1


I didn’t even wait to get completely into the apartment before I began to strip. 


Bang! flew the sneakers against the bottom step.


Rip! frayed the stockings on the middle landing.


Pop! snapped the metal fastener of the one-piece white and yellow polyester uniform before our apartment door.  


I stepped into the large kitchen, lit by a milky afternoon sunlight, and let the uniform slide from my shoulders to the floor.  Now only in the silky underwear I had bought before the wedding, I padded up the two steps that led into the living room, its low-eave ceiling giving way to a small rooftop porch that was the main reason Chris knew I would like the apartment when he picked it out.  In a niche carved from a closed-off hallway door, he had built shelves for his stereo equipment and music.  I pushed some buttons and turned up the volume on a bootleg recording of the Sex Pistol’s last concert that the entertainment reporter at the newspaper brought over the night before.  Part of my after-work routine consisted of dancing around in my underwear.  I spun and jumped about and did little gyrations with my hips.  The movements shook everything loose from my head until our landlady banged incessantly on her ceiling with a broomstick me to quiet down so she could watch her soaps in peace.  Right after we had moved in, the landlady told me she hadn’t cared to rent the apartment in recent years because of not wanting strangers in her house anymore.  But when Chris came around to see the place and told her he was getting married to a woman from the east coast, his quick smile disarmed her and made her think it’d be fun to watch a new couple set up housekeeping.  Then she came up to inspect what I had done to the rooms and now,  coupled with the afternoon dancing, our landlady didn’t seem so sure we were such a good bet.  The floors were bare, the windows naked; our only furnishings books and paintings (including a large male nude in the kitchen), a double bed and a gate-leg table.  A long library table she lent us stood in the middle of a back room on a pale blue rug.   The table top was hidden under my manual typewriter and piles of paper.  More sheets of paper were thumb-tacked up on the wall along with charts and maps to help me keep track of the annoying bunch of characters I was trying to write about. 


“What’re you doing with yourself, honey?” she turned to me in alarm.   Where were the bridal shower gifts that made a home? Where was the hope-chest full of embroidered linens?  Hadn’t I been kept busy sewing, packing, crocheting?  No, I replied emphatically, brushing a bare foot across the pale oak floor.  I wanted her to leave, her bemused dismay at the austere condition of her attic a further indictment of my maladjustment.  Still, she was a kind woman and, tilting her head to the side, called me “child” as she offered up a spare roasting pan.  


Chris was my saving grace—I could see it in the high-beam beatific smile that spread across our landlady’s face every time she saw him. He was a good husband, she told me on a daily bases, giving as evidence the fact that he took out her trash, brought in the newspaper, talked at length with her whenever he saw her.  Most of all, though, she was taken by the daily display of his writing skills. 


“That was such an interesting article your husband wrote this morning,” she sometimes cried when she saw me come in after work. “Must be nice to have a husband with so much talent.”


“Oh yes,” I always said, knowing she didn’t expect anything more from me.  
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The day after arriving in Manhattan, Chris trudged up the hill to the history department and I went down into the subway to look for a job.  I had a newspaper and a bunch of addresses and five of the forty dollars left over from the move and our adventure the day before. I wore my Grace Kelly suit with my wedding heels and considered myself quite Manhattan chic.  Every ten subway stops or so, I’d jump out, run up stairs to see what part of town I was in, then run back down again and jump on the next train. I didn’t have a job at the end of the day, but I had seen many wondrous, scary, thrilling things by getting lost so much it didn’t seem to matter.  I walked down the hill from the subway with both my Grace Kelly suit jacket and my high heels in my hands, skirting barefoot around trash cans and boys crowded about stoops with boom boxes vibrating between their legs.   Meanwhile, Chris had his own adventurous tale about his first day, discovering as he did that the history department in an ivy-league institution may be somewhat of an uncivilized jungle and barely inhabitable.   Nothing in his reporting experience had prepared him for the cut-throat ways of academia.  Deadlines—the one aspect of graduate school he was sure he could handle—were arrows coming at him from every direction.  

The next day and the day after that, we repeated our treks.  Each time I was becoming more adept at the subway and the lay of the land, and Chris was settling into the first thousand books he needed to master.  I kept from him my growing panic that I better come up with some way—fast!—to keep us from starving: he made up amusing stories about his teachers and fellow students to mask how inadequate he was beginning to feel.  By the time Friday hit us,  I was desperately happy to agree to a job at a company doing something with something—a clerical post paying one hundred and fifty dollars a week—a whole hundred dollars after taxes!  By Friday evening, the single chair in the dark living-room was surrounded by a wall of books and when I opened the door to greet my husband with the news of our solvency, he toppled a few by jumping up in the midst of them and deciding it was time to celebrate.

Our celebration came in the form of gin.  Down to our last ten dollars, we still found a way to have a bottle in the kitchen.  And now with a hundred dollars a week from my job to spend—seventy-five of which was pretty much spoken for off the top to make the rent at the end of the month—we could rejoice in the fact that there would now be enough for an acceptable bottle the next week.  After all, Manhattan was a martini kind of town and I could extend what I cooked for dinner with another half-cup of rice, while the Salvation Army was charging only $.99 for old cashmere sweaters with just a few minuscule moth holes around the cuffs. Martinis, carefully mixed at the end of the day as dinner was simmering on the stove, were the perfect antidote to our sense of being overwhelmed, out of our league that soon began to characterize all our waking hours.  


More importantly,  if we did not pause for martinis, then the talks we had with them–intimate, sharing, revealing how we fared out in the world when we were not together–wouldn’t have occurred.  Time should have seemed longer.  For one thing, none of Chris’ fellow graduates followed him home to dinner since lingering over a meal was antithetical to their goals.   Our nights, then,  now that it was just the two of us, should have been more languorous.  Yet, time felt shorter in the city because there suddenly seemed to be a great deal on the line.  People made something of themselves every day in New York.  That’s what they came to the city for.  That’s why we came to the city.   And why wouldn’t we make something of ourselves?  We were young.  We were talented.  It could happen, we told each other all the time.  It should happen, we said.  So it will.  If we were just brilliant enough.

But, ah!—were we?  Our shaky faith made us believe harder, work more furiously. We were too young at this particular moment in our lives to think straight about anything so fraught and we just plowed ahead on instinct—and gin.  That quiet drink, in the shelter of our murky apartment a block from the university, soon became almost a necessity.  Gin bolstered us up, dressed our wounds.  It kept us believing that the next day or the one that followed would be the day, better than the one we had just stumbled through.  Whenever the day came, it would be momentous.  Something, we believed, would happen to us.


Until then, life was like this: Arriving home from one of the string of futile jobs I meandered through that autumn, I opened the door to the one moment I waited for all day—Chris’s gentle face, shadowed slightly by the manic nature of his studies, ablaze with happiness to see me. At the sound of my key in the lock, he put down his books, delivered a swift kiss and an embrace, then headed into the kitchen. He emptied an ice tray into a glass pitcher we received as a wedding present, took the large bottle of gin from the counter and poured two glassfuls-worth over the ice.  Next, he unscrewed the vermouth bottle and, using his fingers as a sieve, slowly....careful now!....dripped three, maybe five drops of vermouth into the gin.  While the pitcher was shaken back and forth, I took two glass tumblers from the old metal cupboard above the sink and when Chris felt the mixture was properly blended, he divided the pitcher’s content in equal amounts into the glasses.  Finally, he picked a lemon from the silver bowl wedged behind the sink and shaved off two thin ribbons from its peel that he then rubbed over the lip of each glass before dropping the yellow curl on top of the drink. He handed one completed drink to me and picked up his own glass.


 “Ahhhhhhhh,” we often sighed together in unison, in complete relief as the day’s bitchy barbs and sense of uncertainty loosened their grip.  We had made it through another day in the city.  
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Chris received a private cubbyhole in the university’s library where he began to devour every book ever written about the New York Irish and city politics.  When he wasn’t grading papers or researching something for a professor, Chris would be in his library cubbyhole researching for hours and taking notes until it was dark and time to come home for a cocktail.

Meanwhile, I took a downtown train to an old industrial building near Canal Street where I sat at one of two desks in a space carved from the storage area of the theater publication on the floor below us.  The office walls were composed of giant rolls of paper and barrels of ink, boxes stuffed with old stage props and discarded costumes.  One desks was piled high with manuscripts, books, and magazines, restaurant chits, a large check book, sale receipts from Paul Stuart and empty shopping bags from Brookes Brothers.  Here resided my nominal boss, Andy.  My desk was catty-corner from his, adorned simply with a plastic lamp, a neat row of folders, a broken mug full of pens and pencils, and a very expensive word-processor.  Andy was two years younger than me, a carbon-copy of his father, Mr. B., the middle-aged publisher on the floor below who had hired me.  They were both thick-bodied, with broad shoulders and funny round-shaped heads marked by softly broad lips.  Mr. B wore this body handsomely, his eyes sharpening the portrait with a hint of harsh assertiveness.   Andy, on the other hand, and despite his graceful carriage, had a gentleness about him that was tentative and slashed with such a wounded gaze. He had graduated from Harvard the summer before and, until his dad bought the newsletter, he had been pretty much footloose on a grand tour of England and Africa, and wondering what to do next.  Whenever I got caught with his dad in the elevator, he told me Andy was a genius, but Harvard hadn’t done him any favors.  I didn’t know about genius, but Andy knew about dining out in New York.  In the first three weeks alone, he had cajoled me into eating fish eggs and sweetbreads; taught me how to use chopsticks; that good vintage years were something to memorize; and why one should politely send something back to the kitchen for being unacceptable—which, in my great ignorance, never happened but frequently did for him.  


Most mornings I got up by myself because Chris had read long past midnight. I packed a piece of fruit for lunch then headed downtown to the factory where, after I opened the mail and gave Andy all the checks, we companionably read through several food magazines as well as all of the local and national newspapers and fashionable magazines, paying close attention to the style and social pages.   It took me about a month to appreciate and memorize who was who in the world because these were the individuals who mattered to Andy.  All morning long as I attended to the endless queries from our wealthy subscribers (was there any chance we could pull strings and get them in to the newest places; what was the hottest bistro still open at 2 a.m.; where had so-and-so gone after getting booted from where he had been before?), Andy kept up a rambling conversation about everything in the world of current literary and artistic note, providing me with an education I had never believed I would need.  For all his school friends who began to show up at the office shortly before noon, my ignorance on many of these fronts was just strange—bemusing at time, but mostly absurd.  

But then, I found them strange as well, not quite understanding what they did for a living, how they could be so supremely confident when they appeared to accomplish very little?  What they were adept at was perching on the window sills and refreshing the office conversation with their own opinions about the daily gossip.  Once they learned I was nowhere near Ivy League—and in fact knew nothing about what that meant—I was pleasantly enough ignored, sometimes referred to when they thought I was out of range as “Andy’s girl.”  When there seemed to be nothing left to talk about, Andy announced it was time for lunch and off they all went–Andy and his friends—and I was gratefully left behind with my piece of fruit and the freedom to wander around the neighborhood by myself.   On the days when no one showed up, Andy recruited me.  One day it might be a little Italian place–nothing more than someone’s kitchen–that we heard about from one of the pressmen.  Another time it could be an extremely haute formal dining room uptown, each table overseen by four waiters. 


Either way, Andy arrived back at the office three hours later; his friends having gone off to see to other matters right after Andy paid the table check.   Settled behind his desk, he promptly fell asleep and I continued to plow through more work.  There were three thousand loyal subscribers who paid a hefty price for the publication as well as manuscripts to type into the word processor. When all that was tucked away,   I felt it necessary to get through the stacks of  food magazines and our ever-growing library of food-related books–memoirs, essays, histories, scientific explorations, and volumes upon volumes of cookbooks.  It was only toward the end of the day, after I picked out a recipe to make for dinner that I’d put my feet up on the desk and open up some thick classic American novel I decided would be good for me to read.  When Andy finally startled himself awake and began to call around to see who was around for the night, I left him for the return journey uptown, getting off the subway a stop or two before my station to shop for the ingredients I would need for the evening’s recipe.  

Here, among the vegetable and fruit stalls, the aromatic aisles of Hispanic and Indian markets, was when this new job of mine began to matter most.   I spent the day diligently working, for the most part enjoying listening to Andy and keeping the office in some semblance of a functioning business. It was interesting to learn about the social whirl of New York, to examine fashion and explore worldly tastes.  It was an unadulterated privilege to drift through all those books and cookbooks and be allowed to call it actual work.   I was happy in that funny makeshift office, relieved I had found something I could be interested in, but I was reminded every day that I was on a different track than Andy and his friends.  It went beyond family, money, or even the right education.  Ultimately, I realized the real difference was that I was married and at such a young age, a situation they all found stranger than anything they witnessed in their nightly crawl through the city’s club.  Who, three or four asked me on different occasions, marries in their twenties?  Why would I want to be so tied down?  I honestly don’t know what Andy felt about me being a wife other than he agreed with his father that my marital state made me a safe bet for managing the job at hand,  but it was not for progressing to anywhere beyond it.

