid into a station that had not been included in it. She took her car, found the pole by the door, and the train carried her down under the Concourse with the morning still off somewhere behind Queens, thinking about it. At 161st the tape ran out its side and clicked; she flipped it standing up, one-handed, without looking, the way you flip a thing you have flipped a thousand times. Side B said SOUL II SOUL and side B was the ride home, so she wound the volume down and left it waiting. The windows went black under the river and gave her back a woman in a good scarf holding a pole, and everyone in the car rode the way New York rode, alone together, faces closed for business, a sleeping man's head keeping the beat of the joints in the rail.

At Rockefeller Center she came up into Midtown, where the light was different, not warmer, more spent, handed down between the towers after everyone above the twentieth floor had used it. In the sixth-floor ladies' room she made the change she made every morning, Reeboks into the bag, pumps out of it, the day's height put on last like a badge. The pumps said clack on the terrazzo, not click. She knew the difference. She had priced the difference.

The checking desk was at the window end of seven.

That was how the order had come down, she had been told, in exactly those words, the window end of seven, and it was in fact the end with the window: six desks in an L under the north light, the bullpen's noise arriving there the way surf arrives at the back of a hotel, and at the corner of the L a shelf that held the desk's whole religion. The World Almanac, this year's and last year's, because facts moved and you needed to know where from. Who's Who, the Standard and Poor's Register, the Britannica in the thirty-volume weight class, the Manhattan white pages, and the reverse directory, which was the phone book turned inside out — you looked up the address and it gave you the tenant, which was how the desk called a man's neighbors when the man stopped answering. In the head of the desk's drawer lived the AT&T calling card for long-distance verification, signed out and signed back like a controlled substance. The desk wrote in green. The editors wrote in red and the writers in pencil, and the three colors never touched the same word at the same time; a galley moved through the building the way a patient moves through a hospital, everyone initialing their own procedures.

The head of the desk was a small dry woman with half-glasses on a chain who had outlasted three editors-in-chief and could read a galley upside down across two desks, and she taught the craft as the desk taught everything, by handing it over already running. You checked every fact a sentence was standing on, and when the sentence fell you did not gloat, you called the writer's editor. A query went up on a slip stapled to the galley's margin, and queries were answered by the writer, who learned your initials. On the phone you got what a man said, not what he meant; if there was a transcript you made him read it to you off the transcript, the sentence itself, then the sentence before it. But a quote that had come through a read-back, a memory, a translation, you checked for substance, not syllables, because syllables did not survive travel and substance had to. The two rules lived side by side on the desk, and nobody introduced them to each other.

By her third week, Dez could work the whole shelf without standing up, and the desk had stopped watching her do it.

On Tuesday morning the book was on her desk.

It had not been there Monday night. It was a paperback, used, the 1978 reissue, Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God, the cover fading the way that printing faded, and it lay squared to the corner of her blotter like something delivered by the building itself. She opened the flyleaf for an inscription. The flyleaf was blank. She turned it over, and turned it back, and looked at it for a while as the desk had taught her to look at a sentence that arrived too clean.

She had the same book at home on University Avenue, her own copy from a seminar room at City College, fat with her own pencil. Whoever had left this one did not know that, and had not asked, and there was no note, and so there was nothing to answer, and nothing to thank, and nothing, if it came to it, to return. She put it in the drawer with the query slips. Midmorning she took it back out and stood it against the lamp, spine out, and went on with the almanac. Nobody at the checking desk had ever once looked up.

On Thursday at eleven the eighth floor filled. You could hear it from the window end if you were listening, and there was no reason to be listening: the elevator making its collections, the legal pads going up under arms, the particular door two floors above that a particular meeting shut. She had been in that room once, three weeks ago, holding two pencils. Now the pages she checked went up without her, in the hands of an articles editor who was very pleasant in the elevator, and the meeting arranged February, and nobody came down for her, and there was no reason anybody would have. It was the close. The desk was short two checkers, out with the flu that was going through the building floor by floor like a rumor, and the January well was heavy, and she was good. She lined the reasons up and they held.

❧

Julian Cross spent the first week of December on the long cord, closing the cellist.

The circus had run three weeks by then and had settled into its routes: his questions dictated in the afternoon to the cousin in Ridgewood; the cousin at her kitchen phone that night with the timer running, through the operator, to the widow's hallway in Prenzlauer Berg, where the cellist stood holding the receiver in both hands; the answers carried back across the Atlantic the next day at the same kitchen table. On the last call the cousin delivered the metronome story as she had promised — unmodest this time, complete — and Julian took it down standing up, the receiver clamped in his shoulder, writing on the windowsill because the desk was too far from where the sentence was happening.

He wrote the piece in four days, which for Julian was slow, and on the second day he wrote the best line of his year. It came out whole, as the good ones did, in the paragraph about the ninth of November: and at midnight she carried the cello back up the four flights and played to the wall one last time, out of loyalty, the way you sit up with a dying man. He looked at it for a while. Nothing on the tapes said she had played that night, back in the flat. Nothing said she hadn't. The line was true the way an obituary is generous, and he took it out with two strokes of the pencil and sat there afterward feeling both better and worse.

The edit was Monday, in the corner office, with the door shut.

They did the whole piece in forty minutes and one paragraph in the last thirty of them. He had opened at the checkpoint — the crowd, the borrowed chair, the Bach going out over ten thousand heads — because the checkpoint was louder, and Nora read the first page with the red pen capped, which was worse than uncapped, and then paged to the middle, found the window, and read that part twice.

"Here," she said, turning the galley around on the desk. "Page one."

"It buries the event."

"The event is on every network in the world. The window is yours." She was leaning in from the waist, the pen moving now, bracketing, drawing the long arrow up the margin, and the two of them went down into the paragraph together and stopped being two people editing and became one person with four hands, as it had gone between them for twenty years, on paper and off it. They fought about a comma as other people fight about money. He took the arrow. He gave her the comma and stole it back in the next sentence and she caught it and let him keep it, pricing it aloud at one comma exactly.

"It ships Tuesday," she said, at the end, capping the pen. "It's the best thing in the book, and if you tell anyone I said so I'll deny it in print."

The photograph they fought about at the light table, Wednesday, with the photo editor holding the loupe and Sana Farid standing at the end of the table in the field jacket she had not taken off. There were nine frames from the wire and the agencies, and one of them had the cellist's face in it — an old woman mid-phrase, eyes shut, the crowd's floodlight full on her — and Julian wanted it the way you want the thing the piece cannot do.

"That's the piece," he said. "That face is four thousand words in one frame."

"It's everyone's face." Sana had the frame from behind pinned under two fingers: the woman's back, the bow arm up, and past her, through the opened crossing, the crowd going the one direction into the light. "Every magazine in New York will run a face this month. The faces are all the same face by now." She slid the frame an inch toward the loupe. "From behind her, you get what she's playing at. And she doesn't cross. You can see it. In this one you can see her not crossing."

"You can see her coat."

"Yes," Sana said, unmoved. "Her coat, not crossing."

Nora, who had come down for the cover conference and stayed four minutes for this, looked from one frame to the other for the length of a breath and tapped the coat. "This one. Run the face in the well next decade when she dies." And she was gone up the stairs, and Julian looked at the photograph that had just beaten his and found, annoyingly, that he agreed with it, and Sana was already at the other end of the table, done spending.

The query slip came up the following Monday, stapled to the margin of his galley in a hand he did not know, the initials DW under a green question: p. 9, "the wall was the only honest neighbor I had" — inaudible on tape (side 2, ctr 340–355), cousin's read-back inconclusive. Confirm as quoted? He read it twice. It was a good catch; the tape at that point was a swamp; he could hear the sentence in his skull in the cellist's voice, and no machine on earth could produce it. He uncapped the pencil and wrote as remembered — JC in the margin, as he had initialed that answer for twenty years at three magazines, and sent the galley back down to the window end of seven, to whoever DW was.

That night he took Tomás to Chumley's.

Tomás had come back Thursday from San Salvador with the strap-crease still in his shoulder and the shirt a size too big, and had spent four days being asked at the coffee machine what it was really like down there. At Chumley's nobody asked him anything. The unmarked door, the sawdust, the fireplace throwing the only honest light in the Village; the dog on the barroom floor that Julian tolerated on the grounds that it was furniture with a pulse; Wild Turkey in two glasses because the whole bourbon category had fallen out of fashion and an eight-year-old whiskey now cost what a sandwich cost, a windfall the two of them accepted on the century's behalf. WBGO came through the bar speaker from Newark, half-lost under the room, surfacing between laughs — a muted trumpet, a piano chord in a pause.

They were mid-argument by the second glass, because that was the form their rest took.

"You can't compare them," Julian said. "Hemingway's sentence strips. Didion's arranges. One is surgery, the other is architecture."

"And both are trying not to feel anything."

Julian laughed before he could shape it. "That's — no. Hemingway is trying not to feel. Didion is trying to feel everything and choosing the wrong instrument."

"The wrong instrument."

"The sentence. The things she's reaching for aren't sentence-shaped. They're —" His hand came up halfway, conducting, and dropped. "I don't know what shape they are."

"Maybe that's the piece," Tomás said. "The one you'd write about her. 'She chose the wrong instrument and played it better than anyone.'"

Julian looked at him a moment, the look of a man hearing his own thought handed back in a form he could not have found. "That's my next pitch and you don't get credit."

"I never get credit."

Somewhere in the third glass Julian shifted to reach his jacket where it had slipped on the booth back, and a folded paper came out of the inside pocket and landed face-down on the bench between them, and Tomás reached for it as you pick up a dropped napkin, and Julian's hand got there first. Fast. Not the conducting hand. A grab, graceless, the fingers closing hard. He put the paper back and smoothed the lapel over it.

"What was that?"

"Nothing. A draft."

"A draft."

"Something I'm working on. It's nothing finished."

"You carry drafts in your coat."

"I carry everything in my coat. You've seen my desk."

But the hand had been wrong, and Tomás had seen the hand. He let it go, and picked up his glass, and the faintest tremor was in it — the hand steady over a notebook in a checkpoint queue, unsteady around bourbon at rest. Julian saw. Said nothing. The conversation found its channel again, as a river does after a rock.

"When did you get back?"

"Thursday."

"And how is it. Being back."

Tomás turned his glass a quarter-rotation, the whiskey catching the firelight. "The water pressure's better here."

"You're giving me plumbing."

"I'm giving you plumbing." A pause with room in it. "The traffic doesn't stop. That's the thing. Down there, there's a curfew, or the roads close, and at some point the engines quit and it's quiet. Here it just continues. Three in the morning and the trucks are still going down Tenth Avenue." He said it plainly, a fact about re-entry, and it was the most intimate thing he had said in four days, and Julian sat with it and did not turn it into material.

"The Wall," Julian said later, into the fire. "I keep thinking about the feeling. Not the politics. We grew up assuming the confrontation was permanent — that this was just how the world worked. Two sides, a wall. And then one Thursday it —" he opened his hand, the gesture uncharacteristically simple — "stopped."

"I was at a checkpoint outside San Salvador when I heard," Tomás said. "A soldier had a radio. I didn't catch it at first, the reception was bad. And the soldier was younger than the rifle." A beat. "Seventeen, maybe. He was smiling. He didn't know what it meant. He just knew something big had ended."

Julian was quiet. "The soldier was younger than the rifle," he said. "That's seven words. That's better than anything I wrote this month."

"You wrote a good piece this month."

"Don't patronize me. Seven words."

Tomás drank, set the glass down, and then, almost under his breath, inside the conversation's own rhythm, with no frame around it: "Milagro."

Julian heard it and did not respond to it and did not need to. The bartender started putting chairs up at the far end of the room. Neither of them moved.

❧

That Thursday — the Thursday the eighth floor filled without her — was also the day the head of the desk crossed the L and set the well galley in front of Dez with both hands, the way you set down something full.

"Yours," she said. "The cellist. It ships Tuesday. Notes and tapes." A folder, thick, JULIAN CROSS across the tab in a secretary's hand, and on top of it two cassettes in a rubber band. "The writer is very famous," the head of the desk said, in the voice of a woman reporting the humidity, "and the piece is very good, and neither of those is your job." She went back to her end of the L. The desk had given her the biggest thing in the issue and it had taken eleven seconds, and the desk would have considered anything longer to be sentiment.

She read the piece once straight through, no pen, which was her own rule, because you could not hear a thing and weigh it at the same time. It was about a woman in East Berlin, four buildings from the Wall on the wrong side, who had played the cello at her window every evening for twenty-eight years, whose neighbors set their kettles by her; who on the ninth of November had carried the instrument down and played at the crossing, on a folding chair somebody brought out of a guardhouse, while ten thousand people went past her the one direction; and who had not, herself, then or since, crossed. The magazine had found her through a cousin in Ridgewood, Queens, who had written in on the strength of a subscription. The piece did what the writing at that magazine did when it was going right, which was to hand you a stranger and leave you holding a relative, and Dez read the last page and sat still a second and then uncapped the green pen, annoyed at herself in a way she filed under professional.

Then she took it apart fact by fact, which took two days.

Prenzlauer Berg, the district, spelled twice the same way. Four buildings from the Wall: confirmed off the writer's notes and the cousin, and flagged soft, one green dot, because nobody at the desk could count Berlin buildings from Madison Avenue and the desk's soft flag existed for exactly that. Twenty-eight years took her to 1961, which held. The Bach suites held. The photo desk had the wire print, and the folding chair was in it, and so was a corner of the guardhouse. The quote on page nine that no tape would surrender she sent up on a slip, her initials under the green question, and the galley came back down with as remembered — JC in pencil, which was an answer the desk's rules had a box for, and she stapled the slip to the file and initialed the box. The cousin, when Dez called her, turned out to be a local call and a long afternoon; she answered eleven questions with forty minutes, confirmed the letter, confirmed the kettles, confirmed the chair, wanted to know when the issue reached the newsstand on Fresh Pond Road, and asked, at the end, in a lowered voice, whether Mr. Cross was married, a question Dez recorded in her notes as asked and did not otherwise check.

On the Monday of close week the piece about Sunday at the cathedral came through hot, written fast for the front of the book, and she checked it standing up, because the pages were wanted upstairs by four. She confirmed the number arrested with the precinct's press office, which was a hundred and eleven; she confirmed the spelling of a monsignor against the archdiocese directory; she confirmed what the cathedral seats, which is twenty-four hundred, out of the almanac and again out of a guidebook, because the desk's habit was twice. Three small green checks, her initials, up it went. At the next desk the checker with the green pen was saying, into his phone, in the courtesy that never once got tired, "Before or after he says 'regrettable'? Then read me that one," and the afternoon had the sound the whole floor had that week, which was the sound of the January issue being made true one telephone call at a time.

The second cassette was the Berlin call.

She threaded it into the desk's playback machine after six, when the phones had gone quiet enough to hear tape with. It was a bad recording of a good line or a good recording of a bad one: the writer close up, too loud, the cousin on the extension in Queens, and beyond the cousin, down the transatlantic wire, the cellist, in German, a voice like someone talking in the next room of the telephone. The German would run long, and stop, and the cousin would carry it across in pieces, halting, the grammar wading. Dez ran the counter to the passage she wanted, the answer to the only question the piece was for, which the writer had asked plainly, plainly enough that she heard his pencil stop after it: why not cross?

The German ran long. A little laugh in it somewhere, one hard word twice. Then the cousin: "She says, the neighbors go over, they bring back the oranges, the little radios. She is glad for it. She says," and here the cousin's voice did the thing voices do when the next word is a door they can't quite reach, "the chair is, how do you say it, the chair is used to her. Used to her sitting."

On the galley, in pencil become type, the cellist said: "My neighbors bring back oranges. The chair knows me."

Dez ran the counter back and played it again, headphones this time, eyes shut, as she rode the D. Hiss, the two rooms of the call, the German, the laugh, the hard word. "The chair is used to her. Used to her sitting."

"The chair knows me."

She sat with one hand on the machine's stop key. A tape after two crossings and a translation was a worn tape; the top of a sentence wore off exactly the way the top of a cymbal did; she of all the desks in that building knew what travel took off a sound and what it left. The substance was the chair, and the chair was on the tape twice. The desk checked substance, not syllables, on anything that had come through a read-back, a memory, a translation; that was the rule, hers now, handed over already running. And a query went up on a slip with your initials on it, to the writer, and she had already sent this writer one slip this week, and the writer was the name on the folder, and the folder was the well, and the well shipped Tuesday.

She wrote the green check in the margin, and her initials under it, DW, the same two letters she had been signing all week, and went on to the paragraph about the kettles, which checked.

Checked galleys were walked upstairs, not sent; she had absorbed that without being told, as the building's rules mostly arrived, out of the air, through the soles of the feet. Friday at noon she took the cellist up to eight herself.

Outside the conference room a senior editor stood tipping one pill out of a small amber bottle into his palm; he swallowed it dry with a practiced backward nod, put the bottle away in his jacket the way other men put away a comb, and went in to argue about money. Down the corridor the framed covers ran their forty-two years, all level.

The door at the corner office stood a hand's width open. The editor-in-chief was at her desk with the red pen, and in the chair pulled around to the desk's near side, close, sat Julian Cross, the name off the folder, the most famous writer the magazine had, leaning into the pages between them with his whole spine. He was mid-sentence, wherever the sentence was; his right hand was up and moving, small precise loops, a man conducting a string section only he had hired. Dez watched the red pen come down and strike something while he was still saying it. She watched him stop, and look at what the pen had done, and laugh, once, like a man being shown his own wallet. Both heads stayed down. There were two people in that room and one sentence between them and no space anywhere at that desk for a third anything.

She left the checked galley with the secretary outside, squared it to the tray, and went back down the corridor past the level covers.

The other assistant caught her at the Xerox room on six, a girl she had split a cab with once in the rain, six weeks at the magazine to Dez's five and kindly senior about it. The Xerox breathed ozone at them both. She had two things and delivered them as the building delivered everything, casually, sideways, at the machine.

"You know where it came from," the girl said. "Your desk. Not the executive editor — her, herself, by name, day of the party even. 'Move her down to checking, the window end of seven.'" She said it with a little flourish, because being named by the editor-in-chief was, on six, a kind of fame, and she was giving Dez the fame the way you'd hand over a scarf someone left at your place. "And the Thursday minutes rotate now. Same afternoon. One order, apparently, the two of them together."

"Huh," Dez said.

"The window end, though," the girl said, wistful, feeding the machine. "You've met my radiator."

Dez went back up the one flight to seven. The stairwell was overheated, as the whole building was overheated, and she climbed it slowly with her hand on the rail, warm air standing all around her and none of it, for the length of that flight, getting anywhere in particular under the good scarf. At the window end she sat down, uncapped the green pen, and read the same line of a City piece until it gave, and the reasons were where she had left them, lined up, holding. The desk was short two checkers. The well was heavy. She was good.

❧

Nora Kessler ran the December close by letting it spend itself first.

By the second week of December the eighth floor had the close's particular weather, the kind the staff navigated without instruments — galleys moving in relays, the type house messenger twice a day, the flat plan on the corkboard growing its checkmarks. The Stop the Church piece came up on Wednesday, typeset, strong, four thousand words written in three days by Gil Ordway, a contributing writer of the old guard who had produced, everyone agreed, the best fast work of his year: the cathedral from the inside, the whistles under the vaulting, the young men lying down in the aisle while the Cardinal prayed over them at volume, the one demonstrator crumbling the host onto the marble, the stretchers, the hundred and eleven arrests, the fury on both sides of the bronze doors rendered with a fairness that made it hotter, not cooler.

The room fought about it honestly.

"It's the strongest thing he's done in five years," the executive editor said. "It reads like Genet and checks like a police blotter."

"It runs in February or it runs nowhere," Martin Kaye said. "The dailies had it the next morning. We are not in the business of reheating the Times with better verbs." He turned the ring once. "And if we run it we are answering one question all spring. Not the piece's question. The mail's."

"The mail's question is a real question."

"The mail's question is whether this magazine thinks a Mass is a stage. I have no interest in our answer."

Julian, who had been on Fifth Avenue that Sunday morning by accident and had stood in the crowd on the cathedral side for twenty minutes and never once mentioned it to anyone, said only that the piece was fair to everybody in it, which in this building was the expensive compliment, and looked at his hands.

Nora let the argument run its length, and then she did not restate it one degree more exactly, which the room noticed the way you notice a stair missing. She took the galley home in the briefcase instead. What she did to it she did at the office the next morning, early, door shut, and the galley that went back to the executive editor's tray at nine carried her red the full length of both margins — not queries, sentences, whole ones, written sideways up the column in a hand that stayed legible to the bottom of page two and then stopped being careful: The reporting is impeccable and the piece knows it is impeccable; it stands in the aisle with the whistles and admires its own fairness. The reader it will convince needs none of it, and the reader it should reach will stop at the wafer. And across the top of page one, not initials — Hold for February at the earliest. My call, not the room's. — N.K.

By eleven the floor had metabolized it. The executive editor came in once with the problem and once with the same problem wearing the word "morale," and Nora said the thing she had said in every version of this conversation for six months: the piece would keep; the anger in it would not spoil; February was nine weeks away, not a euphemism. All of it was true. The close did not slow down.

At close-speed the building spent its bodies as it always did. On Thursday night a junior on the paste-up floor fed the waxer too fast — he had skipped Sal's tweezers twice, he was told about it twice — and the hot roller took the pads of two fingers across the plate, a bright half-second, and he made the sound you make and then didn't. The blisters were bandaged into clumsiness by ten and he finished the board anyway, slower, with his hand held like a borrowed thing, and Sal came over at midnight and inspected the board, corner to corner, and grunted at the register marks, and that was the entire conversation.

Nora walked the last well proofs down herself at eleven, past the men's room on eight, where the door was propped by someone's exiting shoulder just long enough to hand the corridor a sliver of the sinks — water running, and behind it, from the stalls, a small dry tapping, something rolled and being knocked against porcelain, patient as a woodpecker, and below the stall door a pair of polished wingtips, toes to the tile. The door sighed shut on it. Nora's stride did not change. On the flat-plan board at the end of the corridor she moved one checker's name from the Thursday-night column to Tuesday, evened the ink, and went on to production with the proofs, and if the board looked slightly different in the morning nobody was studying the board.

Somewhere in the same week — it was the close, days had stopped having names — an articles editor put his head into her office holding a 1988 issue open to the map spread and asked, generally, of the air, whether anyone still had the model page for the two-column variant, the one from before the redesign, and Nora said without looking up: "Flat files on seven. Third cabinet, second drawer, under the March boards. The folder is marked in pencil." The editor thanked her and went, and stopped three steps down the corridor with the particular expression of a man who has just been given the location of a spoon in a stranger's kitchen, and then decided, reasonably, that it was her building, and she knew things, and went down to seven, where the folder was exactly there.

She got home the night the issue shipped at a quarter to one.

The apartment received her the way it always did, with its two pools of lamplight and its silence in good order. She had her coat half off when she saw the answering machine's red light, and she pressed it with one finger, still in one sleeve, and the little tape wound back and Gil Ordway's voice came up into the dark apartment, filling it easily, a radio voice from the era when writers had them.

"Nora. Gil. It's — Tuesday, I think, God help us all. I hear the January book shipped tonight; I hope it shipped clean." A small sound, a glass being set down. "I also hear February. I've been at this thirty years, Nora, I know what 'February at the earliest' weighs. If it's dead I'd rather have it from you than from a messenger with a long face. I'm up till one. You have the number." The click. The machine's small red eye going steady again.

She stood in the lamplight with her coat on one shoulder, twelve minutes till one, the telephone within reach of her hand, and did not lift it.

She hung up the coat. She poured the last of an open Riesling into a glass and did not drink it. And then, the same silence still standing in the apartment, she went to the drawer of the little table by the window — not the side table where the envelope had lived all fall in plain sight, squared to the edge; she had moved it into the drawer at the start of December, as you move a thing you have stopped being able to look at and cannot put in the trash — and she took it out and sat down on the floor with her back against the chair, under the lamp, and opened her daughter's letter.

She did it with a paper knife, cleanly, along the top, the one cut. The paper inside was thin, the airmail kind, folded twice; the hand was the upright, careful hand from the envelope, a schooled hand, the hand of someone who had written a draft of this first. It was one page. It was short. It took her a long time anyway, or she read it several times; from the lamp's distance those look the same.

There was no anger anywhere on the page. That was the thing the page had instead of everything else. It did not ask why, and it did not ask for money, and it did not say the word that German children use for their mothers, and it offered — in sentences so level, so carefully weighted, that Nora could hear the drafts behind them — a meeting, or a letter back, or nothing, whichever the reader of the page preferred: a seventeen-year-old giving the woman who left her a clean exit in her second paragraph, the way you hold a door for someone you have decided not to expect anything from, and the fact that Lotte had learned to build sentences like that, and Nora had not been there to see her learn it, and the sentences were now built and could not be unbuilt — that was all. The lamp made its pool. The radiator clanked, the one thing in the apartment she had never been able to edit.

Her face, when she finally folded the page along its own folds and put it back in the envelope, was not the face the eighth floor knew, and it was not going to reassemble into that face tonight, and there was no one in the apartment to see what it was instead.

She did not reach for a pen. The desk had pens, the briefcase had pens, there were four pens in the apartment and she knew where each one was. She sat on the floor with the envelope in both hands, the killed piece in her briefcase by the door and the letter in her lap, and at some point well after one she turned off the lamp.

The next morning she answered the executive editor's morale question in one sentence, called the type house about the February map, and edited four galleys before lunch, in complete sentences, in the margins, in red.

❧

The close owned the nights that week, and the nights belonged to the bottom of the building.

By nine the floors above went dark in their order, eight first, always eight first, and the checking desk sat inside its one pool of light with the takeout cartons breathing steam and the phones doing West Coast business, three hours of afternoon left out there and the desk spending it down the wire. The checker with the green pen verified a man in Los Angeles into surrender so courteously that the desk stopped to listen, the way you stop for a singer. The personals checker had the Voice open again; her ad had run, the long version, and she played the line's messages back with the receiver held out from her ear so the desk could vote, which the desk did, by show of chopsticks, while she took her own notes; the calls cost her nothing and were costing the men a dollar ninety-nine a minute, and she let each one get all the way to the end of himself before ruling. Somebody working the back of the book, checking the translation essay against a stack of the actual novels, offered up the lore about the famous novelist who wrote on benzedrine and edited sober, and somebody else said without looking up that you could always tell which sentences were whose, and the desk considered this and went back to work. One of the younger checkers came back from the men's room talking faster than he had gone in, rubbed his nose with the back of his wrist, and picked up his phone in the middle of his own sentence, and nothing about it interested anyone, and the pool of light went on being a pool of light.

At midnight the pages went down to production and two of the checkers stood up into their coats in one motion, going on somewhere, the World, on Second Street, where Friday didn't start until Saturday. They asked her along as you ask somebody in her first month, meaning it, holding the elevator to mean it harder.

"Next close," Dez said, and was surprised to find she meant it too.

The D ran nearly empty going home, and side B carried her up under the river and out into the Bronx, Soul II Soul gone as warm and worn as the other side by now, and at Tremont Avenue the cold came down off the Concourse the same as the morning, only bigger, with the streets quiet under the amber. She walked the blocks with her hands in her pockets and her heels in her bag. The getting-home five came home unspent.

Sunday the desk worked, because the issue shipped Tuesday and the well proofs had come back from the type house wanting a last pass. The floor was skeleton crew and radiators, six people and a hundred phones, the bullpen dark except their end. At seven she pulled the phone toward her and dialed home, and her mouth was already halfway to the Bronx before the first ring finished, the vowels loosening on their own, the way the body gets to a stop before the train does.

Her mother had been to Greater Hope in the morning and was frying something now; Dez could hear the pan, and under the pan the television talking to itself in the front room. Lorraine gave the church report with the scores attached, the sermon long but landing, the choir shorthanded, sister so-and-so's grandson home from Fort Bragg looking like a grown man. Marcus had surfaced from his finals Thursday night, eaten like a horse in a movie about a horse, slept fourteen hours, and gone out wearing cologne, all of it laid before Dez complete, without one word of analysis.

"And you're at that office," Lorraine said. "On a Sunday."

"It's close week, Ma. We ship Tuesday."

"Mm." The pan spoke. "They feed you down there at least?"

"There's cartons. It's fine, it's — the desk eats together. It's fine."

"What desk. You said phones, before."

There it was, in the middle of the road, the whole thing, and the week stood by while she picked it up. She could have said: they moved me. She could have said: there is a room upstairs I was in once and will not be in again, and no one had to say a word, the building said it with a galley and an elevator, and it came from the editor herself, by name, and I keep lining up reasons and they keep holding and none of that is the thing my neck knew in the stairwell.

She said, "Checking. Fact-checking. They moved me over. It's the part where they make sure it's true. Everything in the magazine, before it runs, it comes through us. Every number, every name, every quote, somebody at that desk picks it up and won't put it down till it proves out."

The pan. A little tick of the fork against it. Her mother taking her time, as she took vitals, no hurry in the hands at all.

"Who checks the writers?"

"We do."

"The famous ones too?"

"Them especially."

"Mm," Lorraine said, and the fork moved, and then she said, plain, as though reading it off the side of the pan: "So they gave you the whole magazine."

Dez sat at the window end of seven with her hand flat on a proof of the January well and her eyes went, fast and stupid, and she was glad down to the sock five that this was a telephone and not a table.

"Yeah," she said, in her home voice, the one nobody in that building had ever heard. "Something like that."

"Well then," Lorraine said, and the subject was ruled on and closed. "You didn't eat, I can hear it. There's a plate in the icebox. It'll keep till you're here."

"Sunday. I'll come Sunday, we ship Tuesday and then it's quiet."

"I know you'll come Sunday." A spatula did something decisive. "Take the car if they're paying. And Desiree. Wear the scarf."

"I wear the scarf, Ma."

"Mm," said her mother, who had raised her, and hung up first, because the pan was ready.

Dez put the receiver down and sat a minute in the pool of light. Around her the desk went on in its low night voices, a page turning, the green-pen checker asking somebody in another time zone to read him the sentence before that one. The city stood outside the black window doing what it did, which was everything, all at once, unverified. She had a plate in an icebox up on University Avenue with wax paper over it, the ends folded under, square, tucked, and a proof under her hand.

She uncapped the pen.

The issue shipped Tuesday night, clean, and went out into the world after Christmas at $3.95, a family of East Germans crossing at Invalidenstrasse on the cover, photographed from behind, the December light doing what December light does. In the well, on a right-hand page, an old woman sat at a window with her back to the camera, four thousand words long, saying the neighbors brought back oranges, saying the chair knew her. On Fresh Pond Road in Ridgewood, Queens, a woman who did alterations was at her newsstand the morning the truck came, and bought four copies, and had the man set aside two more.


  Chapter 3

  The Die-In at the Cathedral

  January 1990

  The decade was three weeks old and had not been given a name. Nobody said the nineties yet; people said this year, and meant something whose shape they could not see. The Wall was down and the long argument of the century had been declared over, and the city that had argued it hardest from the sidelines went on doing in January what it did every January. It killed its own at a climbing rate — two thousand of them before the year was out, a record nobody was rooting for, though in January the number was still only a slope, and a slope is a thing you notice from above, afterward. The subway ran clean that winter, every car scrubbed to bare steel the previous spring, and it ran clean through stations still years from their turn, so that a bright train pulled into a ruin twice a minute all day long. On Madison Avenue in the East Fifties the limestone building with the doorman and the brass directory was closing its February issue. February's issue was December's argument, come back up the stairs to be had again.

It had been killed once already. Everybody in the building knew that, and half of them had been in the room.

❧

Nora Kessler had the galley on her desk again, and it was strange to her the way your own handwriting is strange in an old book: hers, and from a version of her she could reconstruct but not reinhabit. Gil Ordway's piece on the die-in at St. Patrick's — four thousand words written in three days in December, the cathedral from the inside, the whistles going up under the vaulting, the young men lying down in the aisle while the Cardinal prayed over them at the volume the room required — carried her December red the full length of both margins, and every mark of it was now load-bearing, because in December she had held the piece for February and it was February, near enough, and the piece was running. The cover, even. She had marked it to bury it. The same marks were raising it now.

She read it through once with the pencil down, which was her rule; you could not weigh a thing and hear it in the same pass. It was as good as it had been in December. It was better, maybe, for the eight weeks — the dailies had run their versions and forgotten them, the shouting on both sides of the bronze doors had cooled to the temperature at which you could actually read it, and the piece stood in the cooled air saying what it had always said, which was that everyone in it was right and it had happened anyway. That was the thing the room had fought about. That was the thing that would bring the mail.

The editor's letter she was writing to run in front of it argued the fight out loud, which she almost never let a letter do. What a magazine owes a story it finds unsympathetic on first read — she had the subject and most of a first paragraph, and the first paragraph kept wanting to apologize, and she kept taking the apology out. A magazine that liked everything it printed was a catalogue. You ran the piece you flinched at because the flinch was information, and the information was that the piece had gotten somewhere the reader had not yet been dragged. She wrote that in a form she would cut by half and went to the eleven-thirty.

The eleven-thirty re-fought December in reverse, which she had known it would, and let it, because a room that did not get to say it had been right about something would find a worse place to spend the grievance.

"February proves the hold," Martin Kaye said. Martin was fifty-nine this year, senior, grey, the Yale ring turned once before he spoke so you'd know to. "We ran it in the one month it could be read as a piece and not as a rebuttal. December it was a fight the Cardinal would have won by having picked it. Now it's ours." He was pleased in the particular way of a man who had lost a vote in December and was collecting on it in January.

"February proves nothing," Julian Cross said, from the writers' side, without heat, which from Julian was a kind of heat. "It was always going to run. It ran late. The hold cost us two months of a thing being alive and bought us the right to say we timed it. We didn't time it. We flinched and then we got over the flinch, and now we're calling the recovery strategy." He had his feet up on an open drawer, conducting the sentence to its end with two fingers. "I'm for running it. I was for running it in December. I'd just like the minutes to reflect that we're brave in arrears."

"The minutes reflect what I say they reflect," Nora said, and the room laughed, and she let it, and then she closed the slot as she closed most of them, one degree more exactly than anyone at the table had managed. "We held it because in December it was hot and we are not in the business of hot. We're running it because it kept, which is the only thing we were ever betting on: that the anger in it wouldn't spoil. It didn't. Gil's cover, the choir-loft frame — Sana's got the negative, the whole aisle from above, the bodies on the marble." She said it flat, a scheduling fact, and watched it not land as one.

"That's a hell of a cover to hand a diocese," the executive editor said.

"It's a hell of a piece."

"It's a picture of a desecration on the newsstand at eye level next to the register."

"It's a picture of the aisle," Nora said. "The desecration is a sentence on page four and the sentence is fair to the man who did it and fair to the man he did it to, which is more than either of them managed on the day. Run the aisle." She wrote cover — choir loft — Sana on the flat plan, the map of the issue page by page that lived on the corkboard and on the table both, and moved on, and did not reopen it, because she did not reopen the ones that would cost her later. This one would cost her later. She could feel the shape of the letters it would bring, the good stationery and the canceled subscriptions and the one from the archdiocese that would be courteous to the point of violence. She assigned the cover anyway, because the alternative was a cover she'd be ashamed of in March, and Charlie's father's rule about the December issue applied to February too: you could tell a good book by whether it embarrassed you a season on. The brave covers never did.

They did the back of the book in twenty minutes. The animated show came up — the cartoon family, the Fox network's Sunday gamble, which had run a special before Christmas and was moving into its own Sunday slot that week — and the room could not agree it was theirs.

"It's the biggest thing on television that nobody over forty has watched," the executive editor said.

"Then it isn't ours," Martin said. "Our reader is over forty and proud of it. Our reader watches it because his children make him and reports back that it's coarse."

"Our reader's children are our reader in twelve years."

"Our reader's children read us in twelve years or they don't and either way I'm retired." Martin turned the ring. "You don't cover the show. You cover the network. Four hundred pages of advertising decided a cartoon could carry a night, and that's a piece — that's arithmetic, that's the business deciding what the country watches. Call it 'Fox's Arithmetic' and run it in the back and leave the cartoon out of it." And the room agreed, quickly, gratefully, because it let them print the thing without deciding whether they were the kind of magazine the thing was for, and Nora watched the question get converted into a safer question and filed the conversion where she filed those, which was nowhere anyone could see, and said, "Arithmetic. Eight hundred words. Somebody who can count," and it went in the minutes.

She called Ordway at four.

It was the call she'd been not making since December, and she made it as she did the calls she'd rather not, which was on schedule, from the desk, with the door open, so that it stayed a professional call and could not become the other kind. Gil Ordway was sixty-some and had one of the radio voices from the era when writers were given them, and it came up out of the receiver filling her office as it had filled the answering machine in December, when he'd left the message she had not returned — if it's dead I'd rather have it from you than a messenger with a long face — and had then had to wait eight weeks to learn it wasn't.

"Gil. It's Nora. You're running. The cover."

A silence with weight in it. Then the voice, gone careful: "The cover."

"The choir-loft frame. Sana shot the aisle from above. It runs in front of your first line."

"I heard February at the earliest and I made my peace with never," Ordway said, and the sentence had the old grievance in it, thirty years of it, the contributing writer's standing quarrel with the building that used him and made him ask. And then something moved under the grievance, and he let it. "You know Halloran's dead."

"I know."

"The one on page nine. The one lying down third from the rail with the good shoes, that I got the whole afternoon with in the Tombs after. He went in November. Fast, the fast kind." A breath. "So it's the only place he's going to be now, is what I'm telling you. Page nine. Third from the rail. I wrote him alive and you're going to print him and that's — " the voice thickened, and it was not performance, she had heard him perform and this was under the performance, in the room where he kept the thing the performance was for " — that's the whole reason a man does this, Nora, that's the only reason, that a magazine comes out at the end of the month and a fellow who's gone is on page nine with his shoes on, and I want to say to you that holding it, that you were — "

"It's a good piece and it checks," Nora said, and the sentence came down clean and level across the top of his, a half-second before his got where it was going, the pencil finding the line before the line was finished, "and the desk has a query on the arrest count I need you to clear by Monday. A hundred eleven, fifty-three inside — your draft says a hundred twelve. One of them was cut loose at the precinct and never booked, so the number's soft and I need it hard before it's a cover." Because the thing Ordway had been walking toward was a reconciliation, and she was not going to spend it at four o'clock on a Thursday to feel better about a hold she did not regret. She heard him hear the guillotine. She heard him decide, the old pro, to be grateful for it, which was worse.

"A hundred eleven," he said, back in the professional register, both of them there now, repairing nothing and scheduling everything. "I'll clear it Monday. Halloran was fifty-three of them."

"Then say so on page nine," Nora said. "It's a better sentence with the number in it," and it was, and he knew it was, and they got off the phone having given each other the one thing either of them could stand to take.

Julian caught her in the corridor after, at the walking speed of two people who had walked that floor together for twenty years.

"You cut him off."

"I cleared a query."

"You heard him coming and you put a fact in front of it." He was not accusing her; he was reading a galley, out loud, as they read each other. "He was about to thank you for holding his piece and you'd rather he stayed sore."

"He works better sore. So do you." She let a beat go. "You argued the same fight backward in that room this morning, Julian. You'd rather be right in arrears than have run it happy in December."

"I would," Julian said, comfortable, "and I know it, which is the difference between us I keep hoping you'll develop." He peeled off toward his office. "The cover's right, incidentally. The aisle from above. She's a better editor than half the desk and she says four words a year."

"She said five," Nora said. "I was counting," and went in, and the door did its one soft click, and the letter that wanted to apologize was still on the desk wanting to, and she took the apology out again.

❧

Dez Washington checked the die-in piece on the second night of the close, after the eighth floor had gone dark in its order and the checking desk sat in its one pool of light at the window end of seven with the takeout going cold in the blue-and-white cups.

The cups were everywhere that winter, the paper ones with the Greek discus-throwers and WE ARE HAPPY TO SERVE YOU in the blue that meant a cart or a diner and not the machine on six. Somebody at the desk — it might have been the personals checker, it might have been nobody, it was the kind of thing the desk knew without a source — said the man who had drawn the cup came over after the war with a number on his arm. Nobody checked it. The coffee came in it either way, and the desk drank the coffee, and the piece was on Dez's blotter squared to the corner, four thousand words about a Sunday morning she had spent uptown at her mother's church not knowing it was happening forty blocks south.

She read it once straight through, no pen. Then she took it apart.

The arrest count she had already, from December — a hundred eleven, she had called the precinct's press office herself for the City item that ran in January, and the number had held then and she confirmed it held now, because numbers moved and the desk's whole religion was that you checked the same fact twice on two different days and did not trust the version of yourself that had checked it the first time. A hundred eleven arrested, fifty-three inside the cathedral. Ordway's draft had said a hundred twelve. She flagged it, green, her initials under the query, and did not spend a thought on being right, because being right about a number was the floor of the job and not a thing you stood on top of.

The organist detail she confirmed against the archdiocese and against a stringer's notes and against the parish bulletin, which the desk had in a folder because the desk had everything in a folder: the organ had played through the disruption, loud, the piece the Cardinal had asked for, a wall of it thrown up over the whistles, and that was on the record three ways and she checked it three ways and green-dotted it.

The wafer would not hold still.

The piece had it in one sentence on page four, fair and terrible: a demonstrator taking the host from a priest's hand, breaking it, letting the pieces go to the marble, then lying down among them. It was the sentence the mail would be about. It was the sentence the Cardinal's people would read first and the ACT UP people would wish had never happened, and Dez had three accounts of it and the three accounts did not agree about the hands. One witness had the man taking the host in his own cupped hands and crumbling it there. One had the priest still holding it when it broke, the man's fingers over the priest's. One, the parish's, had it snatched. Which hand held the bread when the bread came apart was, on the marble that morning, the whole moral weight of the act, and it was exactly the kind of thing that no tape and no photograph had caught and three sober adults remembered three ways because they had each been watching their own fear.

She did what the desk did with a thing that came through memory and would not resolve to syllables: she checked it for substance and flagged the syllables soft. The substance was that a consecrated host was broken and dropped and a man lay down in the fragments. That held three ways. The hands did not, and she wrote the query up plainly — p. 4, "took the host from the priest's hand and crumbled it": three accounts conflict on whether taken or still held; recommend "the host was broken and let fall," substance confirmed, agency soft — and stapled it to the margin, and it was the best sentence she wrote that night and it was a fact-checker's query and nobody would ever read it but the writer and the writer's editor.

Around her the desk ran its night economy. The personals checker had the Voice open and her ad running again, the long one, and she played the mailbox back with the receiver held off her ear so the desk could vote, the men's recorded voices coming small and hopeful into the pool of light at a dollar ninety-nine a minute of their money and none of hers, and the desk voted by lifted chopstick and went back to work. Somebody who had been to the Sound Factory on Saturday was explaining it to somebody who had not, the room the size of an airplane hangar and the sun up by the time you left and the particular thing the music did around four that you could not describe to a person at a desk on a Tuesday, and the person at the desk on a Tuesday said it sounded loud, and the Saturday person said you had no idea and meant it kindly.

The oldest checker, a man who had verified the magazine's facts through four editors and did not raise his voice, said the thing about the close-nights and the far end of the floor to Dez without turning from his own galley, the way you tell someone which train.

"When it runs late and you take the back stairs down," he said, "the men's room on eight, the far one by the flat files — that door sticks, and it stays propped, and it isn't broken. Use the near one." A green mark, a page turned. "That's all. It isn't broken and it isn't your business and the near one's cleaner anyway." He said it in the register of a man telling you the almanac was on the second shelf, and Dez took it as it was given, filed without comment, the building handing her one more of its rules out of the air as it handed her all of them, and she understood exactly enough of it — a colleague, a diagnosis nobody said out loud, a door left kind — to know that the comment the desk did not make was the whole content of the instruction, and she made none either.

At reception, on the way in, there had been a clipboard: a blood drive, the Red Cross van on Thursday, a sign-up sheet with the times ruled off in a secretary's hand. Charlie Whitfield had come through the lobby at nine while Dez was signing the log and had looked at the sheet and said, to the room, warm, "Put me down for a pint — God knows they'll want to test it, tell them to keep whatever they find," and got his laugh, the publisher's easy laugh that cost him nothing, and signed. And under his name the sheet had gone down the times and there was a slot at ten-fifteen with a name half-started and crossed out, one downstroke of a pen and then a scribble over it, where a man on the floor had put himself down and then had not, because a man on that floor in that winter did what the questionnaire on the van told him he had to do, which was disqualify himself in advance and not say why, and the crossed-out downstroke sat on the sheet at reception all week saying it in the one language the building had for the thing, which was a mark withdrawn. Dez saw it going in and going out and both times did the desk's own move, which was to see the fact and check it against nothing and carry it nowhere.

By the coffee machine on seven, on her way to the flat files with the checked galley, Julian Cross and Susan Drake were arguing a comma. Not a comma in the die-in piece; a comma from 1984, a serial comma in a sentence in a book review both of them could quote and neither of them would concede, six years old and still warm, the senior writer and the senior copy editor going at a punctuation mark with the pleasure of people who had found, in a building that paid them to disagree, the one disagreement that would never cost either of them anything and would never run out. Dez went past with the galley and neither of them saw her, and the argument closed over the gap she left.

She walked the die-in up to eight herself, past the near men's room, and left it squared on the secretary's tray, and rode home to the Bronx with the wafer still not resolving in her, three hands and one host, the counter running in her head the way a tape runs after you've turned it off. At Tremont the cold came down off the Concourse and she walked the blocks with her heels in her bag, and the getting-home five came home unspent, and she did not, on the platform or the stairs or in the kitchen where her mother's light was on, say to anyone that she had spent the evening deciding what a broken thing had touched on its way down. It wasn't hers to carry home. She hung the blazer on the door and brushed it flat, twice, and that was the day put away.

❧

Charlie Whitfield read the January bookings on Monday with the subscriber mail, in that order, because you read the pleasant thing first so your face was arranged before you got to the other one.

The mail was good the way it was always good — a man in Ohio renewing for a thirty-first year and mentioning it, a schoolteacher in Oregon with a correction about a poet's dates that turned out, when Charlie sent it down, to be right, the desk conceding it in green — and under the mail was the interoffice envelope from six with the January numbers set against last January's, and Charlie unwound the string and read that as he read everything, fully, without hurry. January was soft. January was always soft; his father had said so, the January book is for the readers because the advertisers are still in Palm Beach, and Charlie had said it to Nora in December in his father's words with his father's confidence. But last January had been soft against a fat winter, and this January was soft against a January that had already been thinning, and softness measured against softness stopped being a season and started being a slope, the same slope the city was on and had not noticed, and Charlie noticed it, worth knowing about and not worth saying at ten in the morning to a business manager who wanted to be reassured.

There was a letter clipped to the sheet. A liquor house, a good one, three pages a year for eleven years, writing to regret — that was the word, they always used the word, they regretted, as if a page were a dinner they'd been asked to and couldn't make — that in the current climate they would be reducing their commitment for the coming year, with every good wish for the magazine's continued et cetera. It was the second one. The first had come in December, a car company, and Charlie had folded it into thirds and put it in the inside pocket of his jacket where a folded sheet does not show, and now he took that one out, unfolded it, read it again to be sure he had the tone right, and folded the liquor house in with it, two sheets now in the pocket over his heart, the tenants of his jacket, the things he kept for other people.

He did not put his head into Nora's office about it. There was nothing yet to say that would not, in the saying, become larger than it was.

The piece that crossed his desk that morning on its way to the front of the book made him laugh, and then made him wish he hadn't. "A Sculptor Uninvited" — a paragraph and a half for the Index of the Close, the sculptor of the enormous rusted beams, the guest of honor at his own award dinner at the club on the park, arriving on the seventh of December to be told at the door by the same doorman who had held it for him going in that his open collar would not do, and being lent a jacket and a tie off the club's own rack, and putting the jacket on backwards, and being turned away from the dinner in his honor while two hundred and forty people in the room upstairs kept his chair warm and drank his health.

Charlie laughed, once, because it was funny — the man wore the jacket backwards, you had to love it — and then heard how he had laughed, which was from the inside, from the warm side of the door, because it was his club, or had been, the same rack, the same doorman very likely, the same rule that had survived letting women in the way it had survived everything, by being older than whoever objected to it. He had eaten a hundred dinners in that room. He had lent his own jacket, once, to a young writer he'd brought as a guest, and had felt, doing it, generous. The item was fair and dry and it ran the club through with a single clause about the chair kept warm, and Charlie read it as a member and laughed as a member and knew that when it ran, in his magazine, over his masthead, the club would know exactly which member had let it through, and he let it through, because the alternative was killing a true funny thing to keep a dinner reservation, and a man who did that was a guest in his own magazine.

Then he wrote the liquor house back. Not the form; the form went out over the business manager's signature and said we understand and we'll hold your rate. Charlie wrote the chairman, whom he knew, longhand, on the good paper, three sentences that did not mention the pages: that he'd thought of him at the funeral in the fall and been sorry not to have said more; that the magazine was closing a February book he'd have liked, a piece on a protest that would make everybody angry and was fair to all of them; that he hoped they'd get a lunch in before the spring. It cost him twenty minutes and a stamp and the small risk of a man's knowing he'd been courted, and it was not nothing, which was the point of doing it in his own hand: he was not going to run the magazine his father built by being silent at men he could still buy lunch.

Tomás Vega came by at six with the rent.

He sublet the apartment in Gramercy through a lease Charlie had co-signed two years back and kept in the deep drawer with a spare key on a tagged ring, and he paid on the first, in person, by check, which he did not have to do — he could have mailed it — and which was, Charlie understood, the visit dressed as an errand, as men their age arranged to see each other without either of them having to call it that.

"January," Tomás said, and put the check on the blotter.

"You could mail it."

"I could." He didn't sit. He had the strap-crease still faint in the shoulder of the good coat, four days back from wherever the last one had been, and a spring already on him, the next one. "I'm going to want the place watched end of February. Two, three weeks. Nicaragua's voting the twenty-fifth."

"Voting."

"An election. The real kind, or the kind they'll call real. The government the revolution built against the government Washington bought, and everybody's certain how it comes out and nobody agrees which way." He was warming, as he did when it was the work and not the weather. "It's the end of the whole story down there, Charlie, one way or the other, and it's going to happen in a country with three phone lines to the outside, and I want to be in the room when the number that ends it comes up on a bad connection."

And Charlie, who loved him and had co-signed his life, heard the three phone lines and the bad connection and the room where a thing ended, and what came up in him was not the election. What came up was water. "My father took me out past the Narrows once in a blow we had no business being in," he said, "and the radio went, and there was a good hour we were just a boat and the weather, and I have never in my life felt so — " he opened his hand, looking for it " — so accounted for. Nobody knew where we were. Not the Coast Guard, not my mother. It was the last time I was ever properly lost." He smiled at Tomás, warm, entirely missing him. "Take a good coat. It gets cold on a bad connection."

Tomás looked at him for a second longer than the moment asked, the way you look at a man who has answered a different question than the one you're in, kindly, and let it go.

"I'll take the coat," Tomás said. "Watch the plants. There's one that lies about being dead. Water it anyway."

"I know the one," Charlie said, and he did.

❧

The February book closed clean on a Thursday, as the ordinary ones did, the last board walked to the elevator flat on a production man's palms at a quarter to midnight. The die-in cover came off the corkboard and went to the type house on the wire and then to the plant in New Jersey where the press ran the length of the hall and three stories of it, and the aisle came up out of the grey sixty times a minute — the bodies on the marble seen from the choir loft, small and deliberate, the whistles you couldn't hear and the organ you couldn't hear and page nine's Halloran third from the rail with his good shoes on, alive in it because Ordway had written him alive and the number was hard now and the sentence was better for it.

It went out into the world at the end of the month at $3.95, into the steel racks at the kiosks, shoulder to shoulder with the competition, and the competition that month was covered in the general — a face in fatigues behind bars, the strongman surrendered and flown north, a story the dailies had owned for weeks and the weeklies were now explaining, everyone's cover the same cover of the same soldier the same way. Meridian's was an aisle seen from above, and a Sunday nobody's cover would touch, and a fair sentence about a broken thing, and it said, in the rack, the one thing none of the generals said, which the reader would not be able to name and would buy the magazine to keep failing to.

Sana Farid passed a kiosk on Sixth Avenue in the last week of January and stopped a moment in front of it — the aisle from above, her negative, the frame the room had fought about now in a steel rack with her name nowhere on the cover of it — and did not buy a copy, because she had the negative, and went on to the shoot she was late for.

And in the East Nineties, on a Sunday evening, in the apartment that was curated to the point of looking unoccupied, Nora Kessler came off an hour on the telephone with her father in Berlin — his knee still a liar, the city still smelling different, Frau Schneider in 4B still showing the chip of Wall at the mailboxes — and sat for a while with the receiver in her lap and the lamp making its one pool, and in the drawer of the little table, where it had lived since December, the letter in the upright careful hand, opened now these two months and read and folded back along its own folds, the letter she had not answered and was not, that Sunday, going to answer, because she had already not answered for two months and a Sunday changed nothing — the arithmetic that had gotten her this far and would get her, at that rate, most of the way to Berlin. She turned off the lamp. The February issue was on the newsstands and the March issue was already late, because it was a monthly, and the machine did not stop for the people who ran it.


  Chapter 4

  The Rehearsed Apology

  February 1990

  There are months a magazine has to make out of almost nothing, and February was one of them. The big argument had run in the book before and the next one had not arrived yet, and in the gap the editor sat down to write a letter explaining, more or less, that a slow issue was allowed to be a slow issue — that not every month contained a thing the country needed four thousand words to understand, and that a magazine which pretended otherwise was worse than one that admitted a quiet winter and filled it well. The letter was true, and a little defensive, as the honest ones were. It did not mention that the floor four flights down was not quiet at all. The floor was never the issue; the floor was what the issue got made out of, and most of what it did that month never reached the page.

❧

Nora Kessler brought the Red Apple to the eleven-thirty on the second Monday, knowing it would not survive the room, and brought it anyway, because a thing killed in the open was killed on the record and a thing not raised was just an editor's private cowardice wearing the mask of a full schedule.

It had started in January, on Church Avenue in Flatbush, a Haitian woman and a Korean grocer and an argument by the plantains that nobody outside the store would ever have the true version of, and by February it had a picket line and a bullhorn and Sonny Carson, and it was climbing the front of the dailies a column-inch at a time. She laid it on the table flat, without a verb that tipped it.

"There's a piece on Church Avenue," she said. "Not the boycott. The block."

"It's a boycott," Martin Kaye said. "We cover boycotts."

"Not ones organized by Sonny Carson," Julian said.

"Why not?" said the assistant at the foot of the table, who had the minutes that week — the chair rotated, a different pair of hands each Thursday, an order that had held since November — and who asked it plainly, into the room, not knowing yet which questions the room answered and which it let fall. Nobody answered this one. The silence had a grain to it, and the assistant felt the grain and wrote nothing down, because there was nothing yet to write.

Charlie Whitfield, from Nora's left, was honestly puzzled, which on Charlie was a warm and dangerous weather. "Help me," he said. "What's the angle? A Korean grocer in Flatbush." He turned it over and found it small. "It's a fruit stand and a fight."

"The angle is what it costs a neighborhood to have no alternatives," Nora said. "The man behind the counter is up at three in the morning driving to Hunts Point for the lettuce, because that's the arithmetic — the store is the whole family standing in a cold market at four picking through crates, and the money that bought it came around a table, a dozen families lending each other the down payment in turn because no bank on earth would give it to them. And the woman on the picket line is right too, about a different thing, about twenty years of everybody's money leaving her block and never once being lent back. Both of those are true on the same sidewalk, and Carson is standing on top of both of them with a bullhorn saying the part that gets him on the news." She let it sit. "That's the piece. Not the fight. The sidewalk."

The room was quiet in the good way for a moment, which was the most dangerous sign of all, because the room agreeing a thing was a piece and the room being able to make the piece were two different rooms.

"Who writes it," Martin said. Not a challenge. The actual question.

And there it died, in the open, on the record, the way she'd wanted it to and had known it would. Because the piece needed two months inside that store — the three-a.m. run, the wife's day above the shop, the son who did not want the store and could not say so — and it needed somebody the Haitian side of Church Avenue would let past the picket line and talk to for real, and there was not one person on the masthead who could do both halves, or either half, and everyone at the table did the arithmetic and arrived, privately, at the same empty answer. It was not cowardice. Nobody was afraid of it. That would almost have been better. It was that the magazine had, in its whole building, no one who could actually get the story. A magazine reaches exactly as far as the people it employs, and this one did not reach Church Avenue.

"Find me someone who can write it," Charlie said, meaning it, generous, and it was the kindest sentence in the room and it was the sound of the thing dying, because there was no one.

"I'll keep it live," Nora said, which meant she would carry it in the drawer of things the magazine was approximately aware of and could not have, and moved the meeting on.

On the bullpen television, sound off, a man forty minutes out of a South African prison was walking through a gate into a crowd that had waited twenty-seven years for it, and half the room's eyes went to it and came back, because it was Sunday's picture on a Monday screen and Meridian would arrive at the end of the month, and the monthly clock lost the way it always lost, gracefully, on schedule, to a thing the whole world had already seen. Somebody said the fight had been something, over the weekend — the big one, Tokyo, the champion flat on the canvas groping for his mouthpiece and fitting it in backwards while the count ran out, forty-two-to-one and it happened anyway — and somebody else said you couldn't buy that number in a dream, and the meeting went on to the apology essay and the overcoat count and the understudy in the well, the small true things a slow month is actually made of.

That night the kill woke the letter.

It did that now; she had learned the mechanism and could not unlearn it. A thing turned away at the office reached, by some routing she did not authorize, the thing turned away at home, so that she sat down at the little table with the drawer in it and felt the letter in there behind the wood, opened these three months and unanswered, the way you feel a low tooth with your tongue. She did not take it out. But she did not, that night, do nothing either — that was the new rule she was holding against herself, the one the killed boycott seemed to demand payment on — and so she took a sheet of the airmail paper and wrote her father three sentences in German, that she was well, that the winter there sounded worse than here, that he should tell Frau Schneider the chip of Wall belonged in a drawer and not at the mailboxes frightening the postman. It was warm and it was easy and it was three sentences to the parent who answered, written at the table where the letter from the parent who was waiting lay six inches away in the dark, and she folded it and stamped it and put it by her keys to mail in the morning.

❧

The reply to the die-in cover arrived over three weeks, mostly by cart.

For the first days there was nothing, which the letters desk had learned not to trust. Then the mail came up double. Bronxville canceled on engraved stationery. A Carmelite house in the Bronx canceled in a hand so beautiful the letters desk passed the envelope around before filing it. A retired police captain in Bay Ridge canceled and enclosed, folded in quarters, the offending page, so that the magazine would know exactly which of its sentences had done it. Against these, from Tucson and Ann Arbor and a parish in New Orleans whose letterhead nobody could account for, came the new orders — a check, a card, sometimes one line. A man in Hartford wrote that he had read the aisle paragraph out loud to his wife at breakfast and had then needed to sit for a minute before finishing his egg. Nobody at the desk needed a minute. The letters went into their two folders, FOR and AGAINST penciled on the tabs in a hand that predated everyone at the desk, and the count went to circulation, and circulation typed it into a memo, and the memo said that February had cost the magazine four hundred eleven subscribers and bought it six hundred five, and that the newsstand had sold through in Manhattan by the twentieth, which had last happened in a February nobody in the department had worked through.

The clipping service's envelope came fat that month. The essay quoted with approval in two columns and dismembered in a third; the aisle paragraph read out on drive-time radio by a host who then took calls on it until the hour ran out from under him; a homily in Queens against the piece, reported in the Tablet with the piece's own phrase intact in the Monsignor's mouth, doing its work now for the other side. The clips were slit, stamped, dated, initialed, and filed, and the checker who filed them confirmed the spelling of the Monsignor's name against the diocesan directory.

The archdiocese letter came on the fifteenth, alone in its envelope, and was what Nora had felt the shape of in advance: two paragraphs, faultlessly courteous, the courtesy machined to an edge you did not find until you had read it twice. She read it twice. Then she marked it for the letters column — in full — and sent it down, because the house rule was that the mail got the last word.

❧

Julian Cross's February began at the checking desk, where he almost never went, because Susan Drake had walked a query down herself instead of sending it up on a slip.

Susan was newly the senior of the copy desk that winter, thirty-four, dry, precise, a single mother who read copy half-aloud at her own desk in a murmur the floor had stopped hearing years ago. She had a green-pencil habit older than the checking desk's current religion — she marked the copy as it had been marked when she learned it, and the desk's younger hand, a fact-checker three months in, was watching her do it over one galley with the frank attention of someone being shown a thing that was not in any manual.

"You don't query it," Susan was saying, low, to the checker. "It's not a fact. It's a rhythm. He's got three semicolons in a row doing the work a period should do, and if you flag it as an error he'll defend it as a choice and win, because it is a choice, it's just a bad one. So you don't tell him it's wrong. You read it back to him out loud, all three, and you let him hear it." She made a small mark. "The ear does the argument the pencil can't."

"And if he still wants it," the checker said.

"Then it's his name on it," Susan said, "and you were right, and both of those get to be true," and the checker — Dez Washington, who took shorthand and took direction and did not, this month, say the smarter thing she was visibly thinking — wrote the mark and did not argue it, procedural to the bone, and Julian, who had come down to fight Susan about a comma of his own and found her mid-craft with an assistant, waited at the edge of it and watched two women make a sentence better in a language he wrote in and had never once had to teach, and felt, briefly and accurately, like the least skilled person at the desk.

The fight came at four, in the corner of the floor by the flat files, and it was a Martin fight, which meant it was about force.

A writer named Petersen had turned in a piece for the well and had been asked to cut it and had cut it wrong — had cut the muscle and kept the fat, as a writer does when he is defending the part he loves — and had held his ground on it one beat past the beat where holding your ground was reading the room, and Martin Kaye's voice came up off its floor and filled the corner at a volume the whole seventh floor could take down in shorthand. It was not abuse. Martin did not curse and did not go personal; he was, even at full volume, entirely about the work, which was worse, because you could not dismiss it as temper. He told Petersen what the piece was, and what Petersen had done to it, and what it would cost the book, in short flat sentences with no give in them, and then he took the galley off the desk and tore it in half, once, cleanly, and set the two halves down, and walked away, and the corner sat in the ring of it not making eye contact with the torn thing or the man it belonged to.

At Chumley's that night the fireplace threw the room's only honest light, and down the bar someone was doing the die-in for a table that hadn't heard it — the protester who had worked the aisle with a microphone as though filing for the Fire and Brimstone Network, interviewing the arrested on their way to the doors — and the table laughed, and the laugh moved off down the room and was gone. Julian tried to make Martin account for the afternoon, and Martin, who had done four glasses of the Beam and shown no sign of any of them, accounted for it completely, in the register he wrote his kill memos in — numbered, declarative, no metaphor anywhere in it.

"One. The piece was long and he knew it was long. Two. I asked him to cut it and he cut the wrong thing, which means he doesn't know what's good in his own work, which is common and forgivable. Three. I told him which thing, and he argued, which is also forgivable, once. Four. He argued twice." Martin turned the Beam a quarter turn on the wood and did not drink it. "There's no fifth thing, Julian. That's the whole list. A man who argues the same losing point twice in a close is telling you he'll do it every close for twenty years, and the only mercy is to make the first time loud enough that there isn't a third."

"You could have made the point at conversational volume."

"I could have made it at conversational volume and had it again in March." Flat. Final. "Volume is a schedule."

Julian said something then about the difference between force and cruelty, something courteous and abstract and genuinely well-made, a paragraph he could have published, about how the tools we reach for reveal us. Martin let him have the paragraph. Then he said, "You didn't say a word at four either," and drank, finally, and that was the end of that.

The next morning Petersen found in his box a marked-up carbon of his own piece in Martin's hand — the whole thing, every cut sourced and argued in the margins, generous, exact, the best edit the man would get in his life, done at some point after Chumley's by a fifty-nine-year-old with four Beams in him who could have gone home. Same piece. Same man. Same night. The floor never squared the two Martins and stopped trying.

❧

Tomás Vega packed for Managua the way he did everything before a trip, which was early, and alone, and with a checklist he had never once written down.

The election was the twenty-fifth of February and he would be gone before the March book shipped, and the days before a departure had their own machinery, learned over twenty years and taught to no one. The fixer confirmed — a cable both ways, his name and the dates, the reply coming back in the flat telegraphic grammar that meant yes in a country where the phone was a thing you queued for. The money in the belt, in the denominations that worked and the ones that worked better, flat against the skin under the shirt. The two accreditations, the press card and the other thing. And the question he asked himself in the mirror every time and did not answer out loud, about how many passports a man ought to carry into a place where the government might fall while he was in it, a question with a right answer he knew and a comfortable answer he preferred, and he packed the way he preferred and did not examine it.

Nora walked him the brief herself, one flight down, in the stairwell where the two of them ended up for the things that did not want a doorway.

"It's not a verdict," she said. "Whatever wins, we are not the magazine that tells the reader who should have. Everyone else will file the result. You file the room the result happens in — the fixer's cousin, the line for the fax, what the loser's people do with their faces in the ninety seconds after. One question is worth the eight days. You know the question."

"What it costs to get the thing you fought for," Tomás said, "and find out it was the wrong thing, or the right thing arriving too late to be the thing anymore."

"That's the question." She looked at him a second longer than the brief required. "Take the good coat. It gets cold on a bad connection." It was Charlie's line, or Charlie had gotten it from her, or the building had made it up and lent it around; nobody owned it anymore. Tomás took it as he took the rest.

The desk would be covered while he was gone — the incoming file, the cuts, the close — and it would be Martin who covered it. He had volunteered to backstop it, and Nora had taken him up on it, because the chair could not run the desk and the field both and Martin's pencil was the surest in the building. Tomás heard Martin's pencil and said nothing, because a correspondent files and does not get to pick the hand that cuts him, and that was the arrangement he had signed twenty years ago and would sign again. He went up to the light table, where Sana Farid was already fighting the same story from the other side.

There were no pictures yet — the piece did not exist, the country had not voted — and so what they were fighting about was the wire, the file of what the agencies had, a story about a place that photographed as either a rally or a corpse and nothing in between. Sana had two frames under two fingers. One was a crowd. One had a dead man in it, a nobody, a casualty from some earlier week down there, face up at the edge of the frame with the composition arranged so you saw him last.

"Not that one," Julian said, arriving into it. "You run the dead man and the whole piece is about the dead man. Tomás isn't going down there to file a body."

"The dead man is what the crowd is standing on," Sana said. "You run the crowd alone and you've made a rally poster. The reader gets to feel good." She did not slide the frame; she left it where it was, face up on the light table between them. "I'm not saying run it. I'm saying you don't get to not see it and then print the crowd."

"That's a photographer's argument. You'd run the corpse at every wedding."

"I'd run what's in the room," Sana said, "and let the desk decide it's too much. That's the desk's job. It's not my job to decide it for them by not shooting it." Julian won it, because a file is not a page and the file went back through his side's hands: the crowd on top, the dead man under it, waiting for a piece that did not exist yet. Sana let the drawer shut. It was the longest either of them had talked to the other since the cellist, and she did not talk to him again for three weeks, which Julian registered in the second week and priced in the third.

❧

Charlie read the apology essay twice, which he did not usually do, because the second read was not about the piece.

"The Executive Who Apologizes on Television" was the cover — six thousand words on the rehearsed corporate apology as a genre, the CEO at the podium reading contrition off a card, tracked back through a decade of them, the oil spill and the tampered bottles and the recalls, the way the form had hardened until you could see the speechwriter's hand in the pauses. It was a furniture essay, cool and complete, and Charlie read it once as the publisher, admiring, and then read it again as a man who had, that same week, written a chairman a warm longhand note precisely so that he would never have to stand at any podium and account for anything, and who had two folded regrets letters over his heart that he had not shown to a single soul, and who had, in fifty-five years, apologized on no medium whatsoever for anything that mattered, and he read the genre the way a man reads a language he has decided not to learn.

He did not put his head into anyone's office about that.

The item he could not stop enjoying was the Overcoat Count, a Field Note in the front — a half-page tally of which coat length the office had actually worn to work in January against what the stores had been selling, the shorter cut winning on the racks and the longer cut winning on the actual backs of actual men in the actual cold, the market and the sidewalk disagreeing in inches. It was the smallest thing in the issue and the truest, and Charlie loved it the way he loved the pressmen and the doormen, for the unhurried competence in it, and he said so at the Thursday production meeting, warmly, at some length, the publisher praising a half-page joke about coats, and the meeting received it as leadership — the owner cares about the small things, the owner reads the front matter.

Somewhere in the week the burn story went around, as those went around, sideways, at the coffee machine and then at Chumley's, secondhand both times: that somebody downtown had sent an artist a tribute — a copy of the thing that made him, made by hand, out of love — and the artist had burned it in a sink at a party and told the whole room about it after, laughing, delighted with himself, do you know what we did with it, we burned it, and the room had laughed too and gone on drinking with him, because you did, because that was the currency down there and the tribute had been a kind of insult in the first place, or so the version at Chumley's went, and nobody at the coffee machine had been in the room and nobody checked it and it stayed a rumor, gleeful and unexplained, the kind of thing the desk would have killed on sight and the floor repeated all week.

❧

The March book closed thin on a Thursday and nobody minded, because the letter in front of it had already said it would be thin, which was a trick Nora used exactly once a year and could not use twice. The type-house messenger came at midnight in the February cold with his collar up and took the boards away flat under his arm, and the floor emptied floor by floor in its order, eight first, always eight first, and the last lights on the whole building were the checking desk's, at the window end of seven, where a fact-checker was confirming, at half past midnight, the spelling of a Broadway understudy's name against a Playbill from a show that had closed, because the well profile shipped Tuesday and the desk checked the small true things twice, on two different days, and did not go home until the last one proved out.


  Chapter 5

  The Largest Failure Yet

  March 1990

  There were, that February, three telephone lines out of the country that reached the outside world, and a fourth that worked when it wanted to, and a man filing for a magazine in New York learned all four before he learned the name of his hotel. The press had come in from everywhere for the vote, and the press stayed, most of it, at the Intercontinental, a pale ziggurat above the city that had survived the earthquake the city around it had not, and in the lobby of the Intercontinental the correspondents queued for the lines the way people queue for bread, and with a book. You booked a call in the morning and it came in the afternoon or it came the next day or the operator told you, with real regret, that Miami was down. You did not get angry at the operator, who was the last human link in a chain four thousand miles long. You waited, and you read your book.

Tomás Vega had filed from worse. He had filed once from a town with one working line in the post office and a soldier deciding, hour by hour, whose turn it was, and after that a hotel with a queue and a fax machine felt like a newsroom. He spent the night of the twenty-fifth as he spent every night that mattered, awake, in a plastic chair against a wall, with the notebook on his knee and the radio going in three languages at once, and he watched the count come in as you watch weather come across water — a thing arriving that had already happened somewhere else.

Everyone in the lobby knew how it was supposed to go. The revolution had beaten an empire to a standstill and would now be confirmed at the ballot, a formality no one in the lobby doubted, and the correspondents had their pieces half-written against that, and the fixers had their cousins standing by to drive them to the celebration. Tomás's fixer was a man named Efraín who had a Lada with a good heater and a bad clutch and a brother-in-law at the electoral council, and around two in the morning Efraín came across the lobby slowly, his face arranged, and crouched by the plastic chair and said the number, low, in the tone you use for a death in a house where people are sleeping.

It was the other way. The señora had it and the comandante did not, and it was not close enough to argue, and the men who had spent ten years being sure of the ending sat in the lobby of the Intercontinental with their half-written pieces and started, all of them at once, to write the other one.

Tomás did not write yet. He got Efraín to drive him to the plaza, because the plaza was where the thing would either happen or not happen, and the whole story now was which. He had stood in a hundred squares waiting for the thing to happen. He knew the smell of a square before it goes — knew it in the body before the mind, the crowd's noise dropping a register, the edges of it starting to move. He stood at the edge of the plaza with the notebook down at his side and his weight even on both feet, still, the stillness he did not choose and had stopped apologizing for, and he waited for the square to go.

The square did not go. The comandante conceded, on the radio, at a microphone, in a voice that Tomás would spend a paragraph on and cut himself before Martin could — and the people in the plaza, who had come out to defend a victory and found a defeat, stood for a while under the lights, and then went home. That was the thing. They went home. A boy near him folded a flag with the care you'd fold a shirt and put it under his arm and walked off toward the dark streets, and a woman was crying, and a man was laughing at something, and the vans that had been going to carry the celebration idled at the curb with nothing to carry, and the whole square emptied by degrees into the ordinary night, and nobody died, and the war that had killed fifty thousand people ended with a number on a bad radio and everyone going to bed.

Increíble, Tomás said, to no one, once, in the language wonder came to him in, and wrote it down in English.

He wrote until six. He wrote it in the room with the radiator that did not work and the canned meat he ate off the lid with the absurd care he brought to every field meal, standing up, the notebook propped against the water glass, and what he wrote was not the count and not the concession, which the wires had already carried and the dailies already had. What he wrote was the boy and the flag, and the idling vans, and the ninety seconds after a thing everyone was certain of turned out not to be so, and what it costs a country to win the argument it spent a generation losing and find that winning it was the smallest part. Four thousand one hundred words. He counted them at the end, thumbing the pages, as he always did, because the fax charged by the minute and the desk cut by the inch.

Then he took the pages down to the lobby and got in the queue for the fax.

The fax was the slow miracle, and he loved it as he loved all the slow miracles of the trade — that a page laid face down on a glass in Managua came up, forty seconds later and four thousand miles north, out of a machine in a limestone building on Madison Avenue, curled and warm and smelling faintly of the chemistry that made it. He fed the pages one at a time. The line dropped on page five and he booked it again and lost forty minutes of the meter and half a pack of the correspondents' cigarettes waiting, and fed page five again, and six, and seven. When the last one went through he called New York on the same line to ask the question you always asked, which the man on the desk in New York, in his warm office with his coffee, never quite understood was a real question: did they come. Did all of them come. Is page five legible or is it the one the machine ate. Because a page that arrived as grey soup was a page that did not arrive, and a correspondent who did not confirm it filed six pages and called it seven and found out on the newsstand.

They came, the man said. All seven. It's clean. Get some sleep, Tomás.

He did not get some sleep. He sat in the plastic chair in the emptying lobby with the meter finally stopped and his hands not quite steady around the last coffee, and watched the other men file the same night in four languages. In the morning he would start the long way home.

❧

The dispatch came up out of the fax alcove on the eighth floor in curling thermal sheets that the mailroom carried up flat, and by the time it reached Nora Kessler's desk it had already been through Martin Kaye's pencil, because Martin was backstopping the foreign desk while its correspondent was in the field, and Martin's pencil had taken four thousand one hundred words down to a little under three thousand.

He had done it well. That was not in question and Nora did not question it. Martin cut as he killed, cleanly and on the record, and clipped to the top of the shortened piece was a half-sheet in his hand, numbered, no metaphor anywhere in it: 1. The result is the news; the result is in the first graf now, where it belongs. 2. The plaza material is lovely and it is a feature we are not running; this is the Foreign File and it files the fact. 3. Cut the concession voice — we don't do the loser's larynx. 4. Vega will howl. Vega is in Managua. The book closes Thursday. It was a good memo. Every number in it was true. Nora read it standing, with her coat still half on, at nine-twenty on the second Monday of the close, and set it down to deal with at close-speed, which meant later, which meant in the intervals of everything else.

The everything else that week was Drexel.

The firm had cleared out its desks in an afternoon in February — five thousand people told to take a box and go, the largest failure of its kind that had yet happened, a decade of money that had felt like weather turning out to have been a season — and the piece was in the well, six thousand words, and the cover was the fight. "What Was Owed." The man whose name was on the whole decade of it was indicted and disgraced and out and waiting for his trial, and the piece had three ways it could go and the room had spent a week not choosing between them: the morality play, in which the wolf was eaten; the persecution, in which a builder was hounded by men who envied what he built; and the third thing, the hard one, the piece about what the whole industry had decided was normal and was now deciding, retroactively, had always been a crime. The magazine had put the man on a pedestal in 1986. Nora had the 1986 issue on her desk under the 1990 galley, both of them, so she would not write the second without remembering the first.

"We are not running a hanging and we are not running a wake," she said at the eleven-thirty, when the room reached for the two easy shapes again. "We ran the coronation in eighty-six. If we run the funeral now we're just the paper that shows up to both and charges for the pictures." She let that sit. "The piece is about the room that clapped. We were in the room. Write it from inside the applause." It went in the minutes, and it was the kind of line the room took away and repeated at lunch and at the bar, dry and exact and slightly at the magazine's own expense, and it was quoted on the seventh floor by Thursday and back to her, secondhand and improved, by the following Monday, which she enjoyed and did not say she enjoyed.

The cover she fought at the light table with Sana Farid on Wednesday, and lost.

The wire had a floor — the great trading floor of the dead firm, cleared, the desks bare, the screens dark, and the phones, dozens of them, off their hooks, receivers lying on the desks or hanging by their cords toward the carpet. And the wire had a face: a young trader with a cardboard box, coming out the revolving door into the February street, caught mid-blink, and the face was terrible and human and it was, Nora thought, exactly what a nervous advertiser would forgive them for.

"The face is the easy one," she said.

"The face is a man having a bad day," Sana said. She had the floor frame under two fingers and did not slide it; she set it flat between them and left it there. "You run the man and the reader feels sorry for one man and goes back to his own lunch. The floor is worse. Nobody's in it. That's the picture." She looked at it, at the dark screens, the abandoned desks. "The phones off the hook are the face. All those calls nobody's answering. That's the whole firm, right there, still ringing into a room with no one in it."

Nora looked at the phones for a moment, the receivers hanging.

"The floor," she said, which in that room was a verdict, and wrote cover — the floor — Sana on the flat plan on the corkboard, and the two of them stood a second longer over the picture. Then Sana picked up her contact sheets and was done spending, and Nora went back up to eight, where the close was waiting in the shape it always waited in, a hundred small trues to be made true.

She did the back of the book fast. The obituary for the artist who had died in February — the one with the chalk figures, the subway drawings, the shop on Lafayette — ran a page in the back, and the desk had the dates confirmed twice, born and died, thirty-one years between them, and the obituary said what obituaries said and did not say the other thing, the long-illness thing, because the magazine had a house style for the long illness that year and everyone on the floor could read it and no reader had to. She initialed it. The Foreign File carried a single item off the wire, Vilnius, the small republic declaring itself out of the union the week before, one clause and a dateline; the essay slot had a man who wanted to write about a new journal some theologians were starting, and she sent him to the room to argue it and did not expect it to survive the room. All of it moved. The flat plan grew its checkmarks.

And somewhere in the middle of the good afternoon — the Drexel cover landing, the line about the applause coming back to her improved, the close going as a close goes when you are good at it and the room is good and the machine is running warm — she picked up Martin's foreign cut, and his numbered memo, and the short clean version of the thing her correspondent had sat awake three nights to send, and she initialed the memo without laying the carbon of the original beside it and reading one against the other. There was no reason to. Martin's pencil was the surest in the building and his four numbered points were four true points and the book closed Thursday. She was, in the same half-minute, still enjoying the line about the applause, still moving at the exact clean speed that was the best thing she did and the thing she liked best about herself. The plaza went out of the piece. The boy with the flag went out of the piece. She signed it and dropped it in the tray for the type house. "Tell the well it can have its page back," she said to whoever was in the doorway. "Drexel earned it."

❧

Tomás came home the long way, as he always did, a night in Miami he did not have to take and took, because the body needed a lock between the two places and a hotel by an airport was as good a lock as any. He slept eleven hours and woke not knowing the city, which was the first sign of it, and knew New York a little better by the second morning and worse by the fourth.

The building took him back as it took everyone back, with kindness that was also a kind of flinching. Four days of the coffee machine. What was it really like down there. He gave them the plumbing, mostly — the lines, the fax, Efraín's clutch — because the plumbing was true and it was the part they could hold, and the part they were really asking about was not a part he could hand across a coffee machine to a man due back at his desk in five minutes. His shirts were a size too big. He knew it as he knew the tinnitus, a fact about himself he did not examine, and he wore them anyway, the collars standing off his neck, the good coat hanging where it used to sit, and at the third loud thing on the third day — a cart dropped, a door — his hand closed on the paper cup and the coffee jumped and he laughed, a beat late, at whatever the man beside him had said, and the man did not notice. The staff knew, and gave him the room.

Susan Drake called him about a name.

It was a copy query relayed down from the desk — the spelling of the electoral council, a diacritic, a thing that had to be right before it could be typeset — and she called instead of sending it up because she was closing and the phone was faster, and the call was four sentences long and cool at both ends. He gave her the spelling. She read it back. He said that was right. She said thank you in the voice you thank a stranger in, and he said nothing you'd write down, and they got off the phone each faintly and unaccountably irritated with the other, for no reason either of them could have produced under questioning, and passed in the eighth-floor hallway an hour later and nodded the nod of two people who have decided, without discussion and without cause, that they do not much care for each other, and went their opposite ways down the hall.

Julian took him to Chumley's the first week, because that was the form their reunion took, and at Chumley's the fire threw the only honest light and a table down the bar was telling the legend again, the old one, the schedule, reciting it the way you recite a saint's mileage: the Chivas to start and the Dunhills all through and the first line by midnight and the gin somewhere in the small hours and the second line to meet the dawn and into bed, finally, gloriously, at eight in the morning, and up at noon to file eight hundred clean words that a bishop could have read aloud. Nobody at the table said the name and nobody needed to; the schedule was the name. They told it with love, as you tell the exploits of a man who did the thing you were all too sensible to do, and Tomás, four days back and his shirt too big, listened from a small distance, as he listened to most things now, and did not say that he had known men who kept that schedule and knew where most of them were. He let the table have it.

"How is it," Julian said. "Being back."

"The soup came through legible," Tomás said. "That's the whole trip. You file seven pages and you sit in a chair until a man in New York tells you seven pages came." He turned the glass a quarter. "They cut it. I haven't seen it. I can feel it from here."

"They always cut it."

"They always cut it," Tomás agreed, and drank, and did not say the rest.

It happened at a gate. The issue was out by then — late in the month, the racks full of the dark trading floor and its hanging phones — and he was leaving again, a connection through Miami toward the next thing, and he bought the magazine at the airport newsstand as you buy a paper, and read his own piece standing at the gate with the boarding line forming. It was clean and it was hard and it was two-thirds the length he had sent, and the plaza was gone, and the boy with the flag was gone, and the ninety seconds after were gone, and what was left was the count and the concession and the fact, filed, correct, the thing the wires had already had. It was a good piece. It said nothing untrue. It was not the thing he had stayed awake to see.

He folded the magazine along its spine, and folded it again, and put it in the seat pocket in front of him when he boarded, between the safety card and the sick bag, and left it there when the plane landed.

❧

Julian Cross was at the checking desk on a Thursday, which he almost never was, running down a date for a piece of his own — the year a theater had burned, a thing he could have sent up on a slip and had come down to ask in person because he liked the walk and liked, more than he would say, watching the desk work. The window end of seven was in its close-week weather, the takeout going cold in the blue-and-white cups, the phones doing courteous merciless business with three time zones. He stood at the corner of the L with his date confirmed and in no hurry to have it, and watched the assistant three months into the job do a small thing at her blotter.

She had two folders. One was the query file, the working one, slips and carbons for the pieces in the book. The other was hers — he had noticed it before and noticed it again now, a plain folder she kept to the side, and into it she was putting a carbon. He could read the slug on it upside down, which he could do, twenty years of reading galleys across desks: the foreign piece, Managua, and it was the long carbon, the uncut one, four thousand words, the version the correspondent had sent before the desk took a third of it off. She squared it to the others in the plain folder and closed the folder and set it under the almanac and picked up her green pen and went back to the City piece in front of her. It took her about eleven seconds. She did not look up, and she did not explain it to anyone, because no one had asked, and it was not, on its face, anything: a checker keeping a clean copy of a thing.

Julian said nothing. He had a folded thing in his own coat that he kept and did not explain, had kept for months now, and his hand went to the lapel over it without his deciding that it should, and pressed it flat, and he took his confirmed date and walked back toward the stairs. He did not know what she was keeping the carbon for. Neither, he would have bet, did she. But he knew the gesture from the inside — the keeping of the fuller version against the day the shorter one turned out to be a lie you signed — and he went up the stairs with his own uncut pages over his heart, and at his desk he uncapped the pencil and wrote the date into the margin where it belonged.

❧

Charlie Whitfield read the first-quarter actuals on a Monday with the subscriber mail, in that order, because you read the good thing first so your face was arranged before you reached the other one.

The mail was good as it was always good — a woman in Vermont who had kept every issue since 1961 and wanted the magazine to know the closet was full; a man renewing for a thirty-second year and saying so. And under the mail was the interoffice envelope from six, the January projection and the March actual set side by side in the business manager's tidy hand, and Charlie unwound the string and read it fully and without hurry. It was not a number he could explain three ways. In December he had explained it away as Advent and in January as the season and both times the sheet had helped him do it, and this sheet did not help. The actual had come in under the projection, and the projection had already been cut once, and the softness that he had called weather in December and a slope in January had done what a slope does when you keep watching it: held its angle long enough to stop being a slope and start being a shape. Not a cliff. Nothing you would put your head into an office about. A shape, coming up out of three quarters of numbers the way land comes up out of fog, still mostly fog, but with an edge to it now that had not been there. Charlie sat with it the length of a cup of coffee and did not fold this one into his pocket.

He had a lunch that day, the kind he was born to and swam in without noticing the water — the room upstairs at the place on the park where the seating was the whole message and a man's year could be read off which banquette held him, the crossing to the Concorde discussed two tables over as casually as the weather, the second martini unremarked because remarking would have dated a man, the wine by the bottle, one o'clock to nearly four, the whole apparatus running on the settled fact that four-fifths of it was deductible — and Charlie moved through it doing the thing he did, the names, the wives asked after, the ease that made the table believe the year was fine because he so plainly believed it, and came back up to nine with the shape still in his chest and the lunch not having touched it.

The afternoon mail had the club bills in it and a solicitation he read all the way through because he read everything all the way through. It was a printed appeal from a committee he lent his name to, a building fund, and stapled to the appeal was the accounting the committee sent its patrons once a year, the pledges listed in a column with the names beside them, and Charlie went down the column as he went down the subscriber mail, unhurried, a man who liked to see where money said it was going. Most of the line items were round. One was not. A clergyman had pledged $999.99, the figure typed out to the penny, and in the margin beside it someone had written in a small hand, center never built. Charlie read the line, and the note, and went on down the column to the bottom, and put the whole thing in the deep drawer where his tenants lived, with the two regrets letters over the winter and the bills from the club that had turned a sculptor away from his own dinner, and squared the folders and shut the drawer.

Susan Drake caught him in the elevator with the Drexel galley under his arm.

She had Sam's coat over one arm and her tote on the other shoulder and the look of a woman doing arithmetic against a clock, and she saw the galley and said the thing nobody on nine had said, plainly, because she was closing and had no time to say it any way but plainly. "The trouble isn't the pages we lost," she said. "It's which ones. The book's still got its luxury back and its liquor front. What it's shedding is the middle — the middle pages, the middle houses. And the middle's the part that comes back last." The doors opened at seven. "You'll get the top of the book back the month the market turns. You won't see the middle again till the readers do." She was gone before he could do more than say the thing you say, which was thank you, and mean it more than the word carried.

He rode up to nine and did the arithmetic she had handed him alone, at his father's desk, with the charter on the wall behind him and the bound volumes running their forty-two years, and found that she was right, and that being right about it changed nothing he could do this month — keep the rate, hold the top of the book, write the chairman a note before the chairman wrote him one. He wound his father's watch, which did not need winding, and pulled the good paper from the drawer and uncapped the pen and had the chairman's name and one warm sentence down when Ed put his head in about the second quarter.

❧

The March book closed thin-ish and clean on a Thursday, the last board walked to the elevator flat on a production man's palms at a quarter to midnight, and went to the plant in New Jersey where the dark floor and its hanging phones came up out of the grey sixty times a minute, the receivers off their hooks, and it went out to a quarter million people who would understand the firm was gone before they could have said why.

The last small trues went through the desk in the last days, as they always did. The City filler was one of them, a service piece for the front of the book — where the corner newsstands got their out-of-town papers, the Sunday Times of a dozen cities landing on a Manhattan sidewalk by Tuesday — and it came past Dez Washington's blotter to be checked, and she made the calls a checker makes, and the whole supply chain turned out to be a man named Sal and Sal's cousin and a van. None of it went in the piece. The piece was about a system, and the system was Sal's cousin, and the desk let him stay where he was, unphotographed and uninterviewed and holding the thing up. At the next desk a checker was telling the one about the tokens — the turnpike tokens from Connecticut that were the same size as a subway token, and the man on the desk two years ago who had made the drive, filled a coffee can, and rode the whole city for a season on Connecticut's dime, and was proud of it still, and told anyone who would listen, and had, the checker swore, done the arithmetic on the gas and come out ahead. The desk considered this, and doubted the arithmetic, and went back to work.

The issue went out into the world at the end of the month at $3.95, the cleared trading floor in the steel racks at every kiosk, and inside it, in the Foreign File, two-thirds of a country's long ending, filed correct and clean, the count and the concession and the fact, with no boy and no flag and no ninety seconds after. On the seventh floor, under an almanac, a plain folder held the rest of it, four thousand words in a carbon.


  Chapter 6

  The Capsule on the Cover

  April 1990

  That spring the magazines made the news, and the news was other magazines. On the twenty-sixth of March a national weekly put a pill on its cover — a single capsule, green and ivory, magnified past the size of a fist and set floating over an empty desert, with a line that called it a breakthrough — and a drug that a month before had been a prescription became, on the newsstand, a mood the whole country could suddenly recognize in itself. It had a name a person could say at a dinner. It could be gotten from a family doctor in the time it took to describe a bad winter. Somewhere underneath, in a journal nobody at a kiosk had heard of, a small alarm had started about the drug and the people who took it, but the alarm was months from the newsstand and did not travel; what traveled was the capsule over the desert, and the country looked at it and decided, that spring, that sadness was a thing with a chemistry.

Eight days earlier another cover had named a dead man. A publisher, rich and courtly, had died in February and been buried in the manner of his class, and a small downtown weekly had put his face on its front and printed the part of his life the obituaries had agreed among themselves to leave out — had said the thing that the great gray newspaper uptown would not print his name beside for the better part of a year. There was a new word for it that month, coined by the very magazines that were arguing about whether it could be done at all.

Meridian was the last-word magazine, and its last word that spring was to be about the other magazines' first ones. The May book would carry an essay on the pill and an essay on the naming, and would put, on its own cover, a competitor's cover, reproduced — the capsule again, smaller, on a field of the borrowed red — which the room would call either the cleverest thing it had done all year or the laziest, and would call both, at the same party, before the night was out.

❧

Sana Farid ran the spring fashion page on a Tuesday, in a rented studio on the far West Side with a freight elevator that opened straight into the room, and she ran it as she ran everything, mostly by not talking.

There were nine people on the floor and they were all, in the end, arranged around her silence. The ad book had wanted the page — six looks, the season's clothes, a thing the well needed the way a body needs a meal it does not especially want — and the magazine had given her a stylist from an agency and two assistants and a woman for hair and a woman for the faces and a man whose entire profession was the light, and they came in loud, as that trade came in, and by ten they had gone quiet, because the room took its temperature from the person behind the camera and the person behind the camera used four words an hour.

She built the light with the light man and did not flatter him and did not fight him; she stood where the camera would stand and looked, and half-closed her eyes until the room went to planes and edges, and said lower, and kill the fill, and he killed the fill. She pulled a Polaroid off the back of the camera every few frames and held it at arm's length under the modeling lamp and read it as the desk read a galley, for what was standing and what had fallen, and dropped the used ones face-up on a stool where they curled and darkened into a little archive nobody would keep. The model was nineteen and frightened of her and did not know why, because Sana had not said an unkind word, had in fact said almost nothing. Sana moved the girl's chin a half-inch with two fingers and stepped back and the girl's whole face changed, and that was the frame, and Sana knew it was the frame the second before the strobe went, and did not say so.

At one she let them break, and ate nothing, and stood at the window looking down at the river with the camera still on her chest, composing the barges. At six she had the six looks and forty other things nobody had asked for, and she thanked the room in a sentence, and the room was grateful to her out of all proportion to the sentence, and went off to a bar to say she was impossible and to mean it as the highest thing they had.

The film went home with her, because she developed her own black-and-white and always had, and did not trust the lab with the frames that mattered, and the frames that mattered were never the six the ad book wanted.

Meridian's darkroom was at the inside corner of seven, a windowless room the photo department shared, and after the floor had gone dark she let herself into it and shut the door on the day. It was the one room in the building with no clock in it. She loaded the reels by feel in the black, the film sliding onto the spiral under her thumbs, and then there was the ordinary alchemy she never got tired of and would not have called that: the developer poured, the timer set, the tank inverted in its slow rhythm, D-76 at sixty-eight degrees doing in eleven minutes the thing that could not be undone or hurried, turning what the light had merely promised into something that would hold. Stop bath, sharp and vinegar, catching in the back of the throat. Fixer after it, sulfur-sweet, the smell that got into her hair and that the man she sometimes saw said he could find on her a day later. She washed the film in running water and hung it dripping from a line with a clothespin and a second pin for weight, and stood in the safelight's low amber reading the negatives wet, the world in them reversed, the dark faces and the white shadows, and knew already which four she would print.

The print was the part that was still, after ten years, very close to magic and she was careful never to say so to the freelancers, who said so constantly. The paper blank in the developer tray, rocking under the amber; and then the grays arriving out of nothing, the image coming up from underneath — a smudge, then a weight, then a face — the girl's changed face, the half-inch of chin — climbing up out of the white until it was the thing itself and she pulled it with the tongs into the stop, and it stopped, fixed where it had decided to be. There was a stretch of board on the wall over the wash sink, homasote gone soft with a thousand pushpins, where work prints went up wet to be looked at and pulled down again. She pinned four there to dry and study, and stood in the amber and studied them, and pulled three, and left one.

She did the visa letter at home, at the table by the window, still smelling of fixer.

It had come in a window envelope from the firm the magazine used, and it was a procedural letter, a renewal of the permission that let her stay and work, the paper that stood under the whole New York life as a footing stands under a house. She read it once fast for the verdict and once slow for the language. The verdict was that the thing was in motion and would take, in the firm's estimate, most of three years — the longer permission, the one that ended in the card, the one that would fasten her to this magazine and no other for the duration, because the magazine was the sponsor and the sponsor was the ground she stood on and you did not, it turned out, argue in quite the same voice with the people who owned the ground. Her passport was British and smoothed the consular part; her birthplace was printed two lines down and roughened it again; the two facts had ridden together on every form she had filled since she was a girl and she read them without surprise. She read the letter twice and folded it along the firm's own crease and filed it in the accordion folder with the others, under the tab in her own hand, and squared the folder to the drawer's edge and shut the drawer.

On the twenty-first, a Wednesday, she set the table for the new year alone, because the year turned when it turned and did not consult her calendar.

She had cooked since the afternoon light was still good — the herbs washed and chopped fine, the rice built in its layers, the whole apartment gone green and fragrant with it — and she did not photograph any of it, though the freelancers would have, though it was the most beautiful the rooms ever looked. She set the cloth and set the mirror and squared the mirror to the cloth's edge with the flat of her hand, and set the dish of sprouted greens she had started on the sill a fortnight before, and a book, and the small precise remainder, each thing placed and then adjusted a finger's width and left. She did it exactly. She did it as her mother did it four thousand miles east in a house in Islington and as her grandmother had done it in a city her grandmother no longer lived in, and there was nobody in the room to see that it was exact, and she did not do it for anybody in the room.

The phone call ran its Friday shape on a Wednesday because the year moved it. Her mother asked after her health, and the New York weather, which Nasrin distrusted on principle, and what she had eaten, and answered her own questions about the food before Sana could, correcting the amount of the herbs across the ocean; and then, lightly, arriving at it as a person arrives at a step they have stopped seeing, whether there was anyone, whether Sana was seeing anyone, and Sana said no one to speak of, Maman, in the tone that closed it without a sound, and her mother let it close, and the two of them almost enjoyed the closing, which had become, over the years, a thing they did together. Her father came on at the end for the two minutes he took. He asked about the camera. He had read that the new bodies focused themselves now and wanted to know whether she trusted it, whether a machine could be trusted to find the thing a person meant, and Sana said it found the wrong thing beautifully and she turned it off, and Farhad made the small sound that was the closest the engineer came to being delighted, and told her to sleep, and hung up first.

She sat at the set table and ate the new year's dinner, alone, and it was very good, because she was a very good cook, and the sprouted greens on the sill went on growing toward the thirteenth day. Afterward she washed the plate and the glass and set them in the rack.

❧

She saw the man on Thursdays, mostly, at a bar on the Lower East Side that the door knew her at without her ever having worked a night in the place.

It was where the photographers were — the freelancers and the gallery people and the ones with a show coming up and the ones whose show had come and gone and left them talking about the next — and they took her for what she was there, which was an artist, not a staffer, not the quiet one in the field jacket at the back of somebody else's meeting. They argued about pictures as the eighth floor argued about sentences, with the same cruelty that meant respect, and she spent more words in an hour there than in a week at Madison Avenue, and left, always, before it turned into the other kind of night. The argument that spring was a program: one of the printers had watched, at a trade show, a Macintosh lift the sky out of one negative and set it into another in under a minute — no knife, no airbrush, no seam — and half the bar said it was the airbrush all over again and therefore nothing, and the other half said the airbrush had never lied this well or this cheap, and the argument went around twice and settled nothing, and Sana, who did not trust even the lab, spent no words on it. The man was one of them, or near them, a printer with good hands and a loft he could not afford much longer, and it had been going on quietly since the winter on terms she had set and never stated.

The terms were hers. She decided the Thursday and she decided the loft over her own walk-up because the walk-up was where she kept her life, and she staged the room before he arrived without appearing to, the lamp turned to throw the shadow she wanted, the window cracked for the cold she liked on her back. The loft's one bookshelf held, between the monographs, two tape spines hand-lettered HEAD CLEANER in a printer's neat capitals, and she had read them for what they were the first Thursday and never mentioned it — equipment of a private life, like the decoy wallet, like the lamp. It was 1990, and before anything she asked it, in the dark, in her flat clear voice — when were you last tested — and he said February, and negative, and nobody since, and she gave him the same back in fewer words, and that was the whole liturgy; the condom sat by the lamp with the matches and got used without ceremony, because the caution had been worn so far into the act by then that it was the act. She liked his hands, which were a printer's hands and smelled faintly of fixer like her own, and she liked the cold on her back and his weight, and she took what she had come for without hurry and with some noise, which after a winter of Thursdays still surprised nobody but him; and for four or five minutes after, flat on her back with her heart loud, she was a woman with no camera at all. Then she left first, as always, dressing in the dark and composed by the door before he had found the lamp.

He had asked her twice to photograph him. Once drunk, once not, which was worse. He wanted the thing she gave the people she loved, the frame that said this is how I see you, and it was the one thing she would not give him, and she told him no both times in the same three words and did not explain the three words, and he took it for coyness the first time and understood it the second and stopped asking, and something went slightly cooler between them that was hers to have made cooler.

That week he left a message on her machine. She came in Friday to the red light blinking and pressed it standing in her coat with the fixer still on her, and his voice came up into the apartment asking, easily, without weight, whether she was around this Thursday, and she stood and listened to the whole of it and to the click at the end and the tape resetting, and she did not call him back. She took her coat off and hung it, and the red light went steady, and she rewound the tape to the start, so that the next voice would record over his.

❧

On the first Sunday of April she took the camera to Church Avenue, because a piece about that block had died in a meeting she had never sat in and nobody had thought to send a photographer, and the block was still there whether the magazine came or not.

She had heard the pitch was killed as she heard most things, sideways, months ago — a piece the building wanted and could not get, no one on the masthead who could cross the picket line and be let in on either side of it — and she had filed the block in her head under the places the magazine did not reach, and gone, on her own Sunday, on her own film, for nobody. She came off the train into the Flatbush cold and walked it with the Nikon down at her hip and the field jacket's pockets full of canisters, and she photographed as she breathed, half-lifting the camera, letting it down, the frames accumulating without ceremony.

The picket was there and it was ordinary now, three months in — a handful of people and a folded card table and a bullhorn nobody was shouting through at that hour, the anger gone from the pitch of an event down to the maintenance of a position, which did not photograph as anything. One of the two stores was dark, gated, the produce gone from the window, and outside it a woman in the pale uniform of a nurse's aide, off a shift or onto one, stood a moment reading the empty glass and then turned and walked on, three blocks further into the cold, to the store that was not being kept from her. Sana let the camera find her back going away and did not lift it to her face, and got the frame anyway, from the hip, without composing it, and knew it was the frame as she had known it in the studio.

The sidewalk under her had its own grit. Among the ordinary litter, caught in the seams of the pavement and along the base of the gate, the small glass vials with their colored caps lay where they lay all over the borough that year, so common the eye stopped ranking them among the things worth seeing, and she saw them and did not photograph them and walked on over them. Halfway down the block a woman with a government satchel was working the doors for the count, the decade's census taking itself on a Sunday because the weekdays had produced nobody willing to be counted, and getting the doors a stranger with a satchel got.

She went into the second store, the open one, for a bottle of water she did not need, and while she was in it, at the crate of fruit by the door, her hand took a lime and put it in the Barbour's pocket, small, green, unpaid, and she bought the water and said thank you to the man at the register in her flat clear voice and went out into the street. She had done it since the first war she had ever photographed and she did not do it for a reason and had never been caught and never once explained it to herself or to anyone, and it lived in the same hand that had squared the mirror to the cloth four nights before, and she walked to the train with the lime in her pocket and did not think about the lime.

That night she printed the block.

She printed the nurse's-aide frame full, the whole rectangle the lens had seen, the woman's back and the dark store and the three blocks of cold implied past the edge, and it came up out of the developer under the amber and stood, and she fixed it and washed it and pinned it to the homasote over the wash sink, and left it up. It was the first one she left up on purpose, not to study and pull but to keep, a thing the magazine would never run because the magazine had never gone.

Nora came down while it was drying, which Nora did perhaps twice a year, on her own feet, because the fashion page had a layout problem the phone could not solve. She wanted a crop. She had the six looks up on the light table in her mind already and she wanted the lead frame tighter, the girl's changed face brought up to fill the page, the studio cut away to nothing, and she said so precisely and she was right, it was a better page. Sana looked at the work print and agreed it was a better page and marked the crop for her, the two grease-pencil corners that told the platemaker where to cut, and Nora took it and was gone back up the stairs inside four minutes, the problem solved, the book moving.

Then Sana printed the lead frame again, for herself, uncropped — the girl and the whole studio around her, the light stands and the seam of the backdrop and the stool of curling Polaroids, everything the page was about to lose — and pinned it up on the homasote beside the woman on Church Avenue, the two of them wet and side by side, the crop gone up to eight to be a cover-clean page and the full frame staying down here on the wall where nobody came. She pinned the second print and stood back and the wall held two now where a week before it had held none.

The Bronx thing had gone around the light table the Thursday before, one clause of it — a fire in a social club the week past, dozens of them dead behind a door somebody had blocked, and a man's name, and gasoline — and a photo assistant had said it and a second one had said it was a hell of a thing and that had been the whole of it, because the piece had died upstairs at a water cooler before it was ever a piece, nobody had gone, there had been no one to send with a camera and no meeting anyone could name where the not-sending was decided. Sana had heard the clause and gone on marking her contact sheets.

❧

Dez Washington got the OutWeek essay on the second night of the close, and it was the hardest thing she checked all month, and none of the difficulty was in any fact.

The piece was called "What OutWeek Named," and it was Meridian's cool late look at the naming of the dead publisher — not the naming itself, which the downtown weekly had done three weeks back, but what the naming did to the rules, and it came to her blotter with the weekly itself clipped to it as source, the dead man's face on the front of it, the sentences underneath that no uptown paper would set in type. She read the essay once through with the pen down. Then she took it apart, and it came apart wrong.

The desk checked a claim against the person it was about; that was the floor of the religion, older than she was. You did not print what a man was unless the man, or the record, or someone who stood behind it, would answer for it. And the man was dead, and had spent his whole life arranging that this exact sentence would never be printed, and the sentence was now printed, by other people, on the strength of sources the other people would not fully name because the naming was the danger, and Meridian's essay proposed to quote all of it and stand behind the quoting. She sat with the query she could not write. Confirm as quoted went to a writer; there was no writer here to send it to, only the fact of what a rival magazine had already done, which was itself the only thing the desk could actually verify — that the weekly had printed it, on this date, in these words. She could check that the naming happened. She could not check the thing the naming asserted, because the one man who could clear it had spent a fortune of discretion making sure she never could, and was in the ground, and the whole essay was about that impossibility and did not solve it either.

She checked what could be checked. The date the weekly ran, confirmed off the masthead in her hand. The spelling of the writer who wrote it. The date the publisher died, February, confirmed twice off two references on two days. The word that was new that spring, the one for the act — she confirmed which magazine had coined it and when, and green-dotted it, and it held. The rest she wrote up as plainly as it would go, that the central assertion rested on the rival's unnamed sourcing and could be attributed but not independently confirmed, recommend attribute throughout, and she stapled it to the margin under her initials and it was the most careful thing she wrote that week and it settled nothing, because nothing about it could be settled at a desk with a phone.

The desk argued it at carton-height, over the cold takeout, as the desk argued the things that had no answer. The oldest checker said the rule was the rule and a thing you couldn't verify you attributed and washed your hands, and washing your hands was not cowardice, it was the job. Somebody younger said the man was dead and couldn't be hurt and the rule was built to protect the living. Somebody else said the rule was built to protect the true, and being dead didn't make a thing true or false, it just took away the one person who'd know, and the desk chewed on that and did not rule on it, and went back to work leaving the thing unresolved on the table between the cups.

Around it the night ran its ordinary economy. The personals checker had her ad going in the Voice again, the new kind, with a box number that sent a man to a phone line where he heard her recorded voice and left his own at a dollar and change a minute of his money, and she played the night's messages back with the receiver held off her ear so the desk could vote, and the desk voted by lifted chopstick between the arguments about the dead man, and she took her private notes and let each caller reach the end of himself before she ruled. Her ad ran thirty pages ahead of the paper's other classifieds, the ones in smaller type whose abbreviations every checker on the desk could expand at sight and nobody ever expanded aloud. At six a copy assistant took a call at the coin phone by the elevators rather than at his desk, read a number off a scrap into it, and forty minutes later rode down to the lobby to meet a livery cab that took no fare, and came back up with his evening arranged, and nobody at the desk looked over, because it was the close and the floor spent its bodies as it always did and nobody had ever made it mean anything.

The desk kept one more ledger it kept nowhere: which assignments followed which closed doors. The March travel piece had gone to the writer who was sleeping with the section's editor, and everyone at the desk knew the order of those two facts without agreeing on it, and when the piece came through it was checked like any piece, harder if anything, because the desk's one revenge on the arrangement was to make the arrangement's copy prove out to the letter.

The fire had been the borough's that week, not the desk's. A woman on Lorraine's shift had lost a nephew behind the blocked door — the radio gave the club's name for two days and then stopped giving it — and the ward passed an envelope, and on the Sunday walk Lorraine said the family's name in the voice she kept for the sick list. There was nothing about any of it on Dez's blotter and there was never going to be; she had learned by now where the pieces died, and this one had died standing at a water cooler, upstairs, unassigned, before the smoke was out of the papers. She put five dollars in the ward envelope on Monday.

The photo query took her across seven to the darkroom near ten, because the essay wanted the weekly's own cover reproduced small inside it and the credit had to be right, and the caption desk had sent the question over to whoever was still developing at that hour. She knocked and went into the amber and it was the photographer, the quiet one, alone at the sink, and Dez asked her the credit question and Sana answered it in a sentence, exact, and Dez wrote it down. And over the sink, on a wall gone soft with pushpins, two prints hung drying — a woman's back in front of a gated store, and a girl in a studio with all the lights showing — and Dez took them in as she took in everything, in one pass, without turning her head to do it, and said nothing about them, because they were not the credit and the credit was her business and the wall was not. She thanked the photographer and went back to the desk and filed the credit and did not mention, to the desk or to anyone, that the building's photographer kept a wall of the pictures the building would not print. It went where the carbon under the almanac went, into the place she kept the things that were not yet anything, and she uncapped the green pen and went back to the essay about the naming of a man who could no longer answer for himself.

❧

Nora Kessler edited the capsule essay on a Wednesday, with the door shut, and cut its ending with the red pen because the ending consoled.

"The Mainstreamed Mood" was six thousand words on the pill and its cover — on the season a private weather became a public diagnosis, on the family doctor and the fifteen-minute visit and the name a person could now say at a table, on what a country was buying when it bought the idea that the ache had a molecule — and it was a good essay and it did the thing well until its last paragraph, where the writer, having been cool and exact for five thousand words, lost his nerve and reached for comfort, and told the reader that this was, on balance, a mercy, that suffering relieved was suffering relieved and only a snob would mourn the mystery. Nora read the paragraph twice with the pen capped, which was worse than uncapped, and then she drew the red line down the whole of it, the long single stroke top to bottom, and wrote in the margin the piece knows better than this — end on the pill, not on the blessing, and the essay ended, after her, on the capsule floating over the desert saying nothing. She did not examine why the consoling paragraph had bothered her. She cut it because it was false, and it was, and she reached for the next galley.

The essay conference had been the day before, and it had held its usual grain, which was Martin and Susan agreeing and hating it.

They agreed on almost nothing about the world and on nearly everything about a sentence, which was the arrangement that made the two of them unbearable to each other across a table. Martin Kaye thought the piece too long by a third and said so in the numbered way he said things; Susan Drake, closing that week and down from the copy floor for once to sit in, thought it too long by a third and could not stand that Martin had said it first, and said the same thing again in her own dry register as though it were a different thing, and read three of the writer's semicolons aloud in a voice with a fine edge on it to show exactly where the fat was, and Martin said that's my point, and Susan said it is not your point, it is the opposite end of your point, and this round the room gave it to her — the semicolons read aloud had done it; evidence beats numbering — and Martin heard the room give it to her, and that week the cuts he put through the copy floor's pages ran to an exactness that was not quite spite and not quite not. Eight years of it, and nobody at the table expected a resolution anymore. The building was large enough to hold it, barely.

The back of the book carried a designer's obituary, dead the same week as the pill's cover, and the desk had his dates confirmed twice, and the notice said what the house style said for that particular long illness and let the reader who could read it read it and troubled no one who couldn't. The Foreign File carried a single item off the wire, East Berlin, a coalition seated after the first free vote, the first freely chosen government the place had ever had and possibly the last it would need before the two halves became one, the arithmetic of the reunion running faster now than anyone had booked it for, and Nora set the clause and the dateline and moved on, and if the words the first free vote sat in her chest a half-second longer than a clause required she did not stop for it, because the book closed Thursday and a clause was a clause.

The May book shipped clean, and went to the plant, and came up out of the grey with a competitor's cover on its cover — the borrowed red, the capsule reproduced and shrunk and set behind Meridian's own serif — and it went out to the newsstand to stand in the steel rack beside the very cover it was quoting, so that a reader could buy the pill twice.

The party was the ordinary close party and the room said both things about the cover before midnight. It was the cleverest stroke of the year, a magazine eating a magazine, the last word made literally out of the first; and it was the laziest, a book too tired to make its own picture reproducing someone else's and calling the theft an argument. The same people said both, some of them within the same drink, and Charlie moved through it pouring the good bourbon and finding it very clever indeed, and Martin found it lazy and said so to Susan, who found it lazy and could not bear to agree and called it clever to his face out of pure friction, and somebody asked somebody else, of a third editor just back from vacation improbably calm, whether it was the pill, and it was a joke, and the third editor laughed hardest, and the Freixenet held out, and somebody's boombox flipped its tape, and the cover was clever and lazy and shipped and gone, past changing now, a quarter million of it warm off the press and heading for the racks. On a wall one floor down, in a room with no clock, two prints the book had never seen hung dry by now and stayed up, and nobody at the party knew the wall had started, and the woman who kept it was not at the party, and had not been asked, and would not have come.


  Chapter 7

  The Innocent Victim

  May 1990

  In April a boy had died in Indiana who had been on television for five years, and the country, which had watched him barred from a school and then let back into it under a settlement and a set of rules about which water fountain, had a word ready for him the day he died. The word was innocent. It had ridden along with him through all of it, in the anchors' mouths and on the placards of the people who wanted him kept out and the people who wanted him kept in, a word both sides could hold, because both sides agreed that whatever he had, he had not gone looking for. He had gotten it from a needle a doctor put in him, out of a bottle meant to fix a different thing his blood did. The funeral was on the news at the end of the week, a famous singer carrying the coffin, a governor in a pew, and the word went into the ground with him and then came back up, because a word like that does not stay buried; it wants the rest of a sentence.

Meridian was the last-word magazine, and its last word that spring was going to be about the word. The June book carried an essay called "The Innocent Victim," and the essay was not about the boy so much as about the adjective, and what the adjective did to everyone it had never once been offered — the men whose deaths the papers gave a different set of words, a long illness, no immediate family, his companion of many years, the vocabulary the obituary desks kept for the thing they had all agreed among themselves not to print. The magazine would arrive at the end of the month. By then the boy would be six weeks gone.

❧

Nora Kessler had the flat plan for June on the corkboard and on the table both, and she read it as she read a face across a party, all at once, before deciding what she thought. It was a good book. The essay page held the boy's word. The well held the money: a profile of the financier who had pleaded guilty in April to six of the ninety-eight things they had charged him with — Six Felonies, the room was calling it, and it would keep the name — and beside it a piece on the man who had opened a pleasure palace on a boardwalk in April on three-quarters of a billion dollars of borrowed money at fourteen percent and had spent the run-up to it telling everyone who would print it how large the thing was going to be. The essay on the dying and the two essays on the money sat on the same page of the plan, in the same width of column, and no one who read the finished magazine would think for a second that this was strange, because a magazine was the one place left where the dying and the money were laid out to the same measure and nobody apologized for it.

The eleven-thirty did the well fast, because the well argued itself. The financier's piece would run from inside the room that had clapped for him — the magazine had put him near a pedestal in a paragraph in 1986, and the paragraph was in the drawer, and it would be in the piece — and the boardwalk piece would run without the ending, because the ending had not happened yet.

"Every number that man says out loud is the ceiling," Martin Kaye said. Martin turned the Yale ring once. "Not the floor. The ceiling. You want the piece to be about the borrowing, not the building. The building is a press release with a fountain in it."

"The building is what the readers have seen," the executive editor said.

"The readers have seen the ad for the building. That's my point. He sold you the ad and you're calling it a landmark." Martin flattened his hand. "Run the debt. Fourteen percent on that much is a clock. Somebody should count the ticks."

It went in the minutes, and the room let the camera essay through in ninety seconds — the one on what a photograph was now allowed to be, the retouching desk and the fabrication line and the magazine that had slid two pyramids closer together on a cover eight years back and called the sliding a point of view — and did the front, where a pop single released in March had taken the name of a downtown dance up onto the national chart and the piece would explain, gently, to the reader who lived above Fourteenth Street, where the dance had come from. Somebody at the table placed the dance in a club that had closed two years back, and somebody else placed it three clubs east of that, and neither of them was going to be the one who wrote it; it would go to a stringer, eight hundred words, and it would name the single and the chart and stop at the door of the rooms the dance had come out of, which the magazine did not have the person to enter. Then the room emptied, and Nora took the essay into her office and shut the door.

The writer came in with her own carbon and sat where the writers sat and waited, because she had been edited by Nora before and knew the shape of it.

The piece was strong for five thousand words and lost its nerve in the sixth. Nora went down it clause by clause with the pen capped, which the writer had learned to dread more than the pen uncapped, and stopped in the third paragraph, where the sentence was.

"This one," Nora said. She turned the galley around. "'To grant the boy the word is to convict everyone it is withheld from.' You wrote the piece and then you wrote the sign that goes in front of the piece telling the reader what the piece is."

"I want the reader to be sure."

"The reader who needs that sentence isn't going to be moved by the essay, and the reader who's moved by the essay just had the sentence taken out of his mouth." Nora drew the line, one stroke, top to bottom of the sentence. "You keep the word. You use it as they use it. You call the boy innocent, in your own voice, on the page, and you do not once, anywhere, say the thing your fifth paragraph is dying to say, which is and so the others are not. You let the reader be the one who can't hand the word to the others. He'll do it himself, in his own head, walking to the train. If you do it for him he gets to disagree with you. If he does it himself he has to live with it."

The writer looked at the struck sentence. "It reads colder without it."

"It reads truer without it. Cold is the price." Nora moved the pen up two lines. "Here — 'a child, guilty of nothing.' Guilty of nothing is the sign again, smaller. Cut guilty of nothing. A child. Let a child carry it. You've got the word doing the work in the title and the lede and you keep reaching back to reassure it, and every time you reassure it you tell me you don't trust it, and if you don't trust it neither will he."

They did the rest in forty minutes, the writer taking back a clause here and surrendering two there, and knowing the arithmetic of that, and at the end the word innocent stood on the page in three places, naked, unglossed, indicting nothing out loud and everything underneath, and the paragraph that had wanted to explain it was gone. Nora wrote stet in the margin over the title, out of habit, though no one had questioned the title, and initialed it, and set it in the tray for the desk.

She did not think, doing it, about a galley from the summer before with her own red the full length of both margins and a paragraph struck top to bottom with a single diagonal line. She had not laid the two side by side, and she was not going to. She reached for the next galley in the pile, and the next galley was the boardwalk, and she began to count the ticks.

❧

The memorial was on a Thursday in the middle of May, at the round-windowed church on the south side of the square downtown, and Sana Farid arrived early enough to watch the room fill, because she always arrived early enough to watch a room fill, and hated, before she had taken her coat off, that she had already found the light.

It came in through the high arched windows and lay across the front pews in long bars, and the dust stood up in it, and the people arranging themselves under it did the arranging in dark colors that were not black, because it was a memorial and not a funeral and everyone in the room knew the difference as you know which fork, navy and charcoal and a deep bottle-green, one woman in aubergine, nobody in the flat true black you wore to bury a Catholic uptown. Sana stood at the back with her coat still on and her eye did the thing her eye did, moving along the row of heads, finding the one bowed at the right angle, the pair of hands folded on a program, the bar of window-light crossing a man's shoulder and stopping at his collar, and she took the frames without a camera, in the place behind her eyes where the frames went, and each one was good, and she stood in a church full of the dead man's people making pictures she would never take and could not stop making.

The front three rows were young. That was the thing you saw first if you had an eye, and she had an eye: men in their thirties, mostly, in good coats, and they had come in and found their places without being shown, and they sat as men sit who have sat like this before and recently, and knew when to stand and where the programs were stacked and which end of the pew the family would want. How to do this was a thing they already knew. Half the front rows knew the seventh floor of the hospital on Twelfth Street the way commuters know a platform — the visiting hours, the good elevator, the nurses who bent the rules — and nobody had ever compared notes to learn it. Nobody counted anything out loud. The counting was in the room the way the light was in the room, and Sana stood in both of them and framed the backs of the young men's heads against the window and hated her own eye for how well it held them.

The program said the man's name and two dates thirty-nine years apart, and under the dates, in the italic the church used, it said he had died at home after a long illness and was survived by his companion of eleven years and by his mother and by his work. Sana read it standing up and folded it once and held it. The word was not on the program. It was not going to be in the room. She had known that walking in.

The companion spoke first, because that was the order, and after him the oldest friend, from the years before any of them had money, and then a woman who had set type beside the dead man for a decade and could not get through the second thing she wanted to say and stood at the lectern until she could, and the room let her, because the room was good at waiting. The last was not on the program, which was itself the tradition: a young man came up from the third row unannounced. His collar stood off his neck when he bent to the microphone; the suit had been cut for a wider man, and the wider man had been him, not a year before, and the belt was taken in a notch that gathered the trouser at the waist, and he read three minutes about the man who had first put a loupe in his hand, in a voice that did not break, and sat down, and a friend beside him put a hand flat on his back and left it there.

Somewhere in the oldest friend's remarks a watch went off. A small electronic sound, four notes, from the middle of a pew, and three men reached down at once without looking up from the lectern, three wrists, and the sound stopped, and the friend did not pause, and nobody turned, and the four notes and the three hands were over so fast that a person without an eye would have filed it as a beeper and lost it. Sana had an eye. She let it go anyway, because there was nowhere for it to be put.

Across the aisle and four rows up, a woman Sana knew was moving her lips very slightly over the program in her lap. Nora Kessler sat with her coat folded on her knees and her gaze on the middle distance and her mouth going, barely, around a sentence that was not hers to fix, taking the third line of the companion's printed remarks and setting it right in the air where no one would ever see it, because she could no more not edit the sentence than the dust could not stand up in the light. Sana watched her do it for the length of a breath and looked away and did not think anything about it that had words.

At the end there were slides. The Kodak carousel stood on a cart in the aisle and threw the dead man up onto a screen beside the altar, the tray advancing with its ka-chunk every four seconds, and the sound over it was Cole Porter, a woman's recorded voice from before any of them were born singing about every time we say goodbye, and the man came up on the screen young and then younger and then at a drafting table and then, near the end of the tray, thin, in a garden, in the sun, smiling, thin. The tray went around once and stopped, and the last slide held a second on the screen, and then the lights came up and someone reached over and stilled the cart, and the room began, quietly, to stand.

On the way out there was a dish on a table by the door, a plain white dish with a card folded against it, and people were putting bills into it as they passed, folded small, without breaking stride, and Sana did not read the card and put a folded bill into the dish and went out into the square, where the afternoon was ordinary and warm and the dog-walkers were out and a man was playing something on a saxophone by the arch.

❧

Dez Washington had come alone and Tomás Vega had come alone and they ended up in the same pew because it was the pew that had room when they each came in late off the same clock, and they filed out into the square within a body's width of each other and stood a second in the sun not sure whether they were together, and then walked to the train together because it was the same train for the first part.

They took the Lexington line up from under the square, and the car that came was one of the old red ones, painted a red gone dull and chalky under years of cleaning, riding rough on the express track after the new bare-steel cars everyone had gotten used to, and neither of them remarked on it, because you did not remark on a train. They stood in the door well and held the pole. Tomás had four days of the country still on him, the shirt loose at the collar, the beat of lateness in his laugh that the floor knew to give room to, and Dez had learned in six months to give room as the floor gave it, and so they rode two stops not saying anything, and it was not uncomfortable.

"You keep the count," Tomás said. He was looking at the black window. "In a room like that. You can't help it. How many, and how young." He was quiet a moment with the train's noise. "I came back from the last one and I couldn't file for two days. Not the war. The room after. Everybody went home. That's the part I couldn't get down. Nobody died and everybody went home and I sat in the chair in the lobby until the sun came up because I didn't know how to write and then it was just Tuesday." He turned the pole a quarter under his hand. "That's the true thing about it. You wait your whole life for the ending and the ending is everybody going home."

Dez looked at the red door and the map behind its scratched glass and said nothing, because there was nothing she was going to say, and because she was carrying, folded in the place where she carried things, the knowledge that his four thousand words had come home two-thirds of the way and that a carbon of the rest was under an almanac at the window end of seven where she had put it, and that this was not a thing to hand a man on a train, or ever. She let him have the quiet. At Twenty-Third he came off the pole.

"This is me," he said.

"Night," Dez said, and he went, and she rode on up the line alone with the count he had named going in her too, and changed for the Bronx at the station where she always changed, and walked the last blocks with her heels in her bag and the getting-home five unspent.

❧

The frame was on the contact sheet, and she had known it would be, and she had developed the roll anyway.

She had not lifted the camera in the church. She had lifted it once outside, on the steps, after, when the young man who had read last came out into the light in the too-large suit and stood for a second at the top of the stairs not knowing where to go, his friend's hand still at his back, the square opening out below them ordinary and bright, and Sana had taken it from the hip without composing it, as she had taken the nurse's aide on Church Avenue, and the frame was undeniable. She saw it come up wet in the tray under the amber, the man on the steps and the light and the whole unbearable ordinariness of the day going on below him, and she pinned it to the homasote over the wash sink to dry, beside the other two that lived there now, and she looked at it a long time, and then she did the thing she should not have done, which was to leave it on the June contact sheet when the sheet went up to layout.

She told herself it was for the essay. There was an essay about a word and a boy, and here was the word's whole other half, the half the word was never offered, standing on a set of steps in a too-large suit, and a braver book would find a way. She marked it lightly on the sheet, a grease-pencil bracket, pull for essay?, and sent the sheet up with the fashion frames and the boardwalk frames, and it reached Nora's desk on a Wednesday.

Nora killed it with the grease pencil in the room, in front of her, which was worse than a slip and cleaner than a fight. She went down the contact sheet with the loupe, the small strip of frames, choosing the two she wanted for the well, and she came to the man on the steps and did not pick up the loupe for it, and her hand made the red X across the frame, corner to corner, one stroke and then the crossing stroke, and moved on to the next, and it took her about two seconds. "Not ours," she said, not unkindly, marking the frame she did want. "We didn't go. You can't run the picture of the funeral you didn't send anyone to."

"It's the essay," Sana said.

"The essay is a word on a page. The picture is a man's worst hour." Nora slid the sheet back across the desk. "Print it for yourself. It's a beautiful frame. It doesn't run in a book that stayed home." And she was already reaching for the boardwalk, and the meeting was over, and Sana took the sheet with the red X on the man on the steps and went back down the stairs to the room with no clock.

She printed it that night, full frame, the whole rectangle the lens had seen, and pinned it to the homasote beside the woman on Church Avenue and the girl in the studio with all the lights showing, and the wall held three now. Then she loaded the next roll and put the June fashion frames in the wash and set the timer, because the book closed the following Thursday and the well was waiting on its two frames and the two frames were good and were hers to make, and she made them.

❧

The morning after the memorial the office had two of its own who had gone home together, and Tomás Vega saw it the second he came off the elevator, because seeing it was the thing he could still do when he could do nothing else.

They were an associate editor and a checker, and they had not come in together, they had come in fifteen minutes apart and were not sitting near each other, and it was in them anyway, in the bodies, the way a thing is in a square before it goes. The checker had last night's shirt on under a borrowed cardigan and was eating a hard roll at her desk with a hunger that had nothing to do with the roll, tearing it, and she was bright, too bright, laughing at the copy chief's dry nothing a half-beat quick, and under the brightness was the other thing, the thing that was in every one of them that year in the mornings after, riding just behind the eyes, a fright with no face on it. She had a paper cup of the machine coffee going cold at her elbow and she kept lifting it and not drinking and setting it down a half-inch off from where it had been, and once her free hand went up to her own throat, at nothing, and came down. Tomás knew the compound. Giddy and afraid in the one body, hungry, and not sorry, not for a second sorry. He stood at the coffee machine and watched the associate editor cross to her desk with a query he did not need to deliver and stand over it a moment, and heard her say it, low, under the floor's noise, the whole of it in one ordinary sentence.

"You'd tell me," she said. "If."

"I'd tell you," he said.

That was all. Behind the sentence stood the machinery the year had made everyone learn: the clinic that took first names only, the draw on a Monday morning before work, and then the fortnight — fourteen days between the needle and the phone call, during which a person did their job and ate their lunch and was bright — the wait half the floor had done and nobody had ever done out loud. She took the query she had not needed and went back to her desk, and the fright behind both their eyes stood down a notch, provisionally, as it did, and the two of them went back to being bright, and Tomás poured his coffee and did not think anything with an edge on it, because he had spent twenty years learning to see a room without arranging a verdict over it. He carried the coffee to the foreign desk, where his own next thing was waiting to be scheduled, and Martin Kaye was there with the Foreign File calendar.

Martin had backstopped the desk while Tomás was in Managua, and had it running clean, and he laid the summer out generously, better than generously — a good long window for the thing in the east that Tomás wanted, three weeks of runway before anyone would need copy, the cover held soft so the piece could breathe, the kind of scheduling a correspondent got maybe twice a decade. "Take the time," Martin said, turning the ring. "You always file long and they always cut you, and half the cutting is because you're filing into a closed book. File into an open one and see what holds."

"They," Tomás said.

Martin looked up from the calendar.

"You said they always cut me." Tomás had the coffee in his hand and had not drunk any of it. "I read the April book at the airport. Somebody took the last third out of Managua — the plaza, the boy with the flag, the ninety seconds nobody else stayed for. Four numbered points on a memo, I'm told. I've been cut by everyone in this building, Martin. You're the only one who cuts clean." His voice did not go up. The floor had never learned this about him: the war voice was the quiet one. "It was a good edit. It took out the only thing I went there for."

"The book was closing," Martin said. "The piece was long."

"The piece was the length of what happened." Tomás set the cup down on the calendar, on the soft-held cover, and left it there. "Next time sign it where I'll find it. Not four points upstairs after I'm on the plane." He took the cup back up and drank from it, finally, looking at the schedule. "I'll take the summer. It's generous. I know what generous is for."

He went to make the phone calls a departure was made of. Martin sat a while at the foreign desk with the calendar in front of him. The cover stayed soft. The ring stayed still. There was a damp ring on the July page where the cup had stood, and he did not wipe it off.

❧

Dez Washington got "The Fare-Beaters" on the second night of the close, and it was a relief, because a City piece with numbers in it was a thing that could be made to prove out, and she had been wanting, for a week, something that would prove out.

The transit police had a new chief that spring, and the new chief had a theory and a number, and the theory was that you started with the small things, the man who went over the turnstile, and the number was how many of them there were: two hundred thirty-one thousand nine hundred thirty-seven a day, the chief said, after the fare went to a dollar-fifteen, which was six and nine-tenths of every hundred riders, and the piece the City desk had built took the chief's theory at arm's length and his number straight to the checking desk, where Dez picked it up and would not put it down until it did what the desk required, which was agree with itself.

It would not agree with itself. She called the authority's press office and got the number, and it was the chief's number, two thirty-one nine thirty-seven. Then she asked how they got it, because the desk did not check a number, it checked the arithmetic under the number, and the arithmetic under this one was a survey of turnstiles run for a set of hours across a set of stations and multiplied up to a day and a system, and when she did the multiplying herself off the figures the press office read her, she got a different day and a different system, close but not the same, off by tens of thousands in a way that a number said to the tenth of a person had no business being off. She called back. A different person read her a slightly different set of hours. The two sets of hours made two different daily totals, and neither of them made the chief's total exactly, and all three were being said aloud in the city that spring as if they had come down off a mountain cut in stone.

She wrote it up plain. The number could be attributed to the authority and the theory could be attributed to the chief, and the survey behind the number rested on an extrapolation the authority's own two desks did not perform the same way twice, and she recommended the piece say two hundred thousand a day, roughly, and attribute it, and not print the tenths of a person. She did not recommend the piece say whether the theory was right, because the theory being right was not a thing on any turnstile, and the desk checked turnstiles. The exposé the number wanted to be — the one where you proved the whole grand theory stood on a survey that could not add — that piece was not this piece, and would not be, because to write it you would have to stand somewhere the checking desk did not stand. She flagged the number soft, attributed the theory, and let the grand thing that could have been go into the query and no further.

The comedy was in the arithmetic and the desk found it, as it found the funny in everything true. Somebody worked out, over the cold takeout, what the fare-beater saved in a year of beating the fare against what he'd have made standing on the corner where the transit police now stood, and the numbers said the man was losing money by the hour to save a dollar-fifteen, and the desk enjoyed this as it enjoyed the Connecticut tokens and the reverse directory, as a small true absurd thing the city was doing to itself while everyone argued about the meaning of it. Dez confirmed the fare itself against the day it had gone up, a dollar-fifteen since the first of the year, twice, off two references on two days, because the number under the number had to hold before the argument on top of it could be had at all. Then she went back to the authority's extrapolation and ran the multiplying a third time and got a third total, close to the first two and equal to neither, and wrote that down too. And when the front piece came through the desk the same night, the one about the dance and its new name off the March single, a checker who had been checking the queer weeklies for a year for the naming pieces read the word House in the copy, capitalized, the ballroom kind, and knew exactly what it meant and where it came from and who was in them, and checked the spelling and the date of the single and green-dotted it and said nothing at the desk about knowing, because knowing was not the query and the query was the date.

Down the L somebody had the back-of-book notice on a philosopher's book out that spring, and was confirming the publisher and the title against the jacket and nothing else, because there was nothing else on the jacket a desk could hold; the checker read one sentence of it aloud, twice, to see whether it would come apart on the second pass, and it did not, and neither did the desk understand it any better, and the spelling was right, and it got the green dot and went up.

The June book closed on the Thursday, clean, the last board walked to the elevator flat on a production man's palms, and went to the plant, and came up out of the grey with the boy's word on the essay page and the money in the well and, in the back, one clause about a strange slow television show that had premiered in April to a size no television movie had ever drawn, that half the country was watching and the other half was being told to. It went out into the steel racks at the end of the month at $3.95, the word innocent standing on the essay page indicting nothing out loud, and on a wall one floor down, in a room with no clock, a man in a too-large suit stood at the top of a set of steps in the light, and the book had never seen him, and the woman who kept the wall said nothing to anyone.


  Chapter 8

  One Convicted, One Not

  June 1990

  In June the tournament came from Paris, and it came late. The matches were played in the afternoon on red clay six time zones east, and by the time the picture reached New York the result was already a fact somewhere — already in the early editions, already known to anyone who had telephoned anyone in Europe — so that a person who wanted to watch it as sport, as a thing whose ending had not been decided, had to keep the whole day clear of the world. You unplugged, more or less. You did not answer the telephone, in case the telephone was a friend who had heard. You sat in a room in the afternoon with the shades half down against the glare on the screen and kept your own small quarantine around a match that was over, and inside the quarantine the thing was still happening, still live, still yours to hope through. It took some arranging. A certain kind of person thought it worth the arranging.

The city had a harder thing going that month, carried up from May — a verdict in two parts, come down out of a Brooklyn courthouse, that had satisfied no one and would be on the front of the magazine by the end of June. But a Saturday was a Saturday. The tournament came from Paris, late, and a woman in the East Nineties had kept the ninth of June clear for it since Thursday.

❧

Nora Kessler watched the women's final alone, in the grey men's-cut tee shirt and bare feet, with her hair down and the answering machine switched on across the room so the telephone could ring itself out into the little speaker without reaching her. It rang twice during the first set. Both times she heard the click and the whir and her own recorded voice being brief with the caller, and did not so much as turn her head, because she had built the afternoon precisely so that she would not have to, and a woman who has built a thing does not then walk into it.

She had made a pot of coffee she would not finish and set it on a folded towel on the low table so it would not mark the wood, and she had the sound turned two notches lower than a person watching with company would have kept it, because there was no company, and a woman alone does not perform her attention for a room. She talked to the set anyway. Not much, and not in sentences a colleague would have recognized as hers — small flat words at the double faults, a single dry syllable at a line call, once a whole quiet oh, come on at a drop shot dumped into the tape, the running commentary of a person who has watched this tournament every June for twenty years and has opinions the professionals would find presumptuous and is right about half of them. It was the one spectator sport she allowed herself, and she allowed it completely, in the tee shirt, on a cleared Saturday, with the world switched off across the room.

Her player was the German, who had won everything for three years and was expected to win this, and across the net was a girl of sixteen who did not appear to have been told. That was the whole of it, watching. The girl hit the ball as though she had a personal grievance against it and no memory of ever having missed, grunting on every stroke, two-handed off both wings, taking the German's best and returning it a foot deeper and harder, and by the middle of the second set Nora had stopped sitting back on the sofa and was forward on the edge of it with her elbows on her knees, and had begun, without deciding to, to compose the memo.

It was addressed, in her head, to whoever sat in the German's box wearing the lanyard and the anxious tan and calling himself the coach. One. The second serve. Someone in that box was being paid a professional salary to fix the second serve, and it had not been fixed, and the child on the other side was standing four feet inside the baseline to eat it like a canapé. Two. You do not, having watched this girl take three tournaments off lesser players all spring, arrive at the final without a plan for the backhand up the line, and if you have no plan for the backhand up the line then you are not a coach, you are a travel companion. Three. Somebody — and here the memo warmed, the pencil finding the edge of the thing — somebody was responsible for a young woman walking out onto the most watched court in Europe against an opponent who feared nothing, and that somebody owed her the truth in advance. You did not send a person into that unwarned. You sat her down beforehand and you told her exactly what was coming and how much it was going to cost and that she would have to find the answer alone, out there, in front of everyone, with no one able to reach her — you told her, because to send her out believing it would be as it had always been was not kindness, it was the failure of the one duty the position carried, which was to say the hard thing early, while it could still —

The German double-faulted, and lost the game, and the girl of sixteen sat down in her chair and toweled her face like someone between errands, and Nora found she was standing.

She turned the set off. She did it with the button on the cabinet and not the remote, crossing the room to do it, which put her at the window, which put her at the African violet on the sill — the one thing in the apartment she had never managed to edit out, fussy, ungrateful, throwing a single furred purple bloom about twice a year on a schedule known only to itself. She checked the soil with one finger. It wanted water and had wanted it since Thursday and had said nothing, being a violet. She took it to the sink and watered it from the bottom, in the saucer, the correct way, the only way it would accept, and stood with her hands on the edge of the counter while it drank, and across the room the machine's red eye held steady, and the afternoon was hers again, cleared and quarantined.

❧

Nora came in Monday to the mail already sorted on the corner of the desk, and Harper's on top of it, June, because the magazines came to the eighth floor the way weather comes to a farm, as the raw condition of the work.

She read the mastheads the way other people read horoscopes, out of professional superstition, to see who had gone where. And there, in the front of the book, over a piece on the arithmetic of the reunion — the two currencies and the one about to eat the other, the East German savings account worth in July a fraction of what it had been worth in June — was a byline she had priced in a sentence in a conference room in December. Brenner. The Bonn stringer, part-time, an hour from the story by train, who had asked twice for the follow-up and been given, instead, his standing analysis and a closed drawer. She read the first paragraph, which was plain and unshowy and knew precisely which two numbers to set beside each other, and she read the second, which did the thing the good ones did and turned the two numbers into a kitchen table with a frightened family around it, and then she squared the magazine to the others in the pile and set it in the low tray, unmarked, and picked up the flat plan, because it was Monday and the June book was on the corkboard and the corkboard did not care who published Brenner.

Julian put his head in at ten, ostensibly about a caption.

He settled it in four sentences and did not leave, and stood instead at the window with his hands in his pockets looking down at Madison, and said, into the glass, in the light easy register he used for the things he had decided to try once more, "Reunification's October third. It's booked. Everyone will do the party and nobody will do the six weeks after — the hangover, the arithmetic, what it costs to get back a limb." He let a beat go. "We have exactly one editor who'd hear it. I keep saying so. I'll keep saying so until October and then I'll stop, because after October it's a different story and a worse one."

"After October it's the wire's," Nora said, not looking up, "and Brenner's, apparently, who's in Harper's this month doing the arithmetic for money we didn't spend. Send me the Managua expense report, incidentally, before it becomes archaeology."

And Julian, who in December had gone still and said nothing further, and had pushed twice since then in his oblique way and been turned each time, did a thing she had not budgeted for. He laughed, easily, and said, "God, is he? Good for Brenner," and pushed off the window and told her the expense report was already on her desk under the thing she was pretending to read, and went, whistling something, genuinely untroubled, the subject dropped as lightly as a coat handed to a doorman. It was the first time he had let it go without cost, and the ease of it stayed in the room a while after he did, and Nora read the same line of the flat plan three times before it meant anything.

The June book came together at the flat plan that afternoon, and the June book was the verdict.

It had come down in May in two parts, a day apart — the shooter convicted of the murder, thirty-two and a third to life; the ringleader, the next day, acquitted of the murder and the manslaughter both and convicted instead of the smaller true things, the riot and the menacing and the weapon and the unlawful holding of a girl at a party — and the city had been arguing ever since about whether the two days added up to justice or to its opposite, and the magazine had to put the two days on a cover and a page and say something about them that did not pretend they balanced. The image was the courthouse steps, both verdicts read, the crowd in the half-second before it knew what it thought. The line was One Convicted, One Not. The editor's letter was hers to write and would not come.

The room reached, as rooms did, for the easy heat. Julian Cross had the news images ready to hand — the residents on the avenue that summer holding up watermelons at the marchers, the finger-guns, the shirts — and did the sneer the images invited, those people, in the voice the eighth floor kept for neighborhoods it did not cover and would not have known how to enter, and it drew its laugh, most of the table's.

"My grandfather unloaded ships two miles from that avenue," Martin Kaye said. He did not raise his voice. He turned the Yale ring once, so the table would know to stop. "Half of Brooklyn's grandfathers did. You put a whole neighborhood on a cover as the place with the watermelon, and you've made your magazine's opinion of a hundred thousand people out of the worst thirty of them on the worst afternoon of their year. That's a choice. It's also the choice that earns us exactly the mail we'd deserve." He flattened his hand. "I'm not telling you the boy isn't dead. He's dead and a jury split the difference on who did it, which is the story. The avenue with the fruit is the story the dailies already ran and the story that lets our reader off the hook. Run the split. Run the two days. Leave the fruit to the Post."

It was blunt and it was three-quarters craft and one-quarter something older that he would not have named. Julian said something about the Post being where Martin summered, and it arrived a half-beat late and died on the walnut, and he heard it die — the first line of his to die in that room in years — and picked up his pencil and did not use it. At the foot of the table the minutes recorded the exchange in the order it had happened. Nora let all of it land. Then she took it up.

"The two days, then," she said. "Not the marches. The letter's about a verdict that satisfied no one and doesn't balance, and the piece is the minute on the steps when the second verdict was read — three reporters, three places, what the crowd did before it decided what it felt. Martin — the essay in the well" — the leveraged-buyout piece, the decade's hangover keyed to the winter's book about the men who ate the tobacco company — "cut it a third and make it argue. It's currently admiring the barbarians." She wrote city — the steps — three POVs on the plan, and essay → Martin beside it, and used the surest pencil in the building to sharpen both, and did not, in the doing, remark to herself that this was a hand she otherwise spent her days routing quietly around. It was Monday. The book closed Thursday.

Outside the conference room, on her way back, a senior editor stood tipping one pill out of a small amber bottle into his palm, swallowing it dry with a practiced backward snap of the head, and putting the bottle away in his jacket as another man pockets change, before going in to the money meeting to argue about the pages the year was not selling. Nora's stride did not change. Down the corridor the framed covers ran their forty-two years, all level.

❧

She called her father on Sunday at seven, and for the first quarter hour it was as it always was.

His knee was a liar and the weather a bureaucrat, but he was well. The city smelled of linden already; she should come and smell it. Matthias had painted the hall and made it worse. The talk downtown was all money now, all the two marks becoming one, and he did not trust it, a currency you could get for nothing was a currency worth nothing, that was simply arithmetic, and he told her the arithmetic, warmly, at length, as he told her everything, and she sat on the floor with her back against the chair and the lamp making its one pool and said noch mal — again — where the places for it came, because the asking was the visit.

Then he told her about the linden a second time.

He came at it fresh, as though the first telling had not happened eleven minutes before, that the trees were early this year and the whole of Charlottenburg smelled like a church, and she should come and smell it before it turned; and he reached for the neighbor's name, the one who kept the good bench under them, and did not have it. There was a silence with a small effort in it. "The woman from — you know the one. Four B. With the chip of the Wall she still shows at the boxes." And then, coming back up on his own, unbothered, "Schneider. Frau Schneider. Of course." He went on to the bench and the linden and did not notice the gap, and Nora, on the floor, four thousand miles west, named it nothing, gave it no weight in her voice, asked instead whether Frau Schneider had finally put the chip in a drawer where it belonged, and heard him laugh, and moved them both past it, because a man of sixty-two forgets a neighbor's name on a summer evening and it is nothing, it is a warm night and a long week, and there was no version of naming it that was not larger than the thing.

Near the end he asked whether the letter had come.

He meant the money — the household's word for it, the folded bills she sent inside a sheet of ordinary paper every month because a wire would make it official and official meant admitting a thing neither of them would say. The letter came, he said, you fold it too well, I nearly sent it back with the circulars. And the word went past him as it was meant to, cash and nothing else, and it did not go past her, because six feet away in the drawer of the little table lay the other letter, the upright careful hand, opened these seven months and answered never. She asked about Matthias's children. He told her. Na gut, mein Kind. Schlaf. — Hab dich lieb, Papa. — Ick hab dir lieb, the Berlin coming up through the High German at the very end as it did when he meant it and had stopped pretending not to, and the line went quiet, and she sat with the receiver in her lap under the lamp.

Then she got up and put the apartment back in order, which took no time because it was already in order, and was a thing to do with the hands: the pins parallel on the tray, the one glass rinsed and racked, the violet turned a quarter so its bloom faced the room, and while she did it she carried the arithmetic she carried on these nights, that she had already not answered for seven months and that a few more weeks was nothing, could not make a silence that long meaningfully longer, was a rounding error against a debt already run past counting — the arithmetic that had gotten her this far and would get her, at that rate, most of the way to October.

She did not go to bed. She took the Harper's out of the low tray, where it had sat since Monday, and read Brenner's piece the whole way through this time, to the last paragraph, which held. Then she took a sheet of the office paper and wrote him two lines, editor to stringer, correct and warm and entirely useless — that the reunion arithmetic was the clearest she had read anywhere, that Meridian had been the poorer for not sending him east in the winter, that she hoped their paths would cross. She read it over. It was true, every word, and it was pitched a full register wrong for what it was doing, and she signed it and set it by her keys to be typed and mailed in the morning, and it was, that night, the letter she wrote.

❧

Dez Washington got the Bensonhurst piece on the second night of the close, and it was almost all chronology, and chronology was the hardest thing the desk did, because chronology was memory, and memory was the one witness that lied to everybody with a clear conscience.

The piece was the minute on the courthouse steps when the second verdict came down, and the City desk had built it out of three reporters who had stood in three places — one at the top of the steps by the doors, one down in the crowd, one across the street with the cameras — and the three of them had come back with three sequences that did not agree, and the difference between the three sequences was the whole meaning of the piece. Who reacted first. Whether the sound that went up when the word acquitted reached the bottom of the steps was a sound the top of the steps made too, or a sound the top of the steps was still waiting to understand. The reporter by the doors had it going quiet, a held breath, then noise. The reporter in the crowd had it the other way, noise below and stillness above, the news climbing the steps against the current. The reporter across the street had a wave, front to back, like a field moving in wind.

She did what the desk did with three memories and one event. She checked what was checkable and flagged the rest soft, and the checkable came first and came flat. The counts: the shooter, second-degree murder, thirty-two years and four months to life, confirmed against the court and against two dailies on two days. The other man, the day before — acquitted of the murder and the manslaughter, convicted of the riot, the menacing, the unlawful imprisonment, the weapon, the discrimination count, thirteen of them in all — each count confirmed against the docket, because a piece that got a single count wrong would be answered on that count and nothing else. The dead boy: sixteen, and the errand he had died on, which she checked because the piece named it and a named thing had to hold — he had gone out to Bensonhurst to look at a car, a used one, a 1982 Pontiac somebody was selling through the classifieds, and she confirmed the make and the year and the fact of the advertisement, and the fact sat on the page checked and green-dotted and said nothing, and she went on to the next fact, because the next fact was the ages of the four he had gone out with, and they had to hold too.

The chronology she could not resolve she wrote up plain — three accounts conflict on the direction of the crowd's reaction; recommend "the sound moved through the crowd" without sequencing top and bottom, substance (that it moved) confirmed three ways, direction soft — and stapled it to the margin under her initials, and it was the truest sentence she wrote that night and it settled the thing by refusing to. She knew, doing it, that the letter the editor was writing to run in front of the piece would call the two days a thing that did not balance, careful and even-handed and pitched to a reader in Scarsdale, and she knew what the two days had been called on her own block and in her mother's kitchen and at the bus stop on University Avenue. It was not the even-handed thing. It was older than that. She held both of them, the even-handed one and the older one, without deciding between them, because deciding between them was not on any docket and the desk checked dockets. She flagged the direction of the crowd soft and moved to the ages.

The galley had come up warm from the type house that afternoon, the resin-coated paper still carrying its faint chemical showroom smell, sweetish, like a new appliance, and she breathed it once without noticing she did and turned the page.

Charlie Whitfield came to the checking desk a little after eight, which publishers did not do, holding a letter.

He read the subscriber mail every Monday, all of it, all the way through, and he had brought one down himself instead of sending it, and he stood at the corner of the L with it and waited to be noticed rather than announcing himself. It was a letter about the fare-beaters piece, the one from the spring, the transit chief and his theory and his number. It was from a woman in Queens whose husband sat in a token booth on the Jamaica line, and it was aggrieved, and it was right. The piece had made the fare-beater a figure of arithmetic, funny almost, a man losing money by the hour to save a dollar-fifteen; and the woman wanted the magazine to know what it was to be the person in the booth when the man came over the turnstile, what her husband carried home in his shoulders every night, the piece had counted everything except the one thing sitting in the glass box getting counted at.

"She's not wrong," Charlie said, and put it on the desk in front of Dez, squared to the blotter without seeming to square it. "Is she. You checked that piece. What did the desk think of the number, at the time."

And Dez, who had checked that number three times and gotten three totals and recommended they print none of them to the tenth of a person, told him — the survey under it, the two desks at the authority who did the extrapolation two ways, the figure that had been said all spring as though it came down off a mountain and could not survive its own arithmetic. She told it plainly, in the desk's flat register, as you report a fact you have run to ground, and Charlie listened the way he listened to the pressmen and the doormen, fully, retaining, asking the one question that kept it coming, and the desk around them registered, without a word and without looking up, that the man who owned the magazine had come down a floor to ask the youngest person on the checking desk what she had thought of a number, and had waited to be noticed to do it. When she finished he nodded, and looked at the woman's letter a moment longer, and said he'd write her back himself, and asked how the number ought to have been printed if he wanted to answer her honestly. Dez told him that too. He wrote it on the back of the letter in a small hand, thanked the desk, and took the stairs, and Dez capped and uncapped the green pen once and went back to the ages of the four.

❧

By the second week of June the building had its summer weather, which was different from its winter weather, looser, later, the windows open on seven where they opened at all and the city's own noise coming up eight floors to sit under the floor's.

The front of the book carried the pop note, and the pop note started a fight that was not about music. The tour was crossing the country that summer behind the cone-shaped corset and the staged provocations, and half the room wanted to cover the show and the other half thought the show was beneath them, and it was Susan Drake, of all people, closing and down from the copy floor and not there to opine, who said flatly that the show wasn't the story and neither was the music, the story was that the woman had built the whole thing so that every argument about whether it was obscene was an argument she had written the ad copy for in advance — that the outrage was the product and the product was working and the magazine calling it a concert review was falling for it — and the room took the item away from the concert and gave it to the image, image control, a Front piece on a woman who had made a machine out of being condemned, and everyone felt cleverer and nobody said the woman had out-thought them.

The television argument was shorter and sat worse. The sketch show had premiered in the spring on the young network, the first one in fifteen years built around Black writers and Black performers, and it was the funniest thing on television and the room could not decide whether it was theirs. Somebody said their reader had never heard of it. Somebody else said their reader's children had, and had been quoting it since April, and the first somebody said their reader's children were not their reader, and there it stopped, because the sentence had a floor under it that nobody wanted to stand on and look down through — the plain fact that the magazine could not always say for certain who was reading it, or who was not, or what the not amounted to, and had been able to say it, once, without thinking, and could not now quite say it. The item went to the back, small, a notice, verdicts split by age.

On the twentieth, midweek and mid-close, the bullpen television ran a motorcade all day with the sound off. The man at the center of it had been in a cell since before the youngest checker on the desk was born, and the city was giving him the oldest thing it had: up lower Broadway in the canyon, under a snow of computer printout and torn memo paper — there was no ticker tape anymore, the machine the tradition was named for having died out from under it, and nobody had told the tradition — forty cars, two dozen motorcycles, a police estimate that rounded itself upward all week. Brooklyn had lined its avenues since morning. Lorraine Washington traded two night shifts to stand on one of them, four deep on Fulton Street in her church hat on a weekday, and Dez, who spent that same afternoon on the docket of a murdered sixteen-year-old from a different Brooklyn, got the route retold stoop by stoop at the kitchen table on Sunday and did not bring the docket to the table, because her mother knew, because the two Brooklyns had never needed the magazine to introduce them. The July book would carry the visit at the essay's altitude, six weeks cold, the last word arriving after the confetti was swept; the pitch had taken ninety seconds, which on the eighth floor was unanimity.

The back of the book carried the summer's record, the one that was everywhere, and the desk did what the desk did with a phenomenon, which was to treat it as a text — played the cassette through once on somebody's boombox at the window end of seven, at low volume, after the phones had quieted, and took its verdict, and the verdict split clean down the middle of the desk by the decade a person had been born in, the older half hearing a novelty and the younger half hearing the biggest thing of the year and neither half moving the other an inch, and the notice ran two hundred words and said, carefully, both.

The ship-night was the first warm one, and the fire escape off the eighth-floor back hall got its first use of the season.

It was where the smokers went and where, on a close night, the ones who were done went to sit on the iron with a beer from the deli run and watch the avenues do their evening business eight floors down, and on the night the June book closed there were four or five of them out there in shirtsleeves, the bottles sweating, the city gone gold and then blue. Somebody was doing the old accounting, the one the building did about itself with love — the expense-account lunches and the deadline whiskey and the general campaign the profession waged against its own liver — and swore he had it on authority that a certain departed editor's doctor had told him, at fifty, that he was running on a spare, and that the man had raised his glass to the news and asked for the wine list. "Liver transplant by forty," somebody said, "it's practically in the contract," and toasted it, and they all did, out on the iron, the first beer of the summer, laughing at the thing they were doing while they did it.

Tomás Vega was out there, back four days from the last one, the shirt loose at the collar, a beer he was holding and not drinking. Somewhere below a truck went over a plate in the roadbed with a flat iron bang, and for half a second he went still — not flinched, still, the beer stopped an inch off the rail, the stillness that made the temperature drop around him — and then it passed and he laughed a beat behind the joke, and the man beside him gave him the room to, as the floor had learned to, and refilled his own bottle from the deli bag and did not refill Tomás's, because Tomás's was full. Inside, on the wall of the art department, a wire had come in that week with an obituary photograph attached, a downtown man dead, and the desk had argued for one clause whether to run the famous one, the friend's photograph of the friend in the hospital bed, and nobody had won the clause and the wire had gone in the file and the argument had closed over itself and the summer had gone on, as it did that year, the plague sitting in the building like the heat, present, unremarked, a thing the room breathed and did not name.

Two of them had come in that Monday fifteen minutes apart and not sitting near each other, and by Tuesday the floor had it, as the floor had those things, wordless, in the bodies, and on Tuesday morning two colleagues passed at the coffee machine and one raised an eyebrow a quarter inch and the other lifted one shoulder and let it drop, and that was the entire conversation, complete, and both of them went to their desks smiling at nothing, and nobody wrote it down because it was not a fact and the desk checked facts.

The June book shipped Thursday at a quarter to midnight, the last board walked to the elevator flat on a production man's palms, and went to the plant in New Jersey where the courthouse steps came up out of the grey sixty times a minute, both verdicts read, the crowd in the half-second before it knew, and it went out into the steel racks at the end of the month at $3.95, the split that satisfied no one shoulder to shoulder with every other magazine's summer, and inside it, small, in the back, two hundred words that could not decide and said so, and the answer, careful and even-handed and pitched to a reader who lived nowhere near the avenue, ran in the front over the editor's name and did not pretend the two days balanced, because they didn't, and she had written that much true.


  Chapter 9

  What the Money Was Worth

  July 1990

  In the first week of July the city cooked, and a magazine on Madison Avenue answered the heat by putting a line at the Department of Motor Vehicles on its cover. It was the last-word magazine, and it had decided that the last word on a summer nobody would remember was a fluorescent room and a ticket dispenser and a queue running out a municipal door into the glare, and a reporter who had wanted, sincerely, to spend a month inside one shift of one clerk's window and had gotten his month. The joke was gentle and the joke was real: while the reporter counted the people waiting to renew a license, the building that would print him ran its own line at a sprint, the longest one it had, pitch to plates, and did it every month, and thought the DMV was the funny part.

That was the same week the money became real four thousand miles east.

❧

Sana Farid shot the public pool at noon, from the high board, with the whole deep end laid out under her and the heat coming up off the concrete so hard you could shoot for it if you underexposed. She had not wanted the color. The well wanted color and the ad book wanted color and so she was up on the board with the Nikon and three rolls of the Velvia the reps had been pushing all spring, the new stock, the one that made a red glow like a red had never glowed in life, and she distrusted it as she distrusted anything that flattered; it saw the wrong thing beautifully. She shot the pool anyway, the bathers packed gunwale to gunwale in the reduced-schedule water, half the city's pools dark that summer for the budget and the other half holding twice their share, and she got competent frames of a crowd being hot.

The storm gave her the spread. It came up over Queens a little after one, the light going bruise-green in a quarter of an hour, and the head lifeguard put his whistle to the sky and blew the long blast at the first far crack of it, and the pool emptied. That was the rule and the city kept it: thunder, and everyone out, twenty minutes minimum, the water cleared to a flat blue rectangle while the deck behind it went to chaos, four hundred people and their towels and their radios crammed under the overhang as the first fat drops came down and then all the drops at once. Sana stayed on the board through the first of it, soaked in ten seconds, and shot down the length of the empty pool with the rain starting to pock it and the crowd jammed dry along the far edge, and she knew before the strobe of the lightning that she had it: the water nobody was allowed in, in the middle of the hottest day, with the whole neighborhood pressed against the fence looking at it. She came down the ladder with the film in her fist inside her jacket, against the wet, and did not think about the frame again, because thinking about a frame you had was a waste of a frame you didn't.

The film had to be somewhere by five and someplace else by midnight or it was not in the book. She knew the schedule as well as she knew the aperture ring. Noon shoot, and the close was that night; the well's opening spread was hers if the color made the board and a wire shot of the same heat wave if it didn't, and the difference between those was a strip of processed transparency crossing a stormed city in time. She took the rolls herself to the E-6 line on Twentieth Street, the good pro lab, and stood at the counter dripping while the man clipped her leaders and hung them for the machine, and the machine did in a little under forty minutes the one thing the whole day turned on — first developer, color developer, bleach, fix, the tight hundred degrees of it, the chemistry that could not be rushed and could not be undone — and she waited it out in a plastic chair with her wet hair going to salt and did not read the magazine on the table, a competitor's, about the heat.

When the strips came up they came up as they always did, a small resurrection she had watched ten thousand times and had never once found ordinary: the clear leader, then the frames, the pool climbing out of the acetate already fixed and finished, a thing that had been light four hours ago and was now an object a person could drop on a floor. She held the strip to the window a second before she took it to the box, the storm in it upside down and backward and permanent.

The chromes came off the line still warm in their sleeves and she read them on the counter light box, the lab's five-thousand-degree tubes throwing the true color up, the loupe on the strip, frame by frame, the eight-power glass pressed to the emulsion until the pool came up sharp and wrong and perfect: the Velvia had made the storm-light a green no sky had worn, and it was a lie, and it was the picture. She ringed four frames with the china marker and starred the one and slid the strip into a glassine envelope and the envelope into a manila one and wrote the art department's name on it and the word RUSH, which meant nothing to a messenger and everything to the person who booked him, and she called the desk that booked them.

The messenger came at five into the rain. He was a thin kid with a pager on his hip and a U-lock run through the strap of his bag and a manifest on a clipboard gone soft at the corners, and he took the envelope and signed her copy and read the destination and the RUSH and did not change expression. He put her one envelope in against his spine where the sensitive thing rode, the chromes that could not be reshot, and went back down into the weather on the bike, and the city took him.

It took him east on Twentieth and up Sixth against the flooded gutters, standing on the pedals through the water at the crosswalks, past the curb cuts at the corners where the ramps ran the rainwater down in brown sheets — the new ramps, the ones the law a week off would make everyone's, though on Sixth Avenue in July they were just a place the water went. It took him past a knot of stopped traffic at Twenty-Third where another kid's bike lay on its side half under a livery cab and the kid sat on the curb holding his own arm and a cop stood over the two of them writing. He did not slow for it. He rode with the manifest against the day and the one envelope against his back, and somewhere over the avenues the storm was doing the thing storms did to that city in summer, turning the towers to grey water from the top down, the high floors gone to cloud, the whole grid of it lit and struck and washed and standing anyway, forty thousand rooms full of people who had gone to a window to watch the same rain and would go back to their desks, and the kid on the bike carried a pool through the middle of it in a paper envelope because the pictures were too heavy to send any other way and would be for years yet. Then he was down out of the weather again at the loading door on Madison, and the envelope went up in the freight car to seven, and the day had made its connection.

The separation house had the chromes by six and shot the seps by nine, the four films of it, cyan and magenta and yellow and the black, stripped up for the platemaker, and the proof came back to the art floor near eleven with the storm-green holding, and the well kept its opening spread, full, two pages, a pool nobody could swim in. What Sana never learned was that the two pages had nearly not been there to fill. The book had come in soft again, the ad pages down for the eleventh month running, and there had been a number three floors up that afternoon that wanted two more pages out of the well, and a man had read the number fully and without hurry and put it in his pocket and kept the pages, and told no one he had, and the spread she rode a stormed city to make ran in a space a silence had held open. She would credit the film. The film had made the close by four hours. Both things were true and only one of them was hers to know.

By midnight the smoke stood under the ceiling tiles as it stood every close, the six thousand compounds of it planed flat in the still air over the boards, and Sal was waxing the last of the type onto the flat for the caption bank, the honeycombed wax at its low heat, the roller, the burnish. The night crew moved around the boards in shirtsleeves with their coffee going cold, a radio low somewhere on seven, the parallel-motion arms swinging and locking, the scalpels, the blue non-photo grid coming up under the type. Sana stood at the light table with the grease pencil marking the crop the layout wanted, tighter than she wanted, the pool brought up to bleed off three edges, and she marked it because it was a better page and she was right about the fourth edge and lost it, and the platemaker was waiting, and she was still marking when the production man came for the board.

❧

The money became real on the first of July, a Sunday, and Nora Kessler heard it become real at seven that evening with the receiver against her ear and her back against the chair and the lamp making its one pool.

She had cleared the evening for the call as completely as she had cleared the June Saturday for the tennis. It was currency-union day; the East had gone to bed on Saturday inside one money and woken on Sunday inside another, the West mark the only legal tender now from the Elbe to the Oder, and Heinrich had queued at his own savings bank on the Ku'damm on Friday among people who had crossed from the other side to open the accounts that made them, overnight, citizens of the harder currency. He told it to her at length, warmly, as he told her everything, and under the warmth ran the thing that was not warm, which was that he did not trust it. A money you could be handed for nothing was a money worth nothing; that was arithmetic, he said, that was simply arithmetic, a man's savings of forty years converted at one rate up to a ceiling and at half that rate above it, and who set the ceiling, and who decided a life's work stopped being worth one-for-one at the exact mark where it began to matter. He had views on the ceiling. She let him have the views, said noch mal where the places for it came, and did not tell him that the folded bills she sent him every month had, as of that morning, changed their meaning under his mattress, worth in the new money either more than they had been or less depending on an arithmetic neither of them was going to do out loud on a Sunday.

Then Matthias came on the line, and the line went bad.

It did that on the long transatlantic booking, dropped a register and filled with the sea, and through it her brother's voice came half-swallowed, and they had the argument they had, which was old and had no bottom. He had stayed. She had left. He had raised her daughter in his house with their father and painted the halls and been there every ordinary Tuesday of eighteen years, and he thought the new money was a mercy and an opening and about time, and he thought, though he did not say it and did not have to, that a person who had not been in the country for the forty bad years did not get a vote on the forty-first. She thought he was sentimental about a windfall that would take his neighbors' factories out from under them inside three years, and she was probably right, and being right was not the same as being owed a vote, and she knew it, and said the thing about the factories anyway, into the sea on the line. The connection ate half of it, and their father, in the background, told them both to stop — mein Gott, the two of you, on the phone that costs what it costs — and they stopped, because he was the one thing they still agreed on.

She sat a while with the receiver in her lap after the line went dead, and then she got up and put the apartment back into the order it was already in, because it was a thing to do with the hands: the pins parallel on the tray, the violet turned a quarter to face the room, the one glass rinsed and racked. The money on the other side of the ocean was worth what it was worth now, and there was no editing it from here. The East was inside the D-mark, and it was Sunday.

The close came as it came. The suburb essay crossed her desk on Tuesday — the furniture piece on the towns built to look like something they weren't, the colonial fronts on the tract frames — and it was good, and it made her laugh once, at the writer's find: that the zoning board in one such town had a term of art for the fake-fieldstone facing it required by ordinance, and the term of record, in the board's own minutes, was permastone (colonial character). She marked keep the parenthesis in the margin and moved on.

The front carried the Index of the Heat, the one-page tally the magazine ran in July because July gave it to them — the temperature of a rush-hour subway car measured with a thermometer a stringer had carried onto the Lexington line, the season's air-conditioner sales against last summer's, the number of parade permits the city had issued and the number of blocks a single ice-cream truck could cover before its freezer went to soup. It was the smallest thing in the book and the desk had checked every figure in it twice, the truck's blocks against the driver and the subway car's degrees against the man who took it, and Nora read it through once for the pleasure of a thing that was exactly what it was and initialed it.

Gil Ordway's galley she kept till Wednesday and did with the door shut. It was a City piece, a good one, the token booth and the man in the glass box, built partly out of a subscriber's letter Charlie had carried down to the desk in the spring; and it was long, and it earned its length, and in December she would have cut it to the bone and made him grateful for the cut. She did not cut it. She read it clause by clause with the pen capped and then she wrote in the margin, in three sentences, the closest thing her grammar would make: that the length was the argument and she would not touch it; that the man in the booth was the whole piece and he had known it before the desk did; that it should run as he had it. She signed it and sent it down, There was nothing on the page that said I cut you off at four o'clock on a Thursday in the winter and would do it again for the same reason and am sorry for the reason, because she had not written that, because she could not; the three sentences were what her hand could carry instead. She signed the galley and sent it down. Ordway got it back on Wednesday, read three warm margin sentences from an editor who liked his piece, and had a good week.

She killed the drive-in that night. It had come in overwritten, a profile of a man keeping a one-screen lot running against the multiplex math, and it was in love with its own dusk, and she took it down to a short thing, half the well space it had wanted, the man and the projector and the arithmetic and out — a mercy that would read, on the newsstand, as a piece that simply ran short. And the kill woke the letter, as it now always did; and she did not take her daughter's letter out of the drawer, and she did not write the answer she had not written for fourteen months. She took a sheet of the airmail paper and folded the month's bills into it, the money to Berlin, for her father, as she always sent it, because a wire would make it official and official meant Heinrich was declining; and she wrote three warm easy lines to go around the bills, and set it by her keys to be mailed, and the new money would take it at whatever rate the new money took it.

❧

The book shipped at a quarter to midnight, and the crew went to the World on Second Street, because the World was where you went, and because Sana Farid had picked up the tab.

She had done it at the door with a word to the barman, quietly, before anyone could see it happen, and the first round arrived at the two shoved-together tables like weather, unasked for, and it took the room a minute to understand that the quiet one in the field jacket, the one who spent four words a year, had bought it. Tomás Vega watched them work it out. It was the only tab she had ever picked up in the building's memory, and it landed the way her frames landed in the layout meetings, without preamble and without a second one to follow it, and the crew drank it and made too much of it and she waved the making-too-much away with two fingers and it was over.

The jukebox at the World took quarters and gave back the summer's noise, and somebody kept feeding it, and by one the two tables had become a thing that was mostly laughing. A checker did the executive editor's throat-clear, the little cough he gave before he killed a pitch, and did it so exactly that the executive editor, three feet off, laughed hardest of anyone and bought the impression a drink. Half the copy desk argued whether the DMV cover was the funniest thing the book had run all year or a magazine laughing at a joke it had spent forty pages missing, and argued it with the pleasure the floor brought to the things that carried no stakes, because the things that carried stakes had shipped and the night was the wage for them. Somebody had brought the newsstand news in like a curiosity from a far country: the feminist monthly was back that month, reborn without one advertisement in it, at a cover price that made the two tables whistle — the editor who had founded it had written the lead herself, twenty years of what the ads had actually bought, the complexion clauses, the adjacencies, the recipes commissioned to sit beside the food pages — and half the table said no magazine could live on readers alone and the other half said theirs couldn't, which was not the same sentence, and everyone looked into their drink at the difference, briefly, and the jukebox saved them. Somebody was dancing near the cigarette machine, badly, gloriously, to a song that was not really for dancing.

He was at the edge of it as he had learned to be at the edge of most rooms now, in the summer between one thing and the next, the eastern assignment out ahead of him in the fall and nothing to do but wait for it and not drink. Down the tables the accounting was going on, the loving one the building did about itself — someone had it on good authority, first-hand even, that he had personally seen the activists in the good suits and the forged credentials chain themselves to the balcony of the stock exchange last fall, had watched the fake hundreds come down over the floor, had been right there; and nobody asked him how a man came to be on the floor of the exchange on a Thursday morning to see it, because it was midnight and the desk was off duty and nobody was checking anybody's facts. Somewhere in the same stretch a junior writer got the old bit wrong — the running gag about the correspondent the magazine had invented in the seventies and then had to keep filing for, the byline that covered three coups before an editor confessed he did not exist — got the country wrong and the decade wrong, and the personals checker, two drinks in and constitutionally unable to let a wrong fact stand, corrected him on both without looking up from her cigarette, and was right, and went back to her drink.

Charlie Whitfield bought Martin Kaye a round near one, and Tomás watched that too, because it was worth watching. They agreed about nothing, the publisher who loved the floor and the editor who ruled it, Charlie who came to the building for the singing and Martin who came to kill the weak pieces before they could embarrass anyone, and they stood at the bar for six minutes with the two whiskeys and were warm with each other about a magazine each of them thought the other slightly misunderstood. Charlie loved the floor — the pressmen, the paste-up men, the waxer's smell, the whole physical body of the thing his father had built — and thought a magazine was the people who made it. Martin loved the table, the kill memo, the weak piece caught before it could shame anyone, and thought a magazine was the judgment that let the good ones through. Charlie told the story about his father and a press chief in a blow off the Narrows, and Martin turned the Yale ring and said the moral of it was wrong, that a captain who felt accounted for in a storm was a captain about to drown his crew, and bought the wrong moral a drink anyway. Two temperaments that had shared a masthead for thirty years, agreeing on the whiskey and nothing under it. Then Charlie went to be host somewhere else in the room, and Martin went to be feared somewhere quieter, and the round was done.

Sana came and sat across from Tomás in the back booth near the end, where the noise dropped off, and they did the thing the two of them did, which was to say almost nothing and find it restful. They had never worked a story together; they knew each other from the light table and the layout meetings, the two people in the building who spent the fewest words and watched the most, and they had recognized something in each other early and never once discussed it. She had her drink and did not touch it much and he had his and did not touch it at all, and they watched the room together and compared none of it out loud — the dancer by the machine, the two colleagues in the far corner not sitting close enough, the checker doing the impression again for a table that had already heard it and wanted it once more. Two witnesses off the clock, reading a room neither of them would have to file. At the next booth a copy assistant was back from the bathroom sniffing against the air-conditioning, bright as a struck match, sure of everything, laughing a half-beat ahead of his own lines; and Tomás heard it and placed it and let it be.

"You keep the count," he said to her, quietly, "in a room. How many, and how young. I did it walking in tonight." He turned the glass a quarter and the whiskey caught the light, and the faintest tremor was in the hand that turned it — steady, always, over a notebook in a bad place, and unsteady here, at rest, around a drink he wasn't drinking. "I was at a checkpoint outside San Salvador the night the Wall went. A soldier had a radio and the reception was bad. He was smiling. He was younger than the rifle he was holding — seventeen, maybe. He didn't know what it meant. He only knew something big had ended." It was the second time in his life he had told it to anyone. "Everybody wants to be there for the big thing. Nobody tells you the big thing is a kid with a bad radio who can't hear it."

Sana looked at him and did not lift the camera. It was on the seat beside her, in the bag, and her hand did not go to it, and she let the frame go by unmade — the man in the low light of the booth telling the small true thing, the light doing exactly what she would have wanted it to do — and she left it where it was, in the place behind her eyes, and gave him the quiet instead of the picture. At the next booth the bright one laughed again and stood too fast and went out into the summer with a woman from the art floor, the two of them leaving together, and nobody wrote it down.

Tomás set the full glass on the table and stood. "You bought the room a drink," he said. "I'll tell them it was me, if you like. Ruin your reputation to save it." She almost smiled, which from her was a great deal, and he went out into Second Street where the storm had left the pavement steaming and the traffic going as it always went, not stopping, three in the morning coming and the trucks still on the avenue, and he stood in it a minute before he found a cab.

❧

Dez Washington got the license piece on the Monday after, and it was the DMV cover, and it fought her.

She had come off the weekend with the close still in her, and the ride down had been ordinary, the D and the transfer and the walk where her posture did the thing it did, and she had the well feature on her blotter by nine-thirty: the reporter's month inside one clerk's window at a borough motor-vehicle office, open to close, the line and the forms and the woman behind the glass who processed a human being every four minutes for eight hours and had done it for nineteen years. It was funny and it was human and it did not need Dez to make it either. It needed her to make it true, and the truth of it lived in a thing the reporter had done that no reporter should have to redo: he had counted. He had sat in the office for a month and counted the woman's transactions against the office's own daily logs, and the numbers were the spine of the piece, the nineteen years and the four minutes and the two hundred souls a day, and Dez picked up the phone to confirm them as the desk confirmed everything, against the record, on two days.

The state could not find the record. She called the office and the office referred her to the regional and the regional referred her to Albany and Albany put her on hold to a recording about renewing by mail and then referred her back to the office, and somewhere in the third call it came clear, in the flat courteous way these things came clear, that the daily logs the reporter had sat and counted against did not, as a filed and retrievable document, exist — that they were kept for a window and then they weren't. The number the whole piece stood on could be confirmed only against a reporter's own tally of a thing the state no longer held. The exposé nobody had pitched, the one where you proved what a government office actually did with its day, could not be filed, because the office could not produce the record of its own hours. It was the smallest possible version of the largest thing the building couldn't do. She wrote it up plain — transaction counts per the reporter's log; state unable to produce daily records for the period; recommend attribute to reporter's observation, not to the Department — and stapled it under her initials, and that was the piece made honest.

The desk enjoyed it as it enjoyed all its defeats. Somebody worked out, over the cold coffee, that a man had spent a month proving a number the state itself could not stand behind, so that the magazine could report with total confidence that a motor-vehicle office would not tell you how it spent its own day. The desk found this very funny and could not have told you exactly why, and someone said the reporter should renew his license while he was at it and get the month reimbursed, and they went back to work.

The two of them from the night before were at the checking desk by ten, the copy assistant and the art-floor woman, and they were pure business, the both of them, a caption query passed and answered across the L without a wasted syllable, professional to the grain, nothing in the bodies, the morning after arranged like a filing. The drama, if there was drama, was not between them. It was in the thing the assistant said, low, leaning on the desk while the query printed, about a third person entirely — about Ordway, whose City piece was running long this month, that he'd been telling people at the party the editor had finally come around, had all but apologized in the margins, had said so himself; and the art-floor woman said that didn't sound like the editor, and the assistant said it didn't, did it, and shrugged, and took his answered query back to eight. Dez heard it the way she heard everything, in one pass, without turning her head, and filed it where she filed the things that were not yet anything. She uncapped the green pen and went back to the woman behind the glass and her four minutes and her nineteen years, and confirmed the years against the office's own personnel line, which the office could produce, and green-dotted it, and let the number the state had lost stay soft, and sent the piece up.

❧

The August book went out into the racks in the last week of July, into a heat that had not broken so much as taken a Sunday off, the DMV line on its cover in black type on municipal beige, the fluorescent room and the ticket dispenser and the queue running out the door. A quarter million of it, warm off the press, standing in the steel racks beside every other magazine's summer.

Inside it a pool nobody could swim in opened the well, two pages, the storm-green holding on the newsstand as it had held on the proof. The license piece ran with its numbers attributed to a man who had counted them, and not to the state that had lost them. The drive-in profile ran short. In the foreign file, under the dateline BONN and a byline nobody on the desk had set in type before — a junior filling a chair a better man had left for a magazine that didn't kill him — a stringer's careful dispatch on a government quietly rehearsing the paperwork of a union the treaty language did not yet exist to describe, held a cycle and run at last.

In the second week of August, at the borough motor-vehicle office, a man slid his renewal form under the partition folded inside an open copy of the magazine, her page out, and asked the woman behind the glass to sign it. She stamped the form, dated it, signed the page in the stamp's own red, and had him out the door in under four minutes, which he would be telling people for years. By Friday the page was taped up in the office break room with her window number circled in somebody else's pen, and the line she had processed for nineteen years now contained, most mornings, one or two people timing her against the piece, checking their watches with the small pleasure of witnesses. The clerk did not read the magazine. She had read the page.

The call from Albany came the same week, courteous, a press officer wondering whether the Department might obtain the reporter's daily tallies for its files, and it came down to the checking desk as a query slip like any other. Dez typed the reply the desk's grammar required — the notes were the reporter's property; the published figures stood as attributed — and logged the call in the day book between a spelling and a date.

And on a wall one floor down, in the room with no clock, three prints hung where they had hung since spring, a woman's back and a girl in a studio and a man on a set of steps, and the book had never seen them, and nobody at the racks that week was looking at the wall.


  Chapter 10

  What Wouldn't Keep

  August 1990

  The magazine's whole faith was that things kept. A piece killed in December would be no less true in February; the anger in it would not spoil; a story worth four months was worth them because the world it described would still be standing at the end of the four, arranged in roughly the order you had left it. This was not stated anywhere. It was the assumption under the assumption, the reason a monthly could exist at all — that reality held its pose long enough to be developed, like a negative, and that the last word was better than the first because it had waited for the shouting to die down and could tell you, at leisure, what the shouting had meant.

On the second of August the assumption took a hole in it that no one on the eighth floor would name for six weeks. It happened at the flattest hour of the flattest week of the year, when the September book was half-built and half the floor was at the shore and the air conditioning had lost the argument with the heat by ten in the morning. A small rich country went into a larger one overnight, and the wire machines began their small hysterical business, and the television in the bullpen came on with the sound up for once — and the September issue, which closed in two weeks and reached the newsstands at the end of the month, could not say a word about any of it without being wrong by the time it arrived. The fastest story of the year had broken inside the one machine in the building built to be slow. The machine went on closing. It had a book to make, and the book was about July.

❧

Tomás Vega was awake when the phone rang, which was how he knew, before he lifted it, that he would say yes.

It was ten past six and the light was already flat and white on the airshaft, and he had been up an hour with coffee going cold, listening to the trucks that did not stop, the ones that had kept him company since he came back in the spring and would keep somebody else company now. He knew the desk's ring from the building's ring. He let it go twice, the way you let a good hand sit before you play it, and then he picked it up and said his name and listened, and the thing that moved through him when the foreign editor said Kuwait was not dread, though dread came later and stayed. It was relief, plain and disqualifying, the loosening a body does when it is told it can stop pretending to want the thing it has been failing to want. He said yes before the sentence was finished. He heard himself say it. He filed the hearing where he filed everything he was not going to look at.

"Nicosia, then Amman, and you find your own road in from there," the editor said. "It won't hold open long. Nobody's got a plan for this yet — you'll be ahead of the plan, which is the good part and the bad part."

"I've been ahead of the plan."

"There's the other thing," the editor said, and there was a pause with a shape Tomás knew, the shape of a man deciding to do his duty. "You'll have no cover out there. No arrangement, no protection, no — there's nothing for a press body, you understand, there's no such thing yet. If it turns into what it might turn into."

Tomás looked at the envelope on the dresser, which he had already taken out of the drawer without deciding to, his hand having got there ahead of him. "Wire the advance to the Amman office," he said. "In dollars, and not the checkbook money — the cash, small bills, for the places where a document is worth less than a folded twenty. I'll cable you a number when I have one to cable." He knew the route in his body before the editor named it: the flight to Nicosia, the flight to Amman, and after Amman the part that did not go on an expense report, a car and a driver and a border that would want to be paid rather than shown a document. The editor said something about the flak, one more time, the last honest thing a man could do down a phone line, and Tomás answered him about the exchange rate at the Amman airport, and the subject went under the logistics, where such subjects went to be agreed to.

He packed as he always packed, fast and then slow. The fast part was gear, and the gear was a religion with no doctrine you could write down: the vest with the credential pocket, the notebooks, the boots already broken to his feet, the G-Shock going on his wrist with two years of scratch on the crystal, cotton and more cotton because synthetics held the heat and there would be heat. No armor. There was no armor to pack; the thing did not exist for men like him and would not for years, and he laid the vest in the bag where a wiser century would have laid a plate of it, and thought nothing about that, because thinking about it was a door and he kept the door shut.

The slow part was one thing. From the top drawer, under the socks, he took a worn manila envelope gone soft as cloth at the folds, addressed in a hand seven years old to an office in a country that had changed its mind about existing, and he did not open it, because he knew what was in it and opening it had never once helped. Rafiq Haddad's paperwork. The visa run that Tomás had promised, in Beirut, in the year the building fell on the block behind them, and had filed the piece instead and won the award for the filing, and had carried the envelope through every bag into every war since. He moved it from the drawer to the vest pocket, against the credential, and zipped it, and that was the whole of it. He had never told anyone it existed. He was not going to start by telling the dresser.

He left the sublet key on the way out. He rode down to Charlie Whitfield's floor and gave it to the assistant in the outer office — the tagged ring, the address on the paper flag in his own hand — and said it was for the co-signer, for the drawer, in case, and the assistant wrote Vega on the envelope and did not ask in case of what, because it was August and half the building was answering the phones for the other half. On the street the heat came up off the pavement in a wall. He found the payphone on the corner that took a card, and he did the choreography a man learns without knowing he has learned it: the receiver wedged against his shoulder, the bag between his boots so it could not walk, the calling card gripped in his teeth to free both hands, then the card out of the teeth and into the slot on the second try, the long tone, the airline's number thumbed in from memory on keys worn blank. He stood in the white glare confirming a seat to Cyprus. Above the coin box the payphone's own number ran along a strip of steel in ballpoint, put there by somebody, a number a person could call to reach a man standing at that exact corner. No one had it. No one was going to call. He hung up the receiver, and it kept a half-second of his hand's heat, and let it go.

❧

Julian Cross went to the coffee machine at eleven because he had heard Tomás was leaving at one, and the coffee machine was where you said the things you were not going to say anywhere with a door on it.

The machine was the Bunn on eight, the commercial one, the pot always a half-hour past its best, and the two of them stood at it in the emptied floor and did ten minutes in the shorthand they had refined over the years down from the full sentences they had used the first winter. Everything they had ever said carefully was in the room already; they did not have to say any of it again. Julian's right hand was doing its small work in the air, shaping the nothing they were discussing — the road in from Amman, the exchange rate, whether the good fixers were already spoken for. He was good at this. He had done a version of it a dozen times, the send-off that pretends to be a briefing, and he knew exactly how much lightness a departure could carry before the lightness showed its lining.

"The water pressure out there is going to break your heart," Julian said. "You'll get to the one hotel with a shower worth the name and it'll be the week the water goes."

"The water always goes."

"That's what I'm telling you. Come back and tell me the pressure's better here. I'll believe it this time." His hand made its loop and came down flat on the top of the machine, and stayed there, flat, and did not move again for the length of what came next — Tomás saying that the thing he would miss was the traffic that did not stop, and Julian not answering, letting the sentence be a fact about re-entry and not a profile. The hand on the machine was the tell and only one of them could see it and it was not the one it belonged to. Tomás was looking at the coffee.

"I heard it broke at the worst possible hour for you people," Tomás said. "The book half-shut. You can't run any of it."

"We can't run a syllable. By the time we're on the stands it'll be a different war, or a peace, or nothing, and we'll have said whatever we said about July." Julian shrugged, one shoulder, the writer's shrug. "You'll have been there a month before we can admit out loud that you went."

There was a silence that a stranger would have read as two men out of things to say, and was the opposite. In the first winter they had done this standing up at a bar for three hours, Hemingway against Didion, the sentence that strips against the sentence that arranges, until the argument was less about the writers than about the two of them and neither would admit it. Now Julian only said, "Bring me back a wrong instrument," and Tomás said, "You'll get a notebook and bad handwriting," and it landed like the punchline to a joke three years in the telling, and they left it there.

"Somebody once told me being late was the whole business."

"Somebody was selling something," Julian said, and for a second the wonder came up under the joke as it did when he stopped performing, one sentence, unguarded: "It's the biggest thing to happen over there in twenty years and I'm going to read your version of it in an airport six weeks from now, out of a machine, standing up, and it'll still be the best thing anyone writes about it. God help us all." Then the sentence embarrassed him and he took his hand off the machine and the moment closed. He told Tomás to keep the receipts the Amman office would refuse and to come back, in that order, and Tomás said he always came back, which was true and was not the thing either of them meant, and at one o'clock a car took him to the airport and the floor absorbed the fact of his going the way water absorbs a dropped stone, with a ring or two and then the flat surface again.

Nobody else registered it much. There was a book to close. That evening, past seven, when the floor had gone home to its air conditioners, Julian stayed. He had no galley that needed him and no edit booked and no reason a colleague passing the writers' side could have named, and he knew it, and he stayed anyway, and he did the one thing the staying could be made to look like from outside: he pulled the old Managua file, Tomás's spring dispatch, the one Martin's pencil had cut by a third, and he sat with the uncut carbon under the desk lamp reading a man's sentences about an election in another country, correcting nothing, filing nothing, just reading the voice back into the empty building until it was late enough to go home without it having been anything at all.

❧

Nora Kessler edited the front piece about the curbs on the Wednesday of close week, and it was the only hour of that week she enjoyed, and she knew exactly why and let herself have it.

The piece was six hundred words for the City well, and it was about a law. On the twenty-sixth of July a man in a wheelchair had watched the President sign a bill on the South Lawn, and the bill said that the country would be built differently from now on, and the piece Nora had in front of her understood, as the good small pieces understood, that a law like that arrives in a city not as an announcement but as a change in the concrete. The ramp cut into the corner where a step had been. The lip of it a truck's tire climbed in the rain. The slope of it, one in twelve, a number now, a legal number, poured wet by a crew that did not know it was pouring the future and thought it was pouring a curb. The writer had gone out and stood at intersections and watched the city get quietly rebuilt an inch at a time under people who had not been told, and Nora took her red pen and did what she loved, made a true sentence truer by lifting out the two words that were apologizing for it. She cut a perhaps. She cut a clause that explained the law to a reader who did not need the law explained. She wrote in the margin the ramp is the story, not the signing — start at the corner, the same note she had given Julian about the window nine months ago, in the same hand, for a reason she did not stop to name. The city changing its physical shape before it noticed was precisely her kind of story, and she enjoyed the piece a good deal more than six hundred words could account for, and moved on.

The rest of the week did not enjoy itself. At the flat plan on Tuesday the room had come, by a road no one steered it down, to the war it could not print. Somebody said the obvious thing — that they were about to ship a book with a hole where the only news anyone was watching should have been — and somebody else gave the answer the building always gave, the answer that was true and had comforted the eighth floor through every fast story since Nora had been on it: that the dailies could have the invasion, and were welcome to it; that Meridian would arrive at the end of September and say the thing the dailies could not, the thing you could only say once the crowd had stopped shouting; that lateness was not the tax on the work, lateness was the work, the authority of the last word. It was the house creed. She had said it herself in that room a hundred times. She listened to a senior editor say it now, well, in complete sentences, and watched it fail to land — not argued down, just failing, going out over the table and not warming anyone, because the war was three weeks old and moving at the speed of a thing that would not wait for the last word, and for the first time in her memory the creed lay on the table where she had set it and stayed there. Nobody contradicted it. Nobody warmed to it either. She closed the slot and moved them to the feature well and did not let the pause become a subject.

The well had the nouvelle-cuisine piece, which was a mercy, because it was funny. The End of the Tiny Plate. Four thousand words on the American appetite reclaiming its portions, the little architectural dinners of the eighties giving way to something bigger and browner and unashamed, and the writer had found a chef in the sea-scallop trade who would say, on the record, that the whole decade of small plates had been a failure of nerve dressed up as discipline. Nora marked keep him, cut the adjectives around him and laughed once, alone, at a sentence about a single seared scallop marooned in the center of a white plate the width of a manhole cover, and let the war be, for one paragraph, a thing happening to someone else's page. In the foreign file the Bonn stringer's dispatch was held again — Dispatch, Held, the standing line, a careful piece bumped one more cycle by the well's crowding — and she initialed the hold, and did not let herself hear, in the two words, anything the two words did not say. Late in the same afternoon a copy editor she had known for six years put his head in to say the pages were clean and he was going, he had the Monday meeting, and she said good, go, and did not ask which meeting, because in that building you did not ask a man which Monday meeting, and he took the elevator down into the heat and she moved the next galley up the pile.

She walked the checked City pages down to the light table herself near six, because the art floor was short and the pages were wanted, and that was where Susan Drake and Sana Farid were, and where the thing happened that the two of them would not have called a thing. Susan had the copy for the curb piece under her red pen, reading it aloud to herself as she always did, her mouth moving over it silently; Sana had the contact sheets for the same piece spread on the light box, a strip of corners and ramps and one frame of a woman going up a poured slope in a chair with a bag of groceries in her lap. Their two kinds of proof crossed on the lit glass — the words that had been checked and the images that had been made — and Susan looked at the sheet through the loupe for a moment and put her blunt finger, without the grease pencil, next to the one frame that was the picture.

"That one," Susan said. "The rest are curbs. That one's a person on a curb." She said it plainly, and then, because she was who she was, in a lower register that had the weight of a thing she knew from the inside and would not decorate: "Somebody'll want to run the empty ramp. Cleaner. Make them run the woman." She knew what it was to have the true frame killed and the clean one kept, and she did not say so. Sana looked at her a second longer than the sentence needed, and ringed the frame with the china marker, once, and picked up the strip and held it to the light box and did not put a word on the summer a year gone. It took the two of them ten seconds and they went back to their pages. Nora tapped the ringed frame and said, "That one," and took her stack up the stairs. The woman on the ramp went into the September book. It was the only thing in the book that would still be true when the book arrived.

❧

Tomás filed his first Kuwait piece at three in the morning, his time, from a hotel that still had a working line, and the machine on his end was a fax the color of a nicotine ceiling that fed his pages through a roller one at a time and told him nothing about whether they landed.

He wrote it in the register he had, the only one the field gave him: crisis, precise and calm and unhurried, the best version of a man that only the worst rooms could produce. He had walked the city all day and he had what he had seen, which was more than the wire had, because the wire was still finding the road he was already standing on. He fed the four pages into the roller one at a time and heard the tone that meant they had gone somewhere. Then he sat in the dark and did the thing the field left him to do — wait, and thumb the little orange light on the watch to see the hour turn, and not sleep. He put a call through to the desk to confirm the pages arrived, and the line to New York was a queue and a busy tone and a queue, and he dialed and got the tone and hung up and waited the sixty seconds and dialed again, the redial loop, the field's rosary, and somewhere in the third hour he gave it up and lay on the bed in his clothes with the envelope still in the vest against his chest and the boots still on, in case, and did not sleep, and that was the filing. On the dresser his own hand was steady. In New York it was eight in the evening and the desk had gone home.

The pages came up out of the machine in the fax alcove a little after three, New York time, a signal that had turned at the last into an object — a light, then a current, then a heat, then paper, warm and waxy and curling into the memory of the roll it had been, four sheets of a man's night in another hemisphere printing themselves out into a dark alcove where no one stood. And they lay in the tray under what had come in behind them across the emptied hours: a mortgage-rate sheet, a real-estate flyer with a photograph of a house on it, an ATTENTION OFFICE MANAGER offering toner at a saving, the ordinary sediment of a machine that could not tell a war from a sale and set both down flat and warm and equal in a tray in the dark. A correspondent's first night in an invaded city sat under a flyer for a split-level in Nyack from three o'clock until twenty to ten, when the mail clerk came through on his round and lifted the stack and began, at his own unhurried speed, to sort the night's paper into the trays it belonged in — the junk to the bin, the memos to the floors, and the four warm curling pages with a Kuwait dateline held a moment in a hand that recognized what it was holding, and then carried at last, flat, like something being brought up from a great depth, to the foreign desk, and set down in the tray there a little before half past nine.

The clerk who carried it had come up that morning through the part of the city the building never printed. His route from the subway crossed a corner where the same three men stood every morning by the same shuttered store with the same small commerce going on in their palms, quick and unremarkable, the corner's own kind of business at nine in the morning; and he crossed it without slowing, the way you cross the thing you see every day, and carried the war upstairs in a canvas satchel next to a birthday card and did not know he was carrying either. He set the satchel on the mail-room bench, signed the round sheet, and went to sort the rest of the floor's paper before the phones started — the birthday card up to eight, the toner ad to the bin, the war to the foreign desk.

At twenty to ten Martin Kaye read the four pages standing at the desk, once fast and then again slowly with the pencil down, and booked the call back to the hotel to say they had them, all four, clean — the confirmation Tomás had sat up half his night trying to raise. It reached the hotel in the middle of his afternoon, hours past the hour he had needed it, a voice from New York in a room he had already left for the street, telling an empty bed that the pages had arrived. Martin read them a third time with the pencil moving and cut nothing, because there was nothing to cut and nowhere yet to run it, and at the foot of the last page he initialed the file copy — MK, beneath no marks at all — and set the piece in the folder that would wait for October, and went back to the book that shipped that night.

That night the wire out of Kuwait went quiet — a line dropped, a city gone dark on the map, a nothing where at midday there had been the small hysterical chatter — and it was Julian, alone in his apartment with two glasses poured and a record turning low, who felt the quiet arrive and could not do the thing the quiet asked. So he did the other thing. He took a sheet of his own paper and he wrote a letter to a man he could not telephone, in a country that ate telephones, saying the things that had no route that would ever arrive — not the briefing, not the joke, the other thing, the whole of it, in the hand he used for nothing else — and he read it once, and he did not tear it up, and he did not file it in the drawer with the drafts. He put it in an envelope and he addressed it to the sublet in Washington Heights, to the empty flat with the co-signed lease and the radiator and no one in it, because that was the one address in the world where the words could be set down and no one would ever have to receive them. He carried it down four flights in his shirtsleeves at midnight and put it in the box on the corner and let the little door swing shut on it, and walked back up, and poured the second glass out into the sink, and that was the letter, and it went where he had sent it, which was nowhere, on schedule.

❧

Charlie Whitfield did the co-signer's small business on the Thursday, the day the September book closed, and did it perfectly, and told no one it had cost him anything, which it had not, on the outside, where he lived.

The key came up to him in the envelope with Vega on it in the correspondent's own hand, and Charlie unwound the string on the interoffice flap and read the paper flag and knew the drawer it went in before he had finished reading. It went in the deep drawer, the one where his tenants lived, the folders of things he kept for other people: the co-signed lease from two years back in his own hand, and now the spare key on its tagged ring clipped back to the folder it had come off of, the loop closed, the arrangement whole. He telephoned the building super in Washington Heights himself, from his own line, and confirmed that the rent would clear from the account he already administered and that the man in the basement had the number to call if a pipe or a lock or the August heat did something to an apartment with no one in it; and he squared the folders and shut the drawer, and it had taken eleven minutes, and it was the kind of thing Charlie did without a ledger and without a witness.

There was another sheet in the deep drawer that morning, folded in thirds where a folded sheet does not show, and it was the August ad summary against last August's, and the number at the foot of it in the business manager's tidy hand was down again, the twelfth month it had been down, the recession that nobody on the eighth floor had felt yet because it reached the building through Charlie's jacket first. He had read it fully and without hurry, as he read the caterer's clipboards and the subscriber mail, and he had folded it and put it where it went and mentioned it to no one, which by his own count was the third time that year he had carried a thin book alone rather than hand its weight to the floor. The subscriber mail he did that Monday too, all of it, every letter: a man in Dayton renewing for the thirty-first year and saying so; a schoolteacher in Tucson with a correction about a comma; a widow in Bethesda who wanted the magazine to know the July cover had made her laugh, which she had not much done lately. He read them with his coffee, unhurried, and answered two by hand, and none of them said a word about a war, because the mail, like the book, was still living in July.

The book closed that night at a quarter to midnight, the last board walked to the elevator flat on a production man's palms. On the paste-up floor the crew had waxed the last of the type on through the heat, the honeycombed roller at its low burn, the solvent going up off the boards in the still hot air so that a man bent over a flat too long stood up seeing spots and had to hold the parallel bar a second, the Bestine doing its small free thing to the blood; and the boards came off the tables clean, the curb piece with the woman on the ramp, the tiny-plate feature, the Bonn dispatch held one more month, and the front and the back and the well, a hundred and thirty-odd pages about a July that had ended six weeks before anyone would read a word of it. Nowhere in any of it was the word Kuwait. The book was not wrong. It was exactly, scrupulously, expensively right about a world that had stopped standing in the arrangement it described, and it went to the plant in New Jersey and came up out of the grey sixty times a minute and shipped. Charlie drove out on the Saturday as he always did, and stood on the catwalk in the camel hair coat with the pressmen's coffee, and watched the curb come up into color, the ramp and the cut concrete and the black type, through the whole of the cover run. He bent over the makeready with Ferro under the good lamp, checked the register marks, signed the sheet, and drove home into the dawn with four warm copies on the seat.

It went out into the racks at the end of the month at $3.95, the curb on its cover, black type on cut concrete, a ramp where a step used to be. A quarter million of it, warm off the press, standing in the steel racks beside every daily in the city screaming the war in headline type an inch high, black and enormous, sold out by noon and thrown away by night. Beside them the curb sat quiet on its cover and did not move, and would still be there at the end of the week, and the week after, being the last word about July. On the eighth floor the phones came back as the floor came back from the shore, and the October book started, and it would carry the first of it — the six weeks after, the arithmetic, what a thing like this costs a place before it knows the cost — because that was the book's whole faith, that the after was the part worth waiting for. In Washington Heights a letter lay inside a door in an empty flat, in a room a man Charlie paid was keeping warm against the winter. And on the foreign desk, under a pencil that had waited a month to be useful, four warm curling pages held a man's first night in a city the September book had shipped without naming, filed, and not yet run.


  Chapter 11

  The Content of Our Character

  September 1990

  Reunification was booked for the third of October, and a magazine on Madison Avenue spent September trying to have the last word on a thing that had not happened yet. This was a new problem, or an old problem in a new coat. The whole faith of the place was that you arrived late and arrived right, that the profile which took four months was worth the four because the world would hold its pose that long; but the world that fall was moving at the speed of a currency, and the two Germanys were folding into one on a date the treaty men had set with a calendar, and the October book would reach the newsstand a few days after the flags came down. So the building was in the position of a man composing a toast to a wedding he has not been invited to watch, working from the save-the-date and the smell of the flowers being ordered.

The book had a bet in it besides. On the cover was a man in a chair with a wall of library shelves gone soft behind him, and inside was an essay of seven thousand words arguing that a person could hold the fact of himself so tightly it became a room he could not leave; and in the back of the book, where the reviews lived, was a second piece that took the first one apart with respect. The editor's letter said, in the register of a woman removing an apology from her own paragraph, that a magazine which agreed with everything it printed was a catalogue, and that this month the staff did not agree, and that the disagreement was the issue.

Nobody at a kiosk would know the staff had split. That was the trick of the thing, and the pleasure of it. The split went out into the world looking like a single confident book.

❧

Julian Cross heard the floor before he understood what he was hearing, which took him most of a week. It was quieter, and the quiet had a location. It was the foreign end of eight, where a desk sat with its chair pushed in and its blotter squared and a coffee ring on the blotter going to a stain, because the man who made the ring was in a hotel in a country the September book had shipped without naming, and nobody had moved the cup in time. Julian passed the desk four times a day. He did not look at it the fourth time any more than the first.

He had mailed the third letter on Tuesday. He did it as he had done the first two, with no plan he would have admitted to: four flights down in his shirtsleeves, the box on the corner, the little door swinging shut on an envelope addressed to an apartment in Washington Heights where no one would read it, where a super Charlie paid kept the radiator honest against a winter still weeks off. There were three of them in the box inside that door now, or three of them lying on the mat inside the flat, he did not know which and it did not matter, because the address was chosen for exactly that, for being the one place on earth a sentence could be set down and never have to be received.

On Saturday he went to the park, because it was Saturday and because Arthur would be at the table under the plane trees whether Julian came or not.

Arthur was seventy and had played tenor in rooms that did not exist anymore and did not read magazines and had told Julian so once, kindly, the first spring, the way you tell a man his fly is down. He set the pieces from an old cigar box and he called Julian kid, and he beat him, reliably, four games out of five, because Arthur played the board and Julian played the man across it, and the board did not care who you were on Madison Avenue. That was the whole of what Julian came for and could not have said aloud: an hour a week in front of a person on whom none of his equipment worked. Arthur did not want the profile. Arthur wanted the knight moved off f4 before it got taken.

"You're leaving your queen out in the weather again," Arthur said, not looking up, moving a pawn one square with a finger the shape of a root. "She catches cold, that's on you."

Julian looked at his queen, out in the weather indeed, and understood that he had put her there while thinking about a desk with a coffee ring on it, and moved her home, and lost anyway, eleven moves later, to a fork he saw coming for four of them and could do nothing about. He came to be beaten. Being beaten was restful, and the restfulness had a bottom to it he did not examine, and the bottom was this: he came now, this fall, more than he used to, and he came because the one other person on earth in front of whom the equipment failed was in Kuwait with no cover and a fax that told him nothing, and a man needs at least one such person, and Julian, who was down to two, had just watched the count go to one. The trouble was that small and that simple. It got smaller the longer he sat at the board, and it never once got its name.

He had pitched the reunification piece at Nora for a year — we have exactly one editor who'd hear it, December and again in June — and he had the German by ear from the affair years, and the standing, and the byline that opened doors, and in twelve months of pushing her toward the plane he had not once put his own name on the ticket. He moved his bishop, and Arthur took it.

"Mate in three," Arthur said, "if you're paying attention, which you're not."

"I'm never paying attention."

"That's why I like you, kid," Arthur said. "You lose like a gentleman. The ones who concentrate get mean about it." He began putting the pieces back in the box, the felt worn off the bottoms of the kings. At the edge of the park, on the way out, Julian fed a payphone and dialed the desk and stood in the September wind while a message was read to him, and returned it in one clause, and hung up, and went to close a magazine.

The Steele essay was his to edit, and the writer nearly walked over the tone.

Not the argument. Julian did not touch the argument — the man in the chair had written a book proposing that a race held too close became its own cage, and the book was half right and gorgeously overconfident, and the essay agreed with the half and went after the overconfidence with a scalpel. What Julian went after was the temperature. The writer had it three degrees too warm in the third section — the prose had started to enjoy being fair, had begun to admire its own even hand, the way a man admires his reflection in the act of being reasonable — and Julian bracketed the whole passage and wrote you're performing your generosity; be generous and shut up about it, and the writer took it personally, because it was personal, and the two of them went at it for an hour in the corner office with the door shut. The writer thought Julian was softening the piece. Julian was not softening the piece; he was taking Julian's own favorite sin out of another man's paragraph, the audible fairness, the reasonableness that wants applause, and he could see it there precisely because he had spent a career committing it. They fought it for an hour and Julian won, and the writer knew it, and filed the cut version Monday under a cover note of one sentence — your generosity noted — which Julian read twice and did not answer.

At one in the morning on the last close night, wired on the machine coffee and the particular clarity that came at that hour, he said the true thing to a junior writer, and disguised it as bravado so it could be said at all.

The junior was twenty-six and good and frightened of the building, and had asked Julian, because you asked Julian, whether the long pieces were worth it, whether anybody read eight thousand words anymore, and Julian leaned back with his feet on an open drawer and his right hand conducting the smoke and told him the truth in the voice of a man who did not believe it. "Nobody reads them," he said. "You're apprenticing to a dead trade. The attention it takes to read what we do is dying off with the attention it takes to make it — I give it fifteen years, maybe less, and then it's a craft fair, it's people in aprons showing children how the old machine worked." His hand made its loop. "And I don't care. You understand me. I know it's ending and I do not care, because the sentences are still the most beautiful thing a person can build with a mind, and I would rather write one good one into the dark than a thousand bad ones into a crowd. That's not courage. It's appetite. Don't confuse them." He meant every word. The junior wrote some of it on a napkin, which Julian pretended not to see. In the morning, sober, in the elevator, the junior quoted it back to him hopefully, and Julian said he had no memory of saying anything so adolescent and that the machine coffee should be regulated, and got off at eight, and denied it, and went to his desk, and did.

❧

Dez Washington came up out of the subway into a Midtown gone September-sharp, the light handed down between the towers already carrying the first edge of the fall in it, and walked the blocks where her posture did the thing it did. On the corner two blocks from the office the same three men stood by the same shuttered store doing the same quick commerce in their palms that they did every morning, the little glassine folds passing at nine o'clock like transfers, and she crossed it without slowing, as you cross the thing that is always there, and by the lobby she was the person the building expected. The newsstand at the subway mouth had spent the week shouting at the mayor in wood type — a tourist dead on a Midtown platform defending his mother, and the tabloid's front one sentence aimed at City Hall by first name, DAVE, DO SOMETHING! — and the men on the elevator who had bought the tabloid carried it folded inside the broadsheet, and the desk checked neither, because the dailies' weather was not the magazine's beat, and six a day was the year's arithmetic and nobody at any desk said it out loud.

Her pitch had died the week before, and a sentence of it was walking around the building without her name on it.

She had sent it up the side door, a memo, because an assistant on the checking desk did not pitch in the Cathedral and everyone knew it; a City piece, her angle, the block behind the block. It came back dead. It came back dead by a Martin memo, and the Martin memo was the thing that stayed with her, because it had killed the piece by saying the piece was not what the magazine did — not a Meridian story, not the kind of thing Dave would ever have run, the standard invoked in the flat numbered hand that the whole floor feared and quoted. Two weeks later her own sentence surfaced in a meeting she took the minutes of, unattributed, in Julian Cross's mouth — polished a half-turn, said better, which was the worse part — and got the nod her memo had not gotten, and she wrote it down in its new owner's name because that was the job. Then she did the one thing the job left her. She typed the minutes with the sentence in quotation marks, exact, the way the desk set a verbatim, and she pulled the carbon of her killed memo and routed it to Julian's box under a plain slip that said, in the desk's own grammar, source for p. 2 — no name on it, no question in it, nothing a person could answer or report. The minutes went to eleven mailboxes. The next morning the slip came back to the desk with his initials in the corner where initials went, JC, nothing else, and the two of them had never once spoken and did not begin now. She banked the rest as she banked the carbon under the almanac.

The Bonn card rang out twice that week under her hand. It was soft at the corners, the ink of it gone furry, a stringer's line on a card in the foreign Rolodex that had been the magazine's ear an hour from the wall by train, and she dialed it Tuesday to clear a fact on a held dispatch and it rang into a room in Germany that answered with nothing, the transatlantic tone going long and even and empty, and she dialed it Thursday and it did the same, and she noted the line dead on the query and moved on. The desk knew before the masthead knew; the desk was the part of the building that picked up the phone, and a name went quiet on a card down here a cycle or two before anyone upstairs noticed the chair it belonged to had been filled and emptied and filled again with juniors, each one a little harder to reach than the last.

The front of the book came through the desk that week in a hurry and in pieces. There was First Funds, the notice that the President had signed the AIDS-care bill in August, a law already a month old by the time the book would carry it, and she checked the act's name and the date against two references and green-dotted it, and it said, in eighty words, that federal money existed now where it had not. There was the item on the decade the President had named the Decade of the Brain in July, and it ran because a rival had run it first and the room did not care to be second, a flinch somebody named aloud in the meeting and that ran regardless. And there was the calendar item, A Ball, Noted, four lines on an autumn benefit, and Dez knew what the four lines had been before they were four lines: a whole world of houses and the mothers who ran them, the benefits thrown and the hospital rounds walked and the funerals held for members their first families had thrown out, stripped to a date and an address because naming the houses risked a foundation on the magazine's own donor list. A checker on the desk knew what had been drained out of it, and green-dotted the date and the address, and said nothing, because the date and the address were the query and the rest was not, and the rest ran nowhere.

The September book's mail came down the same week in a bundle, the letters that claimed errors routed to the desk to be read against the record. There were no errors. There was the war, twice — a doctor in Larchmont asking, over a signature pressed nearly through the paper, how a magazine dated September had managed to print not one word about Kuwait; a man in Chicago, briefer, asking only whether the editors took August off — and for these the desk had the standing paragraph about press dates and the lead time of a monthly, which was true and answered nothing. And there was the curb piece. A paralyzed veterans' association in Washington ordered five hundred reprints, to be mailed onward under a cover letter of the association's own composing; a paving contractor in Queens sent a Polaroid of a fresh ramp, the concrete still dark, an arrow inked on the white border and no note of any kind, and the Polaroid stood propped against somebody's telephone for a week before it went wherever those things went. Dez typed the two press-date replies from the standing paragraph and logged the reprint order through to fulfillment.

She found the drawer on a Wednesday, reorganizing the paste-up archive, because the flat files on seven had drifted past the point where a person could find the model page they wanted and someone had said the assistant on the desk had the patience for it, meaning her.

The room smelled of the machine that had made everything in it. Bestine and the ghost of hot wax, the solvent standing in the still air as it stood over the boards on a close night, so that the archive of the magazine smelled exactly like the magazine being born, sweetish and volatile, a candle store with a chemistry problem. She worked the third cabinet drawer by drawer, the old boards in their manila, the years going backward under her hands, and in the second drawer under the March eighty-nine layouts, rubber-banded, foxed, three pages with no cover sheet, was a galley she had not gone looking for.

She read it standing up.

It was Susan Drake's, though it did not sign itself; she knew the green hand and the copy-desk plainness of it, declarative, no adjective doing any work grief would want done. It was a memorial. It named the disease the December obituary had called a long illness. It named the man Dave had loved. It listed the magazine's own dead, the contributing editors gone across the decade, set down beside Dave rather than mourned in their separate corners, and it did all of this in sentences a checker would build, and over the top of it, in red, in a hand Dez also knew, was the refusal — full paragraphs struck, sentences written sideways up the column, the disease-naming paragraph crossed corner to corner with a single diagonal line, no caret, no dele, no restoration. Not a correction. The red got faster toward the bottom of the second page and stopped being careful and became only crossing-out. She had learned to read a hand that started editing and ended erasing, and this hand had done both, in order, down one column.

Beside it in the same manila was the other thing, and the other thing was worse, and it took a checker's eye to see it at all.

It was an ordinary galley, an old feature, marked up in editing pencil, the graphite gone silver with the years. Dave's hand. She had seen it in the archive a dozen times that afternoon, the loops of it, the particular way the man had queried a verb. And then, on the second page, mid-sentence, in the middle of a marginal note, the hand changed. It changed and it did not change. A person who did not spend her days looking at how letters were made would have read straight through it and seen one continuous hand finishing one continuous thought. Dez stopped, and went back, and put the two halves under the north light and read them against each other, and saw it: the note began in Dave's pencil and finished in someone imitating Dave's pencil, well, better than well, well enough to fool a masthead and a printer and a widow and a decade — the ascenders a hair too even, the pressure a shade too kind, the forgery of a dying man's editing hand completed so the work could go out looking like his. She knew whose the second hand was. It was the same red that had killed the memorial in the drawer beside it. One woman had finished a dead man's edits in his own hand, out of what Dez could not name and did not try to, so that the issue would be Dave's; and the same woman had struck the true words about how Dave died. Both marks were in the one drawer, in the one hand, and three floors up the building was quoting a dead man's standards in kill memos, half of them written after he could no longer hold a pencil.

She held both truths in the amber-smelling room and did the arithmetic, present tense, because present tense was the only tense that kept you employed. A checker found reading killed galleys in the flat files was a checker who got walked to the elevator; there was no version of this she got to be caught with, no confidant it improved to tell, no upstairs it changed for the better. She squared the three memorial pages back into their rubber band, brittle, and did not snap it, and she laid the forged galley back exactly where it had lain, in the manila, under the March boards, in the drawer, and she pushed the drawer shut, and she found the model page they had sent her down for and carried it up, and she did not eat lunch, and nobody at the desk remarked on it, because the desk did not remark on a person working through.

At the water cooler on seven, on her way back, two men from the back of the book were holding a review galley between them, the Steele rebuttal, and one was reading the reviewer's own aside out loud, the part about how a critic earns the right to be hard on his own people — this is the man who called Beloved a blackface holocaust novel, he read off the galley, and called Spike Lee a propagandist in the same breath, and one of them laughed, and the laugh did not fit the sentence, and the cooler gurgled its bottle, and the two of them carried the galley back toward eight still arguing whether the aside would clear the desk. Dez went past them to her own and did not slow; she saw the thing and checked it against nothing and carried it nowhere.

The last thing she took upstairs that day was a caption query for the cover, and she took it to the light table, where Sana Farid and Martin Kaye were not yielding to each other over a photograph.

Martin wanted the shelves. The cover was the man in the chair, and behind him a wall of books, and Martin wanted the books legible, the spines readable, a man of ideas in front of his ideas. "You can see he's read them," Martin said, turning the Yale ring once. "That's the whole picture. A serious man in front of a serious wall." Sana had the frame she had shot, and in her frame the shelves fell off into a soft brown nothing a foot behind the man's head, the whole depth of the room thrown away so that only the face held, and she did not slide it or argue it; she set it on the light box and left it under Martin's hand. "You can read the spines, you read the spines," she said. "Nobody reads the man. Out of focus, there's only him. The books are what he wants you to see. The face is what's there." The out-of-focus frame went up — Nora had tapped it that morning and gone up the stairs — and Martin lost, in front of the light table and the caption query and the assistant holding it, and priced the loss on his way out: "The face, then. When the letters ask what the man actually wrote, that's the cover desk's mail." He turned the ring once and left the table to her. Sana did not watch him go; she was already stacking her frames, and the not-watching was its own arithmetic. Dez filed the caption and went back to seven.

On the way to the stairs she passed the new machine, the one Macintosh the art department had been lent on trial, its small grey screen holding a column of the front of the book set in a type that existed in none of the building's drawers, and a designer sliding the whole column sideways with the little box on its cord — the operation Sal did with a scalpel and hot wax done in silence, in seconds, by nobody's hands — and the two men watching it did not say what they were watching, and at six the machine went back under its dust cover, and the boards went on being the magazine.

She kept an error file of her own, a plain folder, the coded index cards a checker kept on the fields where she had once been wrong so she would not be wrong there twice. That evening, after the phones quieted, she pulled a fresh card and wrote on it in a shorthand only she could read — not the memorial, not the forgery, not a word a person could subpoena or a colleague could parse, only a location and a date and a mark that meant verified, do not re-open, not ours to hold — and she filed it in its alphabetical place between two cards about arrest counts and Berlin building numbers, and capped the pen, and put the folder back under the almanac where it lived, and went home to the Bronx with the getting-home five unspent.

❧

Nora Kessler's flagship filed hollow on the Monday, and it was the third dead Berlin piece of the year, and she read it standing with her coat half off at nine-twenty and knew from the first paragraph that there was nobody left to send.

It was the reunification centerpiece, the one the whole book was built around, and it had come in from the junior who had inherited the Bonn chair a better man had left for a magazine that did not kill him, and the junior had done what a junior does, filed the fact competently and missed the six weeks the piece was for. It counted the crowds that had not gathered yet. It explained a treaty. It had been to no kitchen. She marked the first page and stopped, because marking would not fix a thing that had been born without an ear, and she reached for the phone to find the man who could have written it.

The old card was dead; the desk had told her that in a memo two days back, the line ringing out, twice, into an empty room in Bonn. So she booked a call, the long way, through the operator, the transatlantic ceremony of it — the number given, the wait, the call coming back an hour later when the circuit cleared — and the number she had for him now, the private one, the one that was supposed to reach the stringer she had priced in a sentence in a conference room in December and then read in Harper's in June, rang once and answered. It answered in a young voice, an assistant's, in accented English, at a desk that was not Meridian's. He was not there, the voice said. He was in the field. This was the Bonn arrangement for the other magazine, and could someone take a message. Nora said no message, thank you, and set the receiver down, and sat for a moment with the plain fact of it: the one man in Germany who could have heard the story was hearing it for someone else now, on a line she had reached by accident, and the chair he had asked her for twice was empty in her own book and about to run a dead piece in it, and there was nobody left to send but the person who could always, all along, have gone.

Charlie came down before she had put the fact away.

"Open a line," he said, standing in her doorway with the flat plan she had sent up as a courtesy. "For the foreign desk. You're a man down out there with Vega gone east, and this" — he tapped the hollow centerpiece where it sat on the plan — "this is what happens when you run a chair on juniors. Hire somebody. I'll find the budget. We'll take it out of the well." He meant it, and it was generous, and it was Charlie doing the thing Charlie did, believing a gap was a staffing question and a staffing question a money question and money a thing he could still get his hands on in a down year.

"No," Nora said. "I'll cover it in-house. We don't add a salary in the twelfth month the ad pages are down to hire for one story."

And Charlie, who had two folded regrets letters over his heart that morning and a twelfth month of numbers going the wrong way in the deep drawer, heard thrift, and was pleased by thrift, and read the whole of it — the decline, the no, the in-house — as his editor being a careful steward in a lean season, and approved it, and told her she was the last frugal person left in publishing and he loved her for it, and went back up to nine with his misreading intact and her cover perfect inside it.

Susan came in at the end of the day with a personal-day slip, for a date, and the date was one that two people in the building could have named.

It was near the end of summer, one year and some weeks past the week they did not discuss, the week Dave went; and Susan laid the slip on the desk without comment, because Susan asked for nothing she could not defend and did not decorate what she asked for, and Nora looked at the date and knew it, and signed it, and said nothing, and slid it back. There was a galley in a flat file three floors down that these two women had made together, one writing it and one killing it, and neither of them had spoken of it since, and neither of them spoke of it now; the whole exchange was a date and a signature and the width of a pen between thread and thread. Susan said thank you in the register you thank a person in for a small permission, and took her coat off the hook, and went to get Sam, and Nora sat with the signed slip a moment before she filed it, and then filed it.

She called her father on Sunday at seven, and the first ten minutes were the ten minutes they always were, and then they were not.

His knee was a liar and the linden was long past and the money was still the money, worth nothing and everything depending on an arithmetic he would not stop performing; and he told her about Frau Schneider's chip of Wall, and then, four minutes later, he told her about Frau Schneider's chip of Wall, coming at it fresh, the same sentences, the same small delight in them, as though the first telling had happened to another man. She named it nothing. She said ja where the places for it came, and let the story double back and go around again, and did not put a weight in her voice, because a man of sixty-two tells a story twice on a Sunday and it is a warm evening and a long week and there is no version of naming it that is not larger than the thing.

Then he reached for a word and it was not there.

It was an ordinary word, the word for the bench under the trees, and he went for it and came back with his hand empty, and there was a silence with an effort in it, a small terrible working, and she heard him hunt through the near rooms of himself for a thing that had always been in his pocket, and he said, in the low Berlin that came up when the guard went down, hast du je gelesen, was das Kind geschrieben hat. Did you ever read what the child wrote.

He had raised the child. He knew the child had written. On any other Sunday he would no more have asked it than walked into traffic; the not-asking was the floorboard the whole family had stepped around for sixteen months and sixteen years. She did not answer it. She said, Papa, and asked him about Matthias's children, and he went, gratefully, the guard coming back up over the open door, and a minute later he did not remember having left it open. Na gut, mein Kind. Schlaf. — Hab dich lieb, Papa. — Ick hab dir lieb, the Berlin coming up through the High German at the very end as it did when he meant it and had stopped pretending not to, and the line went quiet, and she sat with the receiver in her lap.

She took the letter out of the drawer that night, which she did not often do anymore, and it was at its heaviest.

She knew it by heart and did not need to open it and opened it. The thin airmail paper, the upright schooled hand, the one page a seventeen-year-old had drafted before she copied it fair; the meeting or the letter back or the nothing, whichever the reader preferred, offered in the second paragraph like a held door; the word for mother that the page did not use anywhere on it. She had opened it in December and answered it never, and the arithmetic she had run every month since had gotten her this far — that she had already been silent so long a few more weeks could not lengthen the silence, that a debt past counting is not increased by a rounding error. The arithmetic had held for sixteen months. It did not hold against a man losing the word for a bench and asking, in the gap where the word had been, the thing he had never once asked. The dead piece could be answered by going. The father could be answered by going. The letter could not be answered at all, and it came in the same week as the other two.

The next anyone at the magazine saw of it, she was booking the flight. To the floor it was the flagship, the reunification piece, the editor going hands-on for the story the juniors could not land, the chair of Meridian doing the thing she had told a full conference room in December that the chair of Meridian did not do. Nobody questioned it. It was, on its face, an editor covering a hole in her own book, and every consideration in it was real. She left one number where she could be reached, and the number she left was the checking desk on seven, not her own office, and she did not examine why. She wrote the extension on the routing slip herself and sent it down.

At the door of the apartment, the night before, she did the last small thing. The keys lived in the ceramic dish by the door, and on the ring, every day for years, rode the brass Buntbart key that opened a lock in Berlin, carried across an ocean and back on the same keyring as the mailbox and the office and the East Nineties deadbolt, a thing she touched a hundred times a week and did not think about. She lifted it off the ring. She worked the little key off the split loop with her thumbnail, the way you free a thing you are finally going to use, and she put it in her coat pocket, alone, where it would ride to the airport and across the water and into a lock it had not turned in a long time, and she set the rest of the keys back in the dish, and the dish held a ring that was lighter by one key, and she turned off the lamp.


  Chapter 12

  Eight Months on a Picket Line

  October 1990

  A country ceased to exist on a Wednesday, on schedule, the way a lease runs out, and the magazine that made the last word its business was closing a book about a boycott in Brooklyn and had sent its editor to watch the country end. That was the story on the eighth floor, and it was true, and it was the smaller half of the truth. The editor had gone to Berlin the week the two Germanys folded into one because the reunification piece had come in dead three times and there was nobody left to send. Every consideration in it was real. She had left one telephone number where she could be reached, and it was not her office.

At home the November book went to the plant without her. It closed on rails the floor knew by name — the pitch, the flat plan, the checking desk on seven picking up the phone and putting nothing down until it proved out — and it went out at the end of the month with a Brooklyn storefront on its cover, the sign still up over a shuttered grocery, white type on brick: EIGHT MONTHS ON A PICKET LINE. A story the magazine had killed in January ran in November as the year's political cover, and the woman who killed it was four thousand miles east, in a city with the wall taken out of it, riding a bus she did not need a map for.

❧

Nora Kessler came in over the swamps and pine of the Mark at three in the afternoon and the plane put down at Tegel and she took the bus, because the bus went where she was going and a taxi would have made her explain it. She had a bag with three days of clothes in it and a return ticket for the following Tuesday, and she had no notebook and no letter of accreditation, and she had noticed both absences packing and packed around them, the way you leave the good coat and take the old one when the trip is not the trip you told the office it was.

The bus ran the Ku'damm end to end and the city had put its flags out. Black, red, gold hung off the balconies and the lamp standards, and toward the center, over the roofs, past where the wall had been until a year ago, the sky was going up in fireworks nobody could hear from inside the bus, silent bursts opening and falling over the Reichstag while the passengers read their evening papers and a man with a dog between his knees looked at none of it. She had come to a party the whole world had a ticket to and was riding straight past it, no notebook in the bag, no accreditation in the coat, nothing to make her one of the several thousand reporters who had flown in that week to file the sentence that words could not describe it. She was not going to write a word about it. She looked out the window at the bunting and thought, in the language she had been born into and had not lived inside for sixteen years, that they had put out the good tablecloth, and the thought arrived whole, in German, without being translated first.

She got off two stops early to walk the last of it. The street was Charlottenburg still, unchanged — the stone-fronted blocks, the linden going bare, the smell coming up out of the entryway when she pushed the heavy door, coal and floor wax and cold stone and something green rotting in a courtyard bin, a smell that was under every other smell in her life and that she had not stood inside since a summer she did not count anymore. A woman was coming down the stairs with a shopping net, a heavy woman of seventy in a good coat, and she stopped on the half-landing and looked at Nora with her head to one side.

"Nu kiek sich det an," the woman said. Well, look at that. "The daughter."

"Frau Boll." The name came up from somewhere under the sixteen years. "You're still on the second floor."

"Where would I go." She said it flat, in the broad city vowels, and Nora heard her own mouth do the thing it did not do on Madison Avenue and had not done for anyone but her father down a telephone in a dark apartment — the ick for ich, the jut for gut, the whole register dropping open like a drawer, warmer and quicker and lower, so that if any of the hundred people who had watched her run a conference room that year had been standing on the stairs they would have needed a moment to place her, would have looked for the editor and found instead a Berlin woman asking after a neighbor. She asked whether Frau Schneider was still in 4B. She was, Frau Boll said; she had gone down to the wall herself last winter, at her age, and come back with a chip of it she showed anyone she could corner. The two of them stood on the landing and did the whole catalogue of the building, who was dead and who had moved to Spandau and whose son had come back from the Bundeswehr with a wife, and Nora did it in the mouth she had been raised in, fluently, as you swim in water you learned in as a child and had thought long forgotten, until it holds you up. Frau Boll shifted the net to the other hand and said her father was upstairs, and looked at Nora one beat longer than the sentence needed, and went down into the street with her flags.

The key had ridden in her coat pocket across the ocean, off the ring, alone — the brass Buntbart with the ornate bow, the one she had worked off the split loop with her thumbnail in a New York kitchen a week ago the way you free a thing you are finally going to use. She stood in front of the door on the fourth floor and put it in the lock and it turned, stiff, and then it turned, and she was inside.

The flat was smaller than the flat in her. It was always going to be. Heinrich was in the chair by the window with the radio low and the light going, and he was older than the voice on the Sunday phone had let her keep him — thinner in the neck, the cardigan loose, a man of sixty-two who had begun the business of going and had not told her the rate of it because the rate was not a thing you put in a phone call. He knew her at once and then, for a half-second she watched arrive and watched him cover, he placed her twice, as though she had come in two people and he had to choose. On the hook by the door hung the good coat, the dark wool one, brushed, ready for a funeral or a state occasion, the coat a man of his generation kept at the door his whole life for the one day. She hung her own beside it. He said her name in the low Berlin that came up when the guard was down, Kindchen, and held out his hand, not his arms, and she took it and sat on the arm of the chair, and neither of them said the other name, the one that belonged to the household, the one that was upstairs in the building and out in the city both at once. It stood in the room unspoken, ready, unworn. She made him tea he did not drink and stayed until the light was gone, and did not sleep there. She had taken a hotel room off the Ku'damm, because a hotel was a place you could be reached, and because she had crossed an ocean to come home and could not, it turned out, quite go in.

She came back the next day, and the day after, and the borrowed hours arranged themselves around a man's afternoons. He was better in the mornings and thinner by four; he told her the same thing about Frau Schneider's chip of wall twice in one visit, coming at it fresh the second time, the same small pleasure in it, and she said ja in the places for it and did not put a weight in her voice. She did the things a daughter does with her hands in a house she has been away from — squared the plates in the rack, wound the clock on the sideboard that had run down, threw out a jar in the icebox that had gone over, small custodial trespasses he did not object to because he no longer tracked the state of the small things. On the second afternoon he took her hand and asked, out of the low unlatched place the missing words left open in him, whether the child ever wrote to her; and she said, Papa, and asked him about Matthias's boys, and he went, gratefully, and a minute later did not remember having asked. She had raised the temperature under his tea and he had not drunk it. Once, standing at the sink with her back to him, she heard him say her name the old way and turned and found him looking at the window, not at her, saying it to the glass, to the flags going by below, and she did not ask which of them he meant. She left before dark each day and slept in the hotel, and the brass key rode back and forth in her coat between the two rooms, opening one of them.

❧

On seven, at the window end, Dez Washington was closing a boycott.

The story was eight months old and the desk had it down to its dates. A grocery on Church Avenue in Flatbush, a Korean grocer, a Haitian customer, a January morning, an altercation nobody could get two witnesses to agree on; and then the picket, day after day, month after month, the court order in August that drew a line fifty feet from the door and the police who read the order and declined to stand on it, calling it a civil matter; and in September the mayor of New York, the first Black mayor of New York, eight months into a paralysis the piece was too polite to call one, walking across the line himself to buy something small and be photographed buying it. The desk did not have opinions. The desk had the fifty feet, and the eighth month, and the twenty-first of September, and it proved each one against paper before the sentence carrying it could ship.

She checked it at full depth because the piece was the cover and the cover had a number in its title. EIGHT MONTHS. She ran the arithmetic as the desk ran everything, twice: the January morning to the September crossing, counted on the almanac's own calendar, and it came to eight months if the January date held and the September date held, and it came to something you could not put on a cover if either one slipped. She confirmed the fifty feet off the order itself, which the writer's file had in photostat, and the August of it, and the police who had read it and stood off it. She confirmed the mayor's commission, appointed in April, its report criticized in the fall for handing the thing to a district attorney rather than deciding it, and she confirmed the date the report came out against two papers. She confirmed the store's street number against the reverse directory, the phone book turned inside out, address in and tenant out. Four datelines, the piece stood on — the January morning, the April commission, the August order, the September crossing — and she stood each one up against paper and knocked on it before she let it carry weight. And she confirmed, because it was a figure and figures were where a checker earned the desk, that the grocer's daily take had fallen from fifteen hundred dollars to ten — a number the piece used to carry the whole weight of what eight months on a line does to a man behind a register — and she confirmed it against the writer's notes and against a clipping and green-dotted it and moved on, and did not catch, that afternoon, that the ten-dollar day was a number from May and the piece stood it up in the present tense, in October, as though the register had gone on saying ten every day of the summer. Two sources had agreed. The desk's rule was twice, and she had gone twice, and the two agreed with each other and with May and not with the day the reader would read it.

The corner office stood empty and the building worked around the hole in it. The door was open on the dark room, the red pens in their cup, the flat plan gone up to the room where the flat plan went, and twice a day two men stood in the empty doorway not saying the name of the woman who belonged behind it. Julian Cross edited the Red Apple piece where she would have edited it — took the writer's third section, which had begun to admire its own fairness, and bracketed it and wrote you are being even-handed at me; be even-handed at the reader and shut up about it. Julian had given her that note for twenty years; now he gave it in her place. And Charlie Whitfield signed where she would have signed, the production hold, the cover proof, the paper order, the small authority a book needs to move, standing in the doorway with the proof and a pen and saying, to Julian, that the number on the cover had better be a number a man could stand behind, and Julian saying it was eight months if the desk said eight months, and the desk says eight months. On the Thursday a query came down that wanted a ruling neither of them owned — whether the cover could say grocer or had to say greengrocer, a distinction the copy desk had views on and the flat plan had no room for — and the two of them stood in the doorway and argued it for four minutes, Julian for the shorter word on rhythm and Charlie for the longer on the grounds that his father would have said greengrocer, and it was settled by neither of them, in the end, but by the headline count, which took grocer because greengrocer did not fit. Neither of them said her name. Between them they made most of one editor, Julian the sentence and Charlie the signature, each at half the power and knowing it, two men doing a woman's job in the doorway of her office and doing it, for one book, well enough.

The October book, meanwhile, was out in the racks being argued with, and Julian followed it the way you follow weather in another city. Three columnists took the essay's side or the reviewer's inside a single week, one of them quoting the rebuttal's aside line for line; a Sunday television producer called twice wanting the essayist and his reviewer at one table with the cameras between them, got the standing answer that the magazine did not produce its writers as acts, and booked the essayist anyway through his publisher, so that on Monday half the floor had watched him say on the air, shorter and louder, what the book had run at seven thousand words. The bookshop two blocks down sold through the man in the chair's book by the fifteenth and stood the magazine in the window where the book had been; Julian noticed it on the way to lunch, and noticed himself slowing, and bought nothing. The producer's third call he took himself, because taking it was quicker than being called a fourth time, and declined in four sentences the producer would repeat at meetings for a month; then he read the loudest of the three columns to its end, marked one paragraph of it for the letters page, and went back to the Red Apple galley.

Dez came up through the turnstile every morning as she always came up, the token dropped in the slot and the arm swung and the token man in his booth making change for a five without looking at the five, the same three men on the corner two blocks from the office doing the same quick business in their palms, a city keeping every one of its own rules while a city she would never see took its rules out one at a time and threw them in the street. In the back of the book the desk closed the smaller things. There was the Ken Burns item — nine hours of a war a hundred and thirty years gone, thirty-nine million people sitting still for it on public television in September, a number the checker who had it read out loud twice because it did not sound real and proved out both times. And there was the Paglia review, the Yale book, the six hundred angry pages about sex and art and the West, and two checkers held it between them at the water cooler arguing whether the reviewer had the right to be as hard on the book as he was, one of them saying the woman had written her way out of her own tribe and the other saying that was exactly the thing you did not get to hold against her, and Susan Drake, passing with her own galley, settled it without stopping — "She's allowed. You are not." — to the one who had said tribe, and was gone. The checker who had lost stood a moment with the bottle gurgling and then went back and checked the page numbers harder than the page numbers needed. At six the personals checker played her line's messages back with the receiver held from her ear, letting each man get all the way to the end of himself at a dollar ninety-nine a minute before she ruled, and the pool of light went on being a pool of light, and the book got made one telephone call at a time.

❧

She crossed into the East to look for her daughter on a Saturday, and the East let her in for nothing, no booth, no stamp, no gray man behind glass, just a street that used to stop and now went on, and it was the going-on that undid her more than any ceremony could have. Prenzlauer Berg, Friedrichshain, the districts that had been a country a Wednesday ago; the buildings still coal-black to the fourth floor, the plaster off in sheets, and over them the flags, and in the mouths of whole blocks the squats — the occupied houses at full tide, banners down the fronts of them, MIETE NEIN and the black-and-red and the anarchist A, windows out and stovepipes crooked through them, young people on the steps in the cold with dogs on string, a piano somewhere being played badly and joyfully through a hole where a wall had been. Mainzer Strasse ran its length of them, house after house held, the whole street a fact the new republic had not yet decided what to do with, and she walked it as you walk past a thing that is nobody's business and might be, at any hour, everybody's, and it did not fall down around her because it was not going to fall down this month; this month it only stood there, occupied, ongoing. She walked its length and turned off it.

She followed a lead down into a basement that had been a hardware store, because the girl at the café had said the ones she wanted came there after dark, and the ones she wanted might know the ones Lotte kept with. The shelving was still up, the little wooden drawers that had held screws and washers labeled in a careful prewar hand, and where the counter had stood a boy fed a beat out of two machines, a beat with no player in it, assembled, mechanical, enormous in the low room, going on and on without arriving anywhere and not trying to. It was a country a week old making the only new thing it had, in a cellar, out of borrowed machines, and nobody in the room had a name to give her that she did not already have. She climbed back up into the cold and went to the next address on the girl's directions, the bass going under the pavement behind her.

She had a name and a district and the particular helplessness of a woman who had let the trail go cold on purpose for sixteen years and now wanted it warm on a weekend. Her German opened every door and got her nowhere. To the young ones on the steps she was fluent and foreign at once — the accent perfect, the references a decade stale, the coat too good, a West woman who spoke like a native and moved like someone the native world had let go of; they answered her politely and told her little. She asked at a café that took the new money and got a shrug; she asked at a bookshop that was really a squat with books in the front of it and got a longer shrug and a direction. The telephones were their own country. On the Ku'damm a queue stood at a phone box in the cold, four deep, everyone with a fistful of coins and a face set for a wait, because half the city was calling the other half now that it could and the boxes had not caught up; and in the East the phones were older and coin-shy, machines built for a currency that had died in July, wanting groschen nobody carried anymore, taking the new marks with a reluctance that felt personal. She stood at one for a long time getting a dead line and a swallowed coin and gave it up.

A woman she had asked in the café found her on the street an hour later, because the East was a village that way and word moved through it faster than a bus. She was young, nineteen at the outside, a wool cap and a man's overcoat and paint under her nails, and she had come out into the cold to find the American woman looking for Lotte, and she said the name without softening it, as you say a name you use every day. She knew who Nora was. That was the first thing Nora understood and the hardest — that in whatever house this girl and her daughter kept, the American mother was a known quantity, a fact, a thing already discussed and ruled on before Nora ever stepped off a plane. The girl was kind. She delivered it like a verdict she did not herself agree with and would not editorialize, standing in the street with her hands in the coat, and what she delivered was short. Lotte knew Nora was in the city. Lotte knew she was looking. Lotte had thought about it and did not want to be found — not now, not this trip, maybe not; and the girl was to say so plainly and not dress it, and she said it plainly and did not dress it, and then she said, because she was nineteen and could not help the one soft thing, that Lotte was well, that she was all right, that Nora should not worry about the all right part, and then she was sorry and she went, back up the black street toward the held houses.

She had a return ticket for Tuesday. That was the fact her body reached for, as a hand reaches for a rail — Tuesday, the plane, the desk, the book, the chair; there was a version of the next four days in which she went to her father's flat and sat the borrowed hours and got on the Tuesday plane having done the decent finite thing, seen the old man, tried the door, been turned away, come home. It was a clean version and it was available and she stood in the cold street and did not take it. She went instead to the Lufthansa office off the Ku'damm before it shut, in the last of the light, and she stood at the counter and changed the ticket — not canceled, changed, open-ended, the return pushed out into a week with no shape yet, the clerk stamping it and saying something about the crowds this week that she did not answer — and she folded the new ticket into her coat next to the brass key and walked back to the hotel in the dark. She had not decided to stay. She had done it, at a counter, with a stamp, in the doing, before the deciding could talk her out of it.

❧

The call came to the hotel at two in the morning, Berlin time — eight at night on the desk.

She was awake. She had been lying in the dark hotel room off the Ku'damm not sleeping, the new ticket and the key on the nightstand, the fireworks long done and the city gone to the ordinary hum a city makes, and the phone rang as a phone rings in a foreign hotel at two, enormous, and she had it up before the second ring because a phone at two means the desk and the desk means the book.

"It's Dez, from checking." The voice came clean down the glass cable, close as the next room, and it was the voice the desk used at eight at night on a close, the one with nothing arranged in it, no register put on for anybody, because at eight at night on the seventh floor there was no one left to put it on for. When she had gone, Nora had left one number where the building could reach her, and it was not the corner office and not her secretary; it was the window end of seven, this desk, this line, a thing she had done without examining and could not have explained. So it was the desk that had her, and the desk that called. "I'm sorry for the hour. We ship in ninety minutes and I've got a discrepancy on the cover line I can't clear off paper, and the writer's on a plane, and you're the file."

"Go."

"The crossing. The mayor at the store. I've got the twenty-first of September off the writer's notes and off the Times, and I've got the twentieth off a wire clip in the same file, and the whole cover is eight months, and eight months only works from January eighteenth to the twenty-first. If it's the twentieth I've got a title that's wrong by a day and nobody who can tell me which." A breath. "You assigned it in January. You killed it in January. You read the raw. Which day did he cross."

And for ninety seconds Nora Kessler was the editor of Meridian in a dark room in Berlin, and it was the easiest thing she had done in four days. She knew the file as she knew a margin. She walked the girl through it — not the twentieth, the twentieth was the wire moving early off a City Hall advisory that got pushed a day; the twenty-first was the crossing, morning, before the school run, she had the reporter's own timestamp in the January notes and the Times had it because the Times had a man on the sidewalk. She remembered killing it in January — too local, too New York, a neighborhood story pretending to be a political one, hold it — and she remembered being wrong about that in a way the eight months had proved for her, and she did not say so, because the desk did not need it and the cover was saying it for her. The eighteenth of January to the twenty-first of September was eight months. The cover held. "Kill the wire clip, keep the twenty-first, the title's true," she said, and then she said the two words that shipped a magazine four thousand miles away, flat, without color, as you state a fact rather than give an order. "Ship it."

"Shipping it," Dez said, and there was the sound of a pen, a line drawn through the wrong day, and the book was done; and neither of them hung up.

The work was over and the line was still open and warm, and Nora, in the dark, did not end it. She asked was she the only one on the desk tonight, and Dez said mostly, the close thinned it out. She asked did they feed her down there, and Dez laughed, the real one, surprised out of her, and said there were cartons. And Nora — who ran meetings by letting them spend themselves and closed them the moment the work was done — stayed on the line and drew the young woman out, lower and warmer and unhurried, the small generous questions coming one after another, about the desk and the almanac and the reverse directory and what the work felt like when it went right. It was the voice the eighth floor had never heard. Every word of it was warm and every word of it was true, and she did not stop.

Dez heard a great editor being kind to her at the end of a long close, and banked it as she banked everything, without heat, in the drawer of things that were not yet anything. She said the cover would look good in the rack, and Nora said it would, the desk did good work, go home, it's late there, take the car if they're paying. Then the line went quiet. In New York a young woman capped a green pen and stood up into her coat. In Berlin a woman lay in a dark room with her hand on the receiver and did not lift it again, and the open ticket and the brass key were on the nightstand where she had left them.

❧

The book shipped Tuesday night, clean, and went out into the racks at the end of the month at three ninety-five, a Brooklyn storefront on the cover, the shuttered grocery, the sign still up, white type on the brick: EIGHT MONTHS ON A PICKET LINE. A story the magazine had killed in the dead of winter stood in the steel racks in the fall as the year's political cover, the kill grown into the thing the building most wanted to have said, and the desk that proved its every date would find, in a week, the one figure it had called now that was really May, and log it, and go on. Charlie drove out to the plant on the Saturday and stood on the catwalk in the camel hair coat and watched the storefront come up out of the grey sixty times a minute, and signed the sheet where he had been signing all week, in a doorway, for a woman whose name he had not said.

Sana Farid passed a kiosk on Sixth Avenue in the morning and stopped a moment in front of the storefront on the cover. She had shot Church Avenue herself, back in the spring, a whole Sunday of it, and the frames had gone up on the darkroom wall with the other things the magazine would not run; and here was Church Avenue on the cover at last, the story she had believed in for a year, shot by somebody else, a storefront and no faces, over a title in the house serif. She did not buy it. She did not mention it to anyone, and went on to the office.

And four thousand miles east it was a Saturday too, and reunified Berlin ran under its flags into the small hours, and in the East, under the black houses on the held streets, a basement that had been a hardware store shook with a music made of machines, a beat assembled rather than played, going on and on into a country a week old. A woman with a brass key in her coat and an open ticket beside it walked the cold blocks past the occupied houses looking for a daughter who had heard she was there and did not want to be found. She had not found her. She had changed the ticket. She had not gone home.


  Chapter 13

  The Republic, Rejoined

  November 1990

  A country had put itself back together five weeks before, whole, on paper, its two halves signed into one at a stroke and celebrated for a night under fireworks nobody in the buses could hear; and a woman who had crossed an ocean to do a smaller and more ordinary kind of mending stood in a hotel room off the Ku'damm with a ticket she had already changed once and no clear idea what she had bought with it. She had come to fetch her daughter. Her daughter had heard she was coming and had sent word, through a girl in a wool cap on a cold street, that she preferred to stay where she was. That had been a Saturday. It was now the middle of the following week, and the days the changed ticket had bought her lay around her unused, as a room lies around a guest who has been told to make herself at home and cannot.

She did not go to her father's flat those days. She telephoned once, in the mornings, when he was clearest, and let the Berlin come up warm in her mouth for the length of the call and put it away again after, and did not cross the city to sit the borrowed hours, because a daughter who has just been declined by her own daughter is not fit company for an old man losing his grip on which of them is which. She told herself she would go Friday. She walked instead. She walked the Ku'damm, where the queues stood four deep at the phone boxes and the shop windows had put out the good tablecloth for a Christmas the whole new republic was going to spend learning the price of; she walked west and then, on the third day, east, because the trail she had let go cold on purpose ran east, and she was done, apparently, letting it stay cold.

❧

The girl's name was Anke. Nora had this from the café — the same café that had produced her the first time, the one that took the new money and gave back long shrugs — because the East was a village and a name traveled through it faster than a bus. Anke lived four streets off Mainzer, in a house that had been held since spring, a tall coal-black building with a banner down two floors of it and a stovepipe angling out of a third-floor window like something growing wrong. She had a room in it and paint under her nails and, Nora would learn, no telephone, no forwarding, no way to be reached at all except by going and standing in the street and saying the name at whoever came to the door, or by the pigeonhole in the entry hall where the house got its mail — a rack of wooden slots, each with a paper name in a different hand, as a boarding house or a barracks gets its mail, the whole apparatus of being findable reduced to a board of paper names in a hallway that smelled of coal and cat.

Nora went and stood in the street and said the name.

Anke came down. She had the wool cap and the man's overcoat and she was not surprised, which told Nora that the house had discussed her, that she was a subject there too, the American, the mother, a fact already ruled on. Anke was kind. She had been kind in the street the first time, kind in the specific way of a person handing over a verdict she did not write, and she was kind now, standing on the step with her hands in the coat.

"She's not here," Anke said, in the plain fast city German the girl used for everything, and then, because she was nineteen and could not help the softening any more than she could the first time, "she's not far. But she's not here, and I'm not going to tell you where, and I told you that on Saturday."

"I know what you told me."

"So."

"So I'm not asking you where she is." Nora heard her own German do the thing it did now, off Madison Avenue and out of anyone's earshot who would carry it home — the register dropping open, the vowels going broad, the ick sitting where the ich went in the daytime. "I'm asking you what she does. On a night. Where she goes."

Anke looked at her for a moment with the frank assessing look the young in that city had learned to give the old money and the West coats, and something in it changed, or gave. Whatever the house had decided about the American, it had not decided this — a West woman in a good coat and a watch worth the building's month standing in the cold asking not for an address but for an itinerary, for the shape of an evening she had no part in. Anke seemed to weigh it and to find, in it, something she recognized, or pitied, or simply had no rule against.

"There's a thing tonight," she said. "Down the block from us. In a cellar." She named no club because it had no name; it was a cellar with a sound system in it and a night happening, and that was the whole of what it was. "Lotte won't be there. I'll tell you that now so you don't stand in the door looking for her. It's not — she's across the city tonight, she's fine, she's not there." A breath, the cloud of it going up between them. "But it's the kind of night she'd be at. If that's what you're asking."

"That's what I'm asking."

"You want to come to a thing," Anke said, "to be where your daughter would be, when your daughter isn't there."

Put like that, in the flat morning air, by a nineteen-year-old with paint under her nails, it was as naked a thing as Nora had heard said about herself in years, and she did not flinch from it, because the flinching muscle was one of the ones the week had worn down.

"Yes," she said.

Anke put her hands deeper in the coat. "Okay," she said. "Wear something else. Not that coat. You'll get it filthy and you'll stand out and people will think you're police or a journalist and either way it's a bad night for both." She looked at the watch, once, and did not mention it. "Come at eleven. Say my name at the door. I'll find you."

She went back up into the held house, and Nora walked back toward the west with the whole day in front of her and nothing to do with it but wait, and she waited it out the analog way, the only way there was, an afternoon and an evening laid end to end and got through hour by hour: a bad dinner she did not finish, an English paper two days old bought at the station kiosk and read down to the shipping notices, the television in the hotel bar saying something about Friedrichshain that she did not attend to. She tried, once, from the hotel, to reach New York — not the office, the desk, the window end of seven, the number she had left the building — and the call would not go through, the transatlantic lines choked all week by half a city phoning the other half now that it could, and she stood in the booth in the lobby with a fistful of coins the machine kept returning and gave it up, and was, she noticed, relieved: there was nothing she wanted to say into that clean cable that she could have said, nothing the desk could verify, no fact at the bottom of the column. She went up and lay on the bed with her shoes on and watched the light go out of the window over the Ku'damm and did not sleep, and the wait was the work, and the work was to get from the morning to eleven o'clock at night without deciding anything, which she managed, because deciding nothing was the one discipline the week had not yet worn out of her. In the shops she bought, because Anke had told her to, a plain dark jacket and a wool cap not unlike the girl's own, and put the good coat in the wardrobe with the Cartier still on her wrist because there were instructions she would take and instructions she would not, and at half past ten she went down and got a taxi as far east as the taxi would go, which was not far, the driver declining the last of it with a jerk of his head at the streets ahead and a word about the Bullen, the cops, that Nora did not fully take the weight of yet, and walked the rest.

❧

The rest of it she walked into the wrong end of a night the city was having without her.

She knew, as you know a change in a room before you can name it, that something was going on in the streets ahead of her that was not her night and not the cellar's. There was a smell on the cold, faint and then less faint, of burning that was not coal — rubber, wood, something chemical under it — and over the roofs to the north a light that pulsed and swung, and then the sound came, the sound of the machine before you see it, and a helicopter went over low enough to feel in the breastbone and swung its light down a street two blocks up and held it there, and Nora stood in a doorway and let a clot of people go past her the other way, young ones, running but not panicked, one of them with a scarf up over the lower half of his face and a bloom of something wet and red-black on the shoulder of his jacket that was not, she understood after a beat, blood, but paint, or dye, thrown or sprayed, and they went past her toward the noise and not away from it, and she flattened into the doorway and let them go.

She did not know, standing there, and would not learn from any page because she was not going to read a page about it, that four streets over the largest police operation the city had mounted since before the Wall came down was three-quarters through its second day — three thousand men, she would hear later and secondhand, water cannon in the cold turning the barricades to ice, the held houses of Mainzer Strasse going one at a time, the new republic deciding at last what it was going to do about the buildings it had inherited full of people who had not asked its permission to live. She had no notebook. She had no letter that would get her past a line. It was not her night. It was the weather her night was going to happen inside, and she moved through the edge of it the way you move along the edge of a surf that is breaking hard fifty yards down the beach, aware of it in the soles of the feet, giving it room, going where she was going, which was a cellar down a side street where the only light was a bare bulb over a steel door and a boy on a crate beside it with his hood up.

She said the name. The boy said something into the dark behind the door and Anke came up out of it in the man's overcoat with her cap off and her hair flat to her head, and took Nora by the sleeve of the new jacket, not the hand, the sleeve, and drew her down.

❧

It was the same kind of room she had gone down into on the Saturday, and she wondered, going down the stairs into the bass, whether it was the same room, and it was not, and it was. This one had been a hardware store too, or its twin had — the shelving still up along one wall, the little wooden drawers that had held screws and washers and picture hooks labeled in a careful prewar hand, Schrauben, Muttern, Haken, the German of a shopkeeper dead thirty years still telling you where the fourpenny nails were kept, in a room where a boy stood at the far end feeding a beat out of two machines. The beat had no player in it. It was assembled, mechanical, four to the floor and enormous in the low space, going on and on and not arriving anywhere and not trying to, a country a month old making the one new thing it had out of borrowed boxes in a cellar, and it filled the room the way water fills a boot.

There were maybe forty people in it. They were young, all of them, and they were East, most of them, and there was in how they moved a thing Nora had not seen in a room of adults in her life, which was the total absence of anyone watching to see how it was going — no one held to the edge, no one performed the dancing, no one stood with a drink arranged in front of himself as a fact about who he was. They moved as the beat moved, without arrival, and they were, she saw, the first generation of that half of the city to get to do this at all, to be nineteen in a room with a machine and no one from the state at the door writing it down.

"You want to be here," Anke said, close to her ear, not a question, checking.

"Yes."

"You look like you're waiting for a bus."

Nora laughed, once, surprised, the first of the night's undoings, because it was true, she was standing in the room as she stood in every room, near the wall, hands quiet, edges of things straightened in her sightline without her deciding to straighten them, the watch on her wrist telling the time to a room that had stopped keeping it. Anke watched her laugh and something eased in the girl's face.

"Come," she said. "You came for the thing. Have the thing."

There was a boy Anke knew, off along the shelving where the light did not reach, and there was a passing of hands that Nora did not fully see and was not meant to, and there was talk over it, low and fast, in a German she caught in pieces — a name of a color, a stamp, a thing pressed somewhere in the West and come east with everything else the West was sending east now, a joke she half-followed about the exchange rate of it, all of it the lore of a thing the room knew and Nora did not — a color, a stamp, a pill pressed somewhere over the old border and carried east now with the D-marks and the secondhand cars, the price of it inside the joke, the trust of it inside how Anke's boy said the color twice, slowly, a password he was vouching for — arriving to her one ocean and one register late, the club knowledge of another city entirely reaching her here in German she half-caught, a year and a sea off its source. Anke came back with her hand closed and opened it in the dark between them.

"It's clean," Anke said. "I know where it came from. You don't have to. You take half tonight, not all. You drink water but not too much — people do stupid things with the water. You stay with me. If it's bad we go up into the cold and it passes. Ja?"

"Ja."

"You've not done this."

"No."

Anke looked at her a moment, the old money, the good watch, the mother, the West, and then she did the thing that made her, for that night, what the night needed her to be, which was neither a stranger nor a daughter but the person who stands at the head of a hard passage and tells you it is survivable because she has been through it and come back. "It's alright," she said. "I'll stay. Whatever comes up, comes up, and I'll stay for it. That's the deal, ja? You wanted to be where she'd be. This is where she'd be. I'll be your—" she reached for the word in the fast German and did not quite find the one she wanted and took the near one—"I'll mind you."

And Nora Kessler, who had spent seventeen years minding everyone and being minded by no one, who edited the world's sentences and killed the ones that would not prove out and had killed her own life the same way, quietly, in the margins, until the writer disappeared, put the half tablet on her tongue and swallowed it dry with a practiced backward nod she had seen a hundred men make outside a hundred conference rooms and had never once made herself, and stood in the cellar and waited for it as she waited for everything, which was to say completely, and with her hands still.

❧

For a while nothing came, and she was aware of herself being disappointed and being embarrassed at the disappointment, at having wanted a thing to happen to her, at forty, in a cellar. The beat went on. Anke had gotten her a bottle of water and made her drink some and set the rest by her foot against the shelving. There was a mild nausea that came and sat and left. There was a warmth that started somewhere she could not locate and was not the room's warmth because the room was cold, breath going up in it, and then the warmth was in her jaw, of all places, a tension in the hinge of it, and she caught herself grinding and made herself stop and a minute later was doing it again. Her heart went faster than the work asked of it. Her mouth had gone dry and she remembered the water and drank and it was, she thought, absurdly, the best water she had ever had, cold off the concrete, and she thought that thought and heard herself think it and understood that the thought was itself a symptom, that the water was ordinary water and something in her had begun quietly to forgive the whole world its ordinariness, and she stood there being suspicious of her own gratitude, which was the last piece of the editor still at the desk, checking.

And then it came, not the way a wave comes, all at once, but as the tide comes, which is that you look and the rock you were standing near is under water and you did not see it go. She was in the middle of a thought about the exits, about where the stairs were and how a room like this would empty if the burning two streets over came one street over, a competent thought, the kind she had all the time, and she noticed that she had stopped having it, that it had let go of her hand and wandered off, and that she did not mind, and the not-minding was itself a sensation, physical, in the chest and the shoulders, a thing coming unclenched that she had not known was clenched, that had perhaps been clenched since a summer she did not count anymore, and she put her hand flat on the cold shelving to steady herself against how good it was, how frankly and stupidly good, the beat coming up through the floor and into the soles of her feet and up the long bones of her, and she thought, clearly, in German, oh, so this is what they have down here, and started, helplessly, to move.

She was not a good dancer and she did not become one. That was not what happened. What happened was that the thing in her that stood at the edge of every room and watched the room to see how the room was going — the editor, the one who caught the sentence before it left the mouth and made it better and made it safe — that one sat down. It did not leave. She could feel it there, off to the side, as you can feel a limb you have slept on, present and disconnected, and for the first time since a marriage she had ended by getting on a plane she was in a room and not also above it, watching herself be in it, and the relief of it broke over her so hard that she had to reach out and take hold of Anke's arm, and Anke, who had been watching for exactly this, turned and took the weight of it, and Nora heard herself laugh and then heard the laugh go over, in the space of a breath, into something else, into the other thing, the two so close together in the body that she could not have told you where the one stopped, and did not try to, and for once did not reach for the pencil that would have told her.

❧

What she said, she said mostly to Anke's shoulder, and mostly more than once.

She said that she was two. She said it like that, without the noun, she was two, and Anke did not have to ask who and did not, and Nora said it again, she was two years old, two, and I got on a plane, and she said it a third time with the arithmetic attached, as she attached arithmetic to everything, seventeen years, she is nineteen and she was two, that's seventeen years, do you understand, that's — and could not finish the sentence into a meaning because the meaning was the seventeen and the seventeen would not turn into a sentence, and she let it go and started it again from she was two, circling, the same three or four sentences going around, and the drug did not give her new ones, the drug only took the lid off the ones that were already there and had been going around under the lid for seventeen years, so what came out was not eloquent and was not various, it was a woman saying the same small terrible sums over and over into a stranger's coat with the bass coming up through the floor, and it was, at the same time, in the same breath, the most purely felt thing she had done in the length of her adult life, the love in it so plain and so unguarded that Anke's arms came up around her without the girl deciding to do it. She was ridiculous and she was breaking and she was, for once, telling the truth, and none of those cancelled the others; they stood in her at once.

She said things in German that came out in the low broad register her father used, the ick and the dit and the jut, the mouth she had been raised in going all the way open at last, and then the German would run out or run into a wall and she would come back into English mid-sentence, snarled, the two languages fighting for the same grief and neither winning, ich war nicht da, I wasn't there, ick war einfach nich da, and Anke, who had the English of a nineteen-year-old and the German of a native and could hold both, held both, and said the things you say, said I know and said ja and said, once, it's alright, and Nora said no it isn't, in both languages, one after the other, nein, es ist nicht in Ordnung, no, it's not alright, and was right, and the being-right was part of the flood too.

And she said the words she had never said, the parental words, the ones the letter had not used and the phone had never carried, said them into the dark over Anke's shoulder, not to Anke, never to Anke, cast past her into the room and the city and the seventeen years, ich hab' dich lieb, said it and said it, ich hab' dich so lieb, mein Kind, meene Kleene, the endearments coming up out of a household four thousand miles and seventeen years away, mein Kind, meene Kleene, and Anke held still under them and did not answer to them, did not once say I'm here or take the words as meant for her, and stood in the flood of them with her arms around a shaking stranger and did not move, and it cost her something, and she did it.

There was snot. There is always snot; the movies leave it out. There was snot on the shoulder of Anke's overcoat and Nora's face was wet and swollen and not the face the eighth floor knew and never would be, and her jaw ached from the grinding and her hands, the hands that straightened the world, gripped a stranger's sleeves and did not straighten anything. And some of what she said was not true, or was true as a defense is true. She said, in the middle of it, I sent money, every month, folded in a letter, every single month, seventeen years, and it was true and it was also the oldest reflex she had, the reaching for the ledger that showed her paid up, and the drug that took the lid off the grief did not take the lid off the self-justification, did not correct it, did not make her better than she was, only more, and Anke heard the money-sentence and said nothing, and it was the one thing she did not answer with ja.

By the second hour of it — and it was hours, it did not cut away, it did not spare her the flat middle of it where the crest has passed and the thing is still coming out and there is no dignity left in it and no crest either, only the long shallow tail of a person emptied and still talking — Anke was tired. She did not stop being kind. She was tired as you are tired holding someone up, in the arms and the back and the patience, and Nora, even swollen and unlidded, even in the flood, registered it, caught the girl's eyes go once to the stairs, caught the small shift of weight that means a person is calculating how much longer, and the catching of it was awful and did not stop her, because she could not stop, the lid was off and the thing was going to come out to the end of itself whether or not the shoulder was tired, and so it did, and the girl stayed, tired, kind, minding her, and somewhere over their heads the helicopter came back and swung its light down the street and the burning got into the cellar faintly through the door when someone opened it, and a boy came down the stairs with news of the eviction that ran through the room in fast low German — a house gone, the third one, Wasser, the water cannon, someone's arm — and some of the forty went up the stairs into the cold to go to it and some stayed and danced, and none of it was Nora's, none of it reached the place she was in, the city breaking its own history apart four streets away.

❧

She came back the way you come back from anesthesia, in the wrong order, the body first and the person after. She was sitting on the cellar stairs with the cold coming down them from the propped door and a bottle of water in her two hands, most of it gone, and she did not remember sitting, and Anke was beside her on the step with her cap back on, not talking now, just there, and the beat was still going but thinner, fewer people, the grey of the very early morning coming down the stairwell and lying on the concrete.

Her jaw hurt. Her face was stiff with dried salt. She was empty in a way she had no word for that was not a physical word — wrung, hollowed, the inside of her scraped and aired — and under the emptiness, unmistakable and unwelcome, was the thing she had not expected and would spend the coming grey day being ashamed of, which was that she felt better. Lighter. Something that had sat on her chest for seventeen years had, in a cellar, on a bad drug, in the arms of a nineteen-year-old paid in nothing who was tired of her by the end, moved. It had actually moved. She had said the words at last and they had gone out into the dark and reached no one they were meant for, and still — this was the shame of it, this was the part she could not square — still the saying had done something the not-saying never had. The grief was not gone. But it had been let out of the room it had been locked in, and a person cannot un-feel the relief of that, cannot make herself sorry all the way down.

"You should eat something," Anke said, in the plain morning register, the night already going into the past between them. "There's a place by the station does rolls at five. It's five."

"Is it."

"It's five."

They went up into it together, into the grey, into the cold that had a burnt edge on it still and a quiet that had come down over the streets as quiet comes after a long noise, and there were police vans parked nose to tail along a cross street with their lights off and men in the vans and a whole block up ahead hosed down and dark and cleared, and Nora looked at it as you look at a thing that has nothing to do with you and turned the other way with Anke toward the station and the rolls, and did not ask, and would not read about it, and carried out of that street only the burnt smell and the wet black shine of the cleared block under the sodium lights and the fact of the girl walking beside her with her hands in her coat.

At the corner where the girl's way went east and hers went west, Anke stopped. She had the tired flat face of the early morning and she looked at Nora with it, level, nineteen, done, and Nora understood that whatever this had been it was over and would not have a second night, that she had spent the girl and the girl had let herself be spent and now the girl was going home to sleep and to her own life and to the friend across the city who did not want to be found.

"I won't tell her you were there," Anke said. "At the thing. If you don't want."

"Tell her what you want," Nora said. "You're the one who has to see her."

Anke almost smiled. "You talk like her," she said. "When she's decided something. Exactly like that." She put her hands deeper in the coat. "Get your roll. Get your plane. She's alright. I told you that the first time and it's still true, and I'm not going to tell you anything else, so don't stand there." And she turned east, into the grey, toward the cleared street and the held houses and whatever of them was left standing after the night, and Nora stood a moment at the corner and watched her go and then did what the girl had told her to do, because there was nothing else the morning was offering, and went west to find the place that did the rolls at five.

❧

The Kane dub had gone to hiss over the summer, and Dez Washington had kept playing it into November anyway, and then one morning on the platform at 161st it was just the hiss with a man somewhere behind it, and she took it out and put it in her coat pocket and rode down to Midtown in silence. Without the tape the car came in plain: at 125th the crowd pressed, and a hand found the back of her thigh and stayed there, flat, unhurried, its owner reading the ads over her head, and she did the thing the ride had taught her at fifteen — one step, a half-turn through the bodies, the pole put between them — and was off at her stop with it already filed under the morning, not the day.

She made the new one that Sunday at the kitchen table, off her cousin's records and off the radio, KISS and BLS, catching what she could between the DJ talking over the intros: the sound that had taken the summer and not given it back, the swing under everything now, the drum machine programmed to come in a little late, a little drunk, human on purpose. Bell Biv DeVoe warning her off a big butt and a smile. The three women who had been En Vogue telling her to hold on. Johnny Gill, who could not have been much older than Marcus, doing a grown man's pleading in a voice with the church still in it. She labeled the tape in blue ballpoint and gave it no name because it was a mix and had no name, and she put the Kane dub in the drawer of the table by her bed, where the tassel was, and the two funeral programs, and the Polaroid of a man she had not seen since she was six that her mother had never displayed and never thrown out, so that Dez had inherited the not-throwing-out along with the man.

The double was closing on rails while the editor sat inside a telephone four thousand miles east. The front of the book carried the Children's Television Act, gone to law in October over a President who had signed it holding his nose, and a piece on the Cincinnati jury that had looked at the photographs and acquitted the museum — the piece running the trial and the verdict and the funding fight and not one of the photographs, which the desk confirmed by confirming their absence, a checker reading the galley twice to be sure the pictures the whole country was arguing about were nowhere in it. The Foreign File anchor, the reunification piece, was still in pieces upstairs, still waiting on the one number where the building could reach the woman who owed it. On the walk from the train the newsstand had a hole in it where the News went — the drivers out since October, and the pressmen, and seven other locals with them, the stand some mornings carrying a thin thing put out by strikebreakers and other mornings carrying nothing under the wire clip at all — and the regulars bought the Post instead and said something short about it and went down the stairs. Dez bought nothing and went down the stairs, the getting-home five folded in her sock and the decoy wallet in the outside pocket, the city keeping its own rules to the letter while a whole trade a mile downtown threw its rules in the street.

The trade had a second scandal that month and the floor ate it standing up: a house had killed a novel in the second week of November with the book already set in type, already in galleys, already paid for — the author kept the advance and the house kept its name off the thing — after somebody photocopied the worst pages and walked them around midtown, and the floor argued the only argument it knew how to have, whether a house that had set a book could unpublish it and remain a house, and everyone had read the photocopies and nobody admitted the reading, and within the fortnight a paperback house had bought the corpse, which settled nothing. The same week the financier drew ten years in a courtroom downtown — the felon the magazine had set beside a pedestal in a paragraph in 1986 — and the room said the number to itself all afternoon; and the desk confirmed, off two dailies on two days, that federal agents had closed the delivery service that had been selling marijuana through an 800 number with radio ads and bicycle messengers, free to the dying, whose founder styled himself the Pope, and the checker who ran it down laughed once at the docket and green-dotted the phone number, and none of it made the double, because the double was Berlin's.

Thanksgiving landed in the middle of the close. Aunt Pat came up from Baltimore on the Wednesday bus, louder than Lorraine by half and down the same road as Lorraine on everything that mattered, and she sat at Lorraine's table in Morris Heights with the good cloth on it and said, over the sweet potatoes, the sentence she had ridden four hours to say — that the child was working for the people who sat in Midtown and decided, every month, that the Bronx was not news. She said it kindly. She had always said it kindly, twice a year, and it was not a thing about Dez, it was a thing about the building, and the table went to the particular quiet that meant everyone had heard it and no one was going to take it up over the yams, and Marcus reached for the greens, and Lorraine asked Pat about her knees, and the plates went around again. Dez did not defend the building. She did not quote a masthead or an editor or a single thing she knew, and she knew a great deal — she knew, sitting there, exactly which Bronx had died in the building that year, the harder version of the grocery story that had wanted the three-a.m. run to Hunts Point and the credit the counter ran on and the question of who actually stood behind the register, killed in the room for the reason those pieces were always killed, that the sourcing would not stand and no editor would put his name over it; and the seventeen thousand grandmothers raising the children the epidemic had orphaned in fact if not in law, taken up in a features meeting and set down. The cover that had run was the cover the neighborhood became, a storefront and no faces, over a political title. Dez ate her mother's cooking and laughed when Pat turned it into a joke, which Pat, being kind, eventually did, and she went back to the close on the Friday and that night she did not sleep well, and she told nobody that either.

With Nora gone the queries had nowhere to go, and on the Tuesday of close week Martin Kaye came down to the window end of seven and cleared them himself, a senior editor doing the corner office's returns because the corner office was in Berlin. He stood at the corner of the L with his signet ring and his wingtips and he went through the desk's slips faster than Nora would have and, in one place, better — caught a query the desk had marked soft and told Dez why it was not soft, that a date confirmed off a subject's own recollection was not confirmed, it was recorded, and that the two were different animals and the desk that forgot it would run a wrong thing in a right man's mouth someday and never know; and he told her, second, where the almanac's own error was, which year's edition had transposed two figures the desk quoted every close, so that she should hold this year's against last year's on that one table and trust neither alone. Nine minutes, and both things were true, and both things she kept. She kept them next to the other thing she knew about Martin Kaye, which was what the women on the floor knew and passed along without ever once saying it in a room with a door open, the schedule they kept, the nights they did not stay late alone. She did not weigh the one against the other. She wrote both down in the place where she wrote everything and went back to the galley, and the desk did not look up.

The letter came in on the Thursday with the second-class mail and got a date stamped on it at the desk, because everything that came into the building on paper got a date before it went anywhere, and Dez logged it in the incoming book in her own hand: Gil Ordway, the contributing writer whose cathedral piece she had checked in her first month and whose sentence she had confirmed as remembered, resigning his contract in two paragraphs to a corner office that had no one in it. She read the two paragraphs, because logging a thing meant knowing what it was, and they were dry and they were final, a man of thirty years' standing with the magazine noting without heat how long a writer could be managed and slow-walked and told after the holidays, and deciding he was done being handled. She did not send it up to the empty office. She walked it up herself at noon and left it squared on the secretary's tray, the resignation and the date and her initials on the log downstairs, and went back down to seven and picked up the next galley, which was about a television law, and checked it.

❧

The super at the Gramercy building called Charlie Whitfield on a Tuesday about the radiator in 4C, because Charlie's was the name and number on the lease, co-signed in his own hand two years back, and the tenant was somewhere Charlie could not reach and the cold was coming and a dead radiator in a shut apartment splits a pipe by January.

He went over after the office in the camel hair coat, with the tagged key off the ring in the deep drawer, and let himself in. The apartment was cold and dark and had the still air of rooms nobody breathes in. He turned on a lamp. On the floor inside the door, under the mail slot, the mail had come down all fall and been walked on and left — circulars, a con-ed bill, and among them, more than one, envelope after envelope in a hand Charlie had read across galleys and in margins and on the backs of photographs for twenty years, addressed here, to this apartment, stamped and postmarked and never opened because the man they were sent to had not been here to open them. He crouched and squared the pile with both hands and did not stack the bills separately. One of the envelopes had come open along the top, the glue gone in the damp under the door, and the page had half slid out of it, and Charlie drew it the rest of the way and stood up in his coat and read the one page, once, in the cold, holding it in two hands with his gloves still on. Then he folded it along its own fold and put it back into its envelope and set the envelope back on the pile exactly where it had been, open side up, the way he had found it, and squared the pile again.

He called the super up and had him bleed the radiator and, when it would not hold, arranged for the man to come in the morning with the part and put it right, and he paid him for the part in cash from his own pocket and told him to bill the management for the labor and no hurry, and he stood by while the old iron ticked and began, slowly, to take heat. By the door, on a brass hook screwed into the frame, hung a second key on a paper tag in a hand not his own, a boat's name inked on the tag, a fishing boat kept three years at a City Island slip and taken out onto the water not once. Charlie looked at the keys on the hook and did not take them down. He turned off the lamp and let himself out and gave the street key back to the super in the lobby and buttoned the camel hair coat against the cold, and in the inside pocket of it, folded, were letters of his own that no one living had read or would, and he walked up toward the avenue to find a cab, a big man taking careful inventory of other people's held-together lives, and told no one, then or ever, anything about the evening at all.

He was back in the building the next afternoon for the double's cover, down in the art department at the light table with the loupe going from hand to hand. The Foreign File wanted the Gate — everyone agreed the Gate — and the wire had sent it every way it had been shot that autumn: the Gate under fireworks, the Gate over ten deep in flags, the Gate the night of the third with the whole crowd roaring up at it. Sana Farid had a different frame under two fingers, slid an inch toward the loupe: the Gate on an ordinary Wednesday five weeks after, the crowds gone home, a bus and a few walkers and the October light coming flat across the stone, the monument standing in traffic like any large old thing a city keeps and stops seeing. The room wanted the fireworks. The fireworks were the event.

"The fireworks are every magazine on the rack," Sana said, in the flat crisp English that was furniture in that building until it wasn't. "This is the one nobody else will run. The party they've all got. Nobody's got the Wednesday after."

The photo editor looked at Charlie, because Charlie had come down and Charlie's presence at a light table meant a tie could be broken. Charlie bent to the loupe over the quiet frame and stayed there a moment, and then he stood up and did the thing he did, which was to reach back into a drawer nobody could check. "My father ran the armistice number in November of '45 with an empty street on the cover," he said. "Everyone wanted the crowd in Times Square, the sailor, the whole thing. He ran a wet street in the morning with the confetti still down and nobody in it. Said the party was the wire's and the morning after was the magazine's." He tapped the frame Sana had chosen, twice, his gavel. "This is the morning after. Run it." It was a good story and it may even have been true, and Charlie was already three-quarters sure it was as he finished telling it, and the frame was chosen, the ordinary Wednesday, the stone in traffic, and Sana Farid gathered her other prints off the light table and slid them back into the olive bag, having won, and never learned that the precedent she had won with had been invented over the loupe by a man who liked her picture.

❧

In a clinic waiting room in the Bronx that November there was a magazine on the low table among the pamphlets, a January issue gone ten months soft at the corners, its cover a family climbing through a gap in a wall in a country the children in the room had never heard named.

A boy of about nine picked it up because it was the only thing on the table that was not a pamphlet about a disease, and he turned the pages fast, looking for something, and stopped for a second at the photograph of an old woman sitting at a window with her back turned, and did not read the words around her, or read the first line and not the second, and turned on.

He rolled it and swatted his sister with it, once, on the arm, and she said his name loud enough that the woman at the desk looked over, and he put it flat on his knee and folded one corner of one page down and creased it and unfolded it, so that the corner stood up now and would always stand up, a small dead ear on page forty-one.

Then his mother's name was called, and he put the magazine back on the table, not squared, half on a pamphlet, and got up and went in, and the old woman went on sitting at her window with her back to the room, four thousand words long, the folded corner standing up off page forty-one.


  Chapter 14

  The Artifact

  November 1990

  Nora Kessler wrote the piece in four mornings in a hotel room off the Ku'damm, longhand, and typed it clean in the afternoons on a machine the concierge carried up on a luggage cart and set on the writing desk without being asked twice. It was an Olympia, the z and the y changed places and the umlauts under her little fingers where they belonged, and her hands found the old positions inside an hour. The keyboard had been there under the American one the whole time, like the language, waiting to be asked.

She wrote in complete sentences. That was the first thing, and she did not look at it. The sentences came whole and stood where she set them, balanced, cooled, each closing on its own small click; the paragraphs held; the surface came up smooth. She had done this ten thousand times and it did what it had always done, which was to work.

She wrote longhand first, on the airmail paper, four sheets and then eight, the thin blue kind she bought by the box and folded money into once a month, because it was the paper she had brought and there was no other in the room. Her daughter's letter rode in the inside pocket of the good coat on the back of the door, where it had ridden across the ocean and back across the city, off the ring, out of the drawer, carried now instead of kept. She did not take it out. She wrote around it, on the paper next to it, and did not remark to herself that the paper was the same.

Then the days.

On the second afternoon she went to her father's flat and did not leave before dark. She had stayed away the whole first week, telephoning in the mornings when he was clearest and crossing none of the city, because a woman just declined by her own daughter was not fit to sit with an old man losing his grip on which of them was which. Now she went. He was in the chair by the window with the radio low, thinner in the neck than the Sunday voice had let her keep him, and he knew her at once, and once — a half-second she watched arrive and watched him cover — he placed her twice. She made him a proper supper, the first she had made anyone in years, standing at his small stove with the window going dark over the courtyard, and he ate some of it, and told her about Frau Schneider's chip of Wall, and told her again eleven minutes later, coming at it fresh, the same pleasure in it, and she said ja in the places for it and did not put a weight in her voice. The good coat hung on the hook by the door the whole evening, brushed, ready for the one day a man of his generation kept it for. When she left he took her hand, not her arms, and said the name that belonged to the household, mein Kind, and did not say the other one, and she went down into the cold with the taste of the meal still on her and did not cry in the stairwell, because the stairwell muscle was one the week had worn back into place.

On the third day the café sent word. It came the way everything in the East came, sideways, by a girl who knew a girl: a folded note left in the café that took the new money, in a hand Nora had not seen before and knew anyway. It was from Anke. It was two lines. It said that Lotte knew now that Nora had been at the thing, in the cellar, that Anke had told her after all, having decided on the walk home that a lie of omission was still a lie and she was too tired to keep one; and it said that Lotte had listened, and said nothing, and gone to make tea. That was all. There was no verdict in it and no door held open in the second line, only the fact, delivered plainly by a nineteen-year-old who did not editorialize, and Nora read it twice at the café counter and folded it once and did not keep it. She put it in the ashtray on the zinc and left it there, the one page in the whole business she did not carry, and went out into the Ku'damm where the queues stood four deep at the phone boxes and the shops had put out the good tablecloth for a Christmas the new republic was going to spend learning the price of.

The rest was the ordinary sediment of a few days ending in a foreign city. A currency receipt from the hotel desk, the marks changed at a rate she did not check. A tram schedule she took from a kiosk and studied over coffee for a route she had ridden as a girl and did not ride now. A bag of laundry the hotel did and returned folded in paper, her three days of clothes come back smelling of a soap she would smell again in New York in January and not place. She got through the afternoons hour laid to hour, and typed in the evenings, and the piece grew clean on the Olympia under the desk lamp.

She filed on the fourth night.

The hotel had a fax at the front desk, behind the concierge, a machine the color of a nicotine ceiling, and she went down with the typed sheets squared in a folder and stood over it while the night man dialed the number she gave him, the thirteen digits and the ones the machine wanted before them. The call went out under the ocean, and there was the pause the transatlantic switch took to find the other machine, eleven seconds of nothing, the line hunting across the water for New York; and in the eleven seconds she looked at the first page in her hand, at the first word of the piece, and did not like it, and uncapped the pen and struck it and wrote one better above it, and laid the page on the glass face down as the tone came up to say the far machine had answered.

The pages fed one at a time. She stood and watched them go, and she came, on the third page, to the paragraph she knew was the best thing in it, and her hand went to the pen and did not use it. She read the paragraph once, standing, in the lobby light, with the machine pulling the page slowly out of her fingers into the roller, and she let it go. It fed. She did not mark it. What it was she would not have said to the night man or to New York or to the page itself, and she shipped it, because it was the best paragraph and the piece was better with it, and she was, whatever else the week had made her, still the person who shipped the best paragraph.

Then the last page fed, and the machine held a moment, and would give, at the end, the confirmation tone — the single flat note that meant the whole of it had crossed and come up warm out of a machine four thousand miles west, in a building where no one was standing. She stood at the desk with her hands quiet and waited for it.

❧

She was back at her desk on a Monday, and the building took her back the way it took back a person who had been down the hall.

There was no ceremony and she had counted on none. The corner office had its red pens in the cup where she had left them and its flat plan back on the corkboard with three weeks of somebody else's checkmarks on it, and the pile on the blotter had been kept in order by a hand that squared things, so that the three weeks reached her sorted, as an issue reaches an editor sorted, in the order it would have to be dealt with. On the corner of the blotter, where it was not on the day she left, stood a paper cup with the blue Greek discus-throwers on it and WE ARE HAPPY TO SERVE YOU, gone cold, left by whoever had sat the desk last and not cleared, and she moved it two inches to the side without deciding to and began on the pile.

The pile was the ordinary sediment of three weeks. Expense flimsies, a printer's estimate, the January flat plan for her initials, a note from the executive editor about morale that she read once and set down. And near the bottom, dated at the checking desk and initialed in a hand she knew, two paragraphs from Gil Ordway, resigning his contract.

She read it standing. It was dry and it was final, thirty years' standing noted without heat, a man observing how long a writer could be managed and slow-walked and told after the holidays before he decided he was done being handled. It did not mention the die-in or the token booth or the warm margins of the summer. It was a good letter, better than the occasion, built in the plain declarative because the anger had been edited out of it by a professional before it was sent, and she recognized the editing; she had taught half the building to do it.

The double itself was in the pile in galley, the back of it, and the back of it carried Galley Proofs, the house parody that had run unsigned since 1958 and took, each December, a wicked half-column at the year's expense. This year it had found the editors. There was a line about the modern editor's discovery that the great events of the age could no longer be trusted to correspondents but required, at last, the personal attention of the front office, which was pleased to report from the scene that the scene was very moving and the per diem inadequate. She read it once. It was aimed at no one and it landed on her. She initialed the galley and sent it on, and did not kill the line.

Charlie came down before noon, because Charlie came down. He stood in the doorway with his hands in his pockets and asked how it had been over there, and she told him about the piece. She told him the reunification centerpiece had come in hollow a third time and there had been nobody left to send and she had gone and gotten it, that the East was the story and the East was hard to reach and she had reached it, that the piece was filed and better than the three dead ones and would make the book. Every sentence of it was true. He listened the way he listened to the pressmen, fully, warm, and what she watched him do behind the listening was the thing he had done all year — arrange her into a shape he could hold: an editor who had done the thing an editor of her make did once a career, gone to the field for the story the juniors could not land, and come back with it. He half-envied her the trip. She could see him envy it, the going, the being there, the plane and the cold and the story that could only be had in person, and he told her, warm, that his father used to say the front office should get its shoes dirty once a decade so it remembered what the shoes were for, and she let the anecdote through the door as she let them all through.

He lingered a moment past the debrief, which he did not often do, and told her the November sales had gone soft — the big house downtown had held its autumn auction and the room had sat on its hands, the pictures bought in, the estimates missed by half, a thing everyone he knew was calling a massacre and pretending not to mind — and he said it lightly, as weather, the art market being a country adjacent to his own life in a way he did not narrate and she did not ask about, and then he pushed off the doorframe and told her she was the last frugal person left in publishing and went back up to nine. She watched him go down the corridor past the level covers, an easy man, the easiest in the building, carrying nothing, and went back to the pile.

Susan Drake came up at the end of the day with the last of the double's galleys for initials, and waited while Nora signed them, which she did not usually do. Then she laid a personal-day slip on the blotter — an ordinary Friday in December, no anniversary in it that anyone could have named.

"You'll sign that too," she said. It was not a question, and in September it had been a question.

Nora signed it. Susan took the slip back without thank-you, squared her galleys, and said, from the door, in the voice she used for a correction that was not going to be argued: "The desk ran clean while you were away. They say you were reachable. At checking." Then she was gone down the corridor, and Nora sat a moment with the cap off the pen before she put it back on.

She got home after eight to the apartment that received her as it always received her, with its two pools of lamplight and its silence in good order, and the answering machine's red light going. She pressed it with one finger, still in her coat, and let it run while she unpacked — the bag up on the bed, the three days of clothes still smelling of the Berlin soap, the typed carbon of the piece set on the dresser, the letter taken out of the coat at last and set beside it. The machine gave her a hang-up, and the super about the radiator, and then Claudia, who cancelled things, not cancelling for once, saying she had heard Nora was travelling and hoped it was somewhere warm and would she call, the message running long as Claudia's did, and Nora, who screened Claudia as a rule and rang back on her own clock, stood in the middle of the room with a folded shirt in her hands and let the whole of it play out to the click. Then the tape reset and the red eye went steady and she finished the bag.

She took out paper. Not the airmail; the good stock, the cream laid she used for the letters that had to be right, and she uncapped the pen and began, at the top of the sheet, in the upright hand she had been schooled in as a girl, to write to her daughter. Liebe Lotte. She wrote three lines, and then a fourth, in German, level, weighed — that she had been in the city; that she had not tried past the one try to reach her, and would not; that — and the fourth line stopped where the fourth line stopped, the pen up off the paper, the sentence with nowhere it would consent to go. She sat with it a while. The radiator knocked, the one thing in the apartment she had never been able to edit.

Then she drew the started page aside, and reached across the desk for Gil Ordway's two paragraphs, and answered them. She wrote to Ordway on the same cream stock, in the same upright hand, and it came fluently, all of it, the whole letter arriving whole, as the piece had — that thirty years had earned him more than he had been given this year and she knew it; that the die-in was the best fast work of his life and the token booth the best slow; that the building had used him and made him ask and both of those were true and neither excused the other; that if he was done she would not insult him by talking him out of it, but that the door was his to come back through on any morning he chose, no long face required, her word on it. It was generous and it was exact and it was perfect, and she signed it, and it was the truest letter she wrote that night, and it went to a man who had asked her for nothing but an answer and gotten, at last, a good one.

She capped the pen. She folded Ordway's letter for the morning's mail. Then she took the started page to her daughter, the four lines and the German and the sentence that would not go anywhere, and she put it in the drawer of the little table by the window, on top of the thin airmail letter in the upright schooled hand that had been waiting in that drawer since December, and she shut the drawer.

❧

The pages had come in by fax on a night Nora was still four thousand miles from them, and somebody had to edit them, and the somebody could not be their author.

So it was Julian and Martin, in the corner office that was not theirs, with the door shut and the curling thermal sheets flattened under a paperweight and retyped clean by a secretary so the two of them could mark a proof instead of a fax. It was the reunification piece, the flagship, the one three juniors had failed to land; and it was hers, in her sentences, which both of them could have identified blind, the balance of them, the clause folded in behind, the cool.

They edited it as they edited anything. And each of them did, over the forty minutes, a thing the other noticed and neither named.

Julian defended a paragraph. It was the paragraph near the end, the one about a cellar in the East, forty young people and a beat made of machines and nobody watching to see how it was going — a paragraph that broke the piece's register, ran a half-beat hot, reached for a thing the rest of the essay kept at arm's length. Julian, whose whole trade was cutting exactly that paragraph out of other people's pieces, the audible reach, the writer enjoying her own feeling, read it twice and put his pen down and said leave it. Martin said it was the one soft place in a hard piece. Julian said it was the place the piece was for and the rest was the frame around it, and he held the paragraph he would have cut from a stranger without a second thought, and did not ask himself why he was holding this one, and held it.

And Martin cut a paragraph he would, on any other day, have defended to the wall — a passage of pure reportage, three facts about the currency set side by side, the hard clean arithmetic Martin lived for, and he drew the line down it and said it was true and it was ballast and the piece could carry the water without it, and took it out.

They both knew. That was the thing under the forty minutes and the thing neither of them put on the table. Something had happened to her over there, in the city she never spoke of, that had come back in the pages — you could not read the cellar paragraph and not know it, if you had known her twenty years — and Julian knew it and Martin knew it, and each of them edited around the knowing, making the piece safe for a woman who was not in the room to be asked and would not have answered if she were.

When it was done Martin took the marked proof out to the secretary's tray and left Julian alone in the office that was not his, and Julian sat a moment in the chair on the near side of her desk, where the writers sat, and looked at the wall. There was a map on it, an old one, framed, the Germanys still two, a border down the middle in the colour the mapmakers used for borders that were going to last. He had pushed her toward that country for a year, and she had gone, and something had happened to her there that was now three lines of it hidden in a paragraph he had just spent his authority protecting, and the trouble he had carried all autumn lifted off him for a moment in that chair, because she was home and the piece was good and the worst of the not-knowing was over. And the lifting shamed him. He put the red pen back in the cup on her desk, and turned off the lamp, and went home.

❧

Dez Washington checked the reunification piece on the last close of the year, alone at the window end of seven, after the eighth floor had gone dark in its order and the desk had thinned to her and the pool of light and the phones gone quiet enough to hear tape with.

The double had closed on rails while the editor was inside a telephone four thousand miles east and had gone on closing when she came back, and now the last of it was on Dez's blotter, the flagship, the Foreign File anchor, dateline Berlin, the piece three juniors could not land and the editor had gone and landed herself. It had come in by fax and been edited by two men in the editor's own office and typeset and sent back down to be made true, the desk's part, and hers tonight, and she read it once straight through with the pen down, because you could not weigh a thing and hear it in the same pass.

Then she took it apart.

Most of it checked against paper as Berlin always checked, soft where a desk on Madison Avenue could not count buildings four thousand miles off and hard where the almanac reached. The date of the union, the third of October, held. The currency ceiling and the rate above it held against two references. The name of the eastern district held, spelled twice the same. And then, near the end, in the paragraph two men had fought over without her knowing it, there was a fact that stood on nothing she had.

It was small. It was a detail of a cellar — that the little wooden drawers along one wall, a hardware store's, still carried their prewar labels in the shopkeeper's own hand, Schrauben, Muttern, Haken, screws and nuts and hooks, in a room where the fixtures were long gone and the fourpenny nails with them. There was no reference on the shelf that held it. There was no wire, no clip, no stringer's file. It was a thing a person had seen with her own eyes standing in the room, and the only person who had stood in the room was the author, and the author was the editor, and the desk's rule for a fact that came through one witness and would not resolve to paper was that you checked it for substance against the witness and took the witness's word, or you did not run it.

She had checked a fact against this author once before, at two in the morning, across an ocean, on this same line, at the end of another close. She did not think about that. She wrote the query the desk wrote — confirm detail, author's observation, no secondary source available — and she took it up herself, the way the biggest things went up, on her own feet; and what passed between the checker and the author when the author confirmed her own eyes, a nod, a word, the fact stood, only the two of them ever knew, and neither of them decorated it, and the green check went in the margin under two initials, DW, and the piece was true.

When the piece was up she did the year-end thing the desk did on the last close, which was to put the error file in order. It was a plain folder, the coded index cards a checker kept on the fields where she had once been wrong so she would not be wrong there twice, and it lived under the almanac, and it was one drawer fuller than it had been in January. She squared the cards. There was the card about the figure that had been true and the tense that had not, the ten-dollar day that was really May. There was a card that was not an error and lived in the file anyway, a location and a date and a mark that meant do not reopen, not ours to hold, for a thing she had found in the flat files under the March boards and put back exactly where it lay; and a second such card beside it, filed the same day, for the second thing in the same drawer. There was a card that was a sentence, four words of her own that had gone up the side door in a memo and died on a Martin kill and surfaced a fortnight later in Julian Cross's mouth with a nod on it, written down in its new owner's name because that was the job, and beside the card, folded once, a routing slip with two initials in the corner. And the log line, copied from the incoming book downstairs, Ordway, Gil, contributing writer, resigning his contract, walked up by hand at noon, initialed DW. She did not read the cards over. She squared them and put the folder back under the almanac. In a second folder beside it lay the long carbon of a Managua dispatch, four thousand words the desk had cut to three, kept clean against a day the short one might turn out to be a lie somebody signed, and she squared that too, and shut the drawer.

The double shipped that night at a quarter to midnight, the last board walked to the elevator flat on a production man's palms, and Dez stood up into her coat with the last of the desk and went down. The street when she came out onto it was cold and dry, the amber standing on it as it stood on every block she crossed between the office and the Bronx, and up the avenue a rented truck had been parked in front of the building on the corner since the night before, a number stenciled on its cab, and no one had come to load it or move it, and she went past it and down into the subway. At Tremont the cold came down off the Concourse and she walked the last blocks with her heels in her bag, and two boys on a stoop put up the short whistle that ran the block ahead of her and got its answer from the corner, the city keeping one of its rules in the dark, and she let herself into the building where her mother's light was on and did not, that night either, say much about the day.

The double went out into the racks at the end of the month at three ninety-five, the Brandenburg Gate on the cover in ordinary Wednesday traffic, the October light coming flat across the stone, a monument standing in a city that had stopped seeing it. And on Fresh Pond Road in Ridgewood, on the morning the truck came, a woman who did alterations and had tipped the magazine to a cellist a year before bought four copies of it and had the man set aside two more, because there was a piece about Berlin in it, and she had people over there, and you kept the ones with your own in them.

❧

THE REPUBLIC, REJOINED

Berlin, October 3

A year ago this magazine put a crossing on the first cover of its decade — a torchlit gate, a crowd shot from behind, ten thousand dark shoulders carrying the eye up into the lit stone — and called it, because there was nothing else to call it, After the Wall. The after has taken longer than the photograph promised. It always does. This morning the same gate stands in ordinary Wednesday traffic, a bus and a few walkers and the October light coming flat across the stone, and the crowd that filled the square five weeks ago has gone home to the harder business of the morning after, which is arithmetic.

The arithmetic is a currency. On the first of July the eastern mark ceased to exist, and a man who had saved for forty years carried his savings to a bank on the Ku'damm and was told what the forty years were worth in the money that had won: one-for-one up to a ceiling, and half of that above it, the ceiling set at the figure where a life's work begins to matter. He does not trust it. A money you can be handed for nothing, he will tell you, is a money worth nothing; that is not bitterness, it is arithmetic, and he has the arithmetic by heart. The West has come east with its currency and its secondhand cars and, lately, the small pressed chemistries of its nightlife, and the East has taken all of it at a rate no one consented to and no one can any longer refuse.

The East it has come into is a city the new republic has inherited full of people who did not ask its permission to live there. Behind the flags the buildings are still coal-black to the fourth floor, the plaster off in sheets, and in the mouths of whole blocks stand the occupied houses at full tide, banners down their fronts, stovepipes crooked through the windows, the young on the steps with dogs on string. What a state does with the houses it has inherited full is the whole question of the autumn, and it has begun to answer: in the second week of November the largest police operation the city has mounted since the Wall itself went one street at a time through the held houses of a single road — three thousand men, water cannon in the cold turning the barricades to ice, a house taken and then the next. By morning the block was hosed down and dark and cleared, and the flags were still out three streets over, and both of those were the same city on the same night.

And underneath the houses, in the cellars, there is a sound the city has not made before. In a basement that was a hardware store — the little wooden drawers still along one wall, still labeled in the shopkeeper's prewar hand, screws and nuts and hooks, though the fixtures are thirty years gone — a boy stands at the far end feeding a beat out of two machines, a beat with no player in it, assembled, mechanical, enormous in the low room, going on and on and not arriving anywhere and not trying to. There are perhaps forty people in it, and they are young, and they are East, and there is in how they move a thing you will not see in a room of adults anywhere else: the total absence of anyone watching to see how it is going. No one holds to the edge. No one performs the dancing. They are the first of their half of the city to be nineteen in a room with a machine and no one from the state at the door writing it down, and they have waited their whole short lives for it without knowing that was what they were waiting for, and they do not waste it. It is the freest thing in Germany tonight, four floors down, in the dark, over a shop that sold fourpenny nails to people who are dead.

The telephones tell the same story from the other end. In the West they queue four deep at the boxes, half the city calling the other half now that it can. In the East the boxes are older and want a currency that died in July; they take the new marks with a reluctance that feels personal, and swallow them, and give back a dead line. It will be years before a person in one half of this city can reach a person in the other half without standing in the cold with a fistful of the wrong coins. The republic is rejoined on paper, at a stroke, on schedule. The two halves of it are not yet held by any single pair of hands, and may not be in the lifetime of the man on the Ku'damm who no longer trusts his own money, or of the girl in the cellar who has never owned any.

On a mantel in Charlottenburg there is a chip of the Wall the size of a thumbnail, brought back by a woman of seventy who went down to it in her good coat and knocked a piece loose and has shown it at the mailboxes to anyone she could corner ever since. She does not know what a person does with a piece of it. Nobody does. You put it where you can see it, and you get on with the winter, and some mornings you pick it up and turn it over and feel for the border in it, and it is only a stone.

Nora Kessler.

