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                             PERSONAL ASSISTANT,

                                                 or,

                                ADAM IN AMERICA

                                           A novel

                       WHEN SHE WALKED INTO THE STARBUCKS in Danbury, Connecticut, I couldn’t believe my luck.


She was beautiful.


Of course, that was a first impression. I’d only been in America three weeks–––less, two-and-a-half–––and I was easily impressed. I was 21. I’d never been out of Poland before. And my good friend Maciej, who is also from Poznan, had told me that Starbucks was the place to meet women.


Starbucks was Ms Cabrini’s choice of meeting place that Sunday afternoon, not mine. But I came early, to test Maciej’s theory. Until Pandora came in, I’d seen nobody I wanted to speak to. Most of them were studying their laptop computer screens.

And Pandora Cabrini herself wasn’t a chance encounter. She was my job interview.

Ms Cabrini surveyed the café with a defiant look on her face, a look that projected entitlement and insecurity in equal measures. Since we were supposed to meet at two o’clock and it was now after five, I wasn’t sure if this was the person, but she looked like a Pandora. Keeping my wrist still on the tabletop in front of me I lifted my fingers and waggled them in a minimal wave. I didn’t want to seem too eager. A personal assistant, it seemed to me, should show himself to be discreet. Master of the situation.

“Adam?”

Still standing, she removed her exquisite gloves, but ignored my tentatively offered hand, and placed the gloves on the table. Ms Cabrini made no reference to being three hours late. Something in her face already warned me not to be surprised at this. The anxiety was gone from her features, and her glance was brisk and dispassionate, now that she’d identified me. 

“I’ll be back momentarily.”

She hung her bag on the chair, and joined the line of Starbucks people ordering coffee. We have coffee-houses in Poznan, and they are mostly either very small and intimate, with only a handful of tables, and quite expensive, or large and impersonal and less expensive. To me it was strange to see a place like Starbucks which was impersonal but on an expensive scale, like a MacDonalds for the intelligentsia. 

“So. What are you drinking?” She returned as a small whirlwind, suddenly energized. “Do you know how good the frappés are here? Do you know what a frappé is?” She placed her cup under my nose. “Go ahead.” I took a sip. “What do you think? Do you have those in Poland?” I nodded, smiling, perhaps a little too broadly. Her words reminded me–––one of the counselors at the summer camp where I’d been working had asked me whether we had cows, in Poland. “What are you thinking?” Pandy said. “Am I talking too much? I need to hear about you.”

I took a sip of my own coffee, hoping to diffuse the heady force of her perfume, and very conscious of this beautiful stranger gazing hard at me, only a short distance from my face. She was about 30 years old, I guessed, and might have looked 27 if she’d worn a little less make-up.

“I had a rough night last night, in case you’re wondering,” Pandy said promptly, and I realized that, as self-concerned as she appeared to be, she was quick to read what passed through others’ eyes, especially if it applied to her and could be taken negatively.  “I broke up with my fiancé.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

I was fascinated by the fake fur collar, very rich and spiky, on her coat. Was it fake fur? I’d heard that it was in bad taste to wear real fur in the West.

“It’s real,” Pandy said, dismissing the subject. “So.”

“So,” I echoed. She was staring at me again. “You want to hear.” I said, “why I’m here, in America. In Danbury.”

“You’re cute,” Pandy interrupted me. “Do you know that?” She had been studying at me as if to try and comprehend who I really was, by sight alone, or gauge my character and honesty by my face rather than my words. Or perhaps, I thought, she was just trying to give the impression of doing so, by thrusting her head forwards a little and lowering her eyebrows. I’d seen this look before on the face of a doctor to whom my parents sent me when I was 18 and a tearaway, very disobedient and, as we say, niekontaktowy, uncommunicative. The doctor’s expression said, I can see right through you, so you’d better not lie.

“So you were working at a summer camp? How did your English get to be so good?”

I began to explain about my studies, both at school and later, at university, but she cut me off.

“Tell me later. What happened to summer camp? You didn’t like it?”

Since childhood I have had a compulsion to tell the truth, to see where it gets me. I was afraid that Pandy, with her psychic stare, could read this too in my eyes.

“You can tell me,” she said.

“My friend ran away with my money.”

“Hunh,” she said, still gazing through me. “Some friend.”

“I knew him since we were teenagers.” Since we were teenagers in trouble, as it happened. But of course that was no reason to trust Maciej. He’d been in jail, for being a thief (or as Maciej would say, for being caught). Not even my parents knew it. I was the guardian of Maciej’s secrets. In fact I was beginning to suspect it was my role in life, to guard people’s secrets. “He met a girl at the camp,” I explained.

“One of the counselors?”

“No.”

“One of the campers? And they ran away? Didn’t he have money of his own?”

“He lied to me. He said his parents gave him money for America, but they didn’t.”

“So he took yours. Well, don’t look to me for any loans, because I’m broke. I’m out of work, out of a fiancé, and generally bummed out. Get it?”

“But you do want a personal assistant?

“Sure. Ever a carry a gun?”

“I’m sorry?”

“A gun. A pistol. Ever use one? It’s okay, I’ll teach you. In my family, we all know how to shoot. You want to know why? Because we’re Mafia. My father’s brother, he’s Mafia. Ever heard of Jack Cabrini?”

“The actor?”

Pandora’s smile gleamed hotly. Name recognition in darkest Poland.

“He’s in the Mafia?” I said.

“Don’t you listen? I said my father’s brother. Jack is my father.”

“Okay.” My mind was turning. “And…”

“Yes?”

“That means…”

“I’m Carla’s sister, yes.” It must have showed in my eyes as clearly as if I was the ticker-tape machine in Times Square: Carla Cabrini, the perpetual starlet who had won an Oscar by what was generally agreed to be a historic failure of judgement, even in an unusually weak field, had been the girl on the poster above every drooling Polish teenager’s bed for the past ten years. Pandy read my ticker-tape headline with sardonic patience. “But you don’t get to meet her just because you work for me. Capeesh?”

Capeesh? I was a big Hollywood fan and I had heard this word used by gangsters in the movies. Did people use it in everyday life? Then again, I was beginning to wonder whether the woman sitting opposite me inhabited everyday life.

“Would it be all right if I didn’t carry a gun?” I said.

She looked away. “There’s a man who says he wants to hurt me,” she said.

“He wants to hurt you? Who is he?”

She said nothing. Finally she looked back at me. “He was my personal assistant. André. He was a very bad personal assistant. And now he thinks I’m going to pay him.”

Everything she said made me more appalled by the very idea of working for this woman, and at the same time more intoxicated by the prospect. I’d been in America less than three weeks and if I played my cards right I was going to get to know a family of Hollywood Mafiosi.

I pictured my friend with his teenage runaway, watching TV in an ugly motel room. Maybe watching a movie with Jack Cabrini in it. Now who’s getting the last laugh, Maciej?

 “Could you tell me what my duties would be, in this job?” I said.

“No. I haven’t decided whether I like you or not. I don’t know if I’m going to hire you.”

“I’d like to work for you.”

“What makes you think that? You think you’ll get to meet Carla? I already told you, that’s not going to happen. Carla and I don’t get along.”

“I’m a reliable person,” I said. “I can follow orders. I’m good at writing letters. I can cook. What kind of food do you prefer?”

“Do you like dogs?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” She was staring hard at me again. I was struggling to follow her line of thought. “You don’t mean, do I like to eat dogs?”

“What, are you crazy?”

“No, I just thought… when you said…”

“You’re going to eat my dogs?”

“No no. Some people, though. For instance, the Chinese. They eat dogs.”

“Do I look Chinese to you?”

I shook my head. Pandy was breathing heavily now. She looked upset.

“I don’t need anyone that will harm my dogs.”

“I would never harm your dogs.”

Tears filled her eyes. “The guy who’s chasing me. He tortured my dogs.”

“I’m sorry. That’s very bad.”

A pause ensued, and I watched her get herself under control.

“Can you drive?” she said.

I nodded.

“Let’s go. I need for you to meet my dogs, before we do anything else. If they don’t like you, I don’t hire you.”

I was about to say that was fine, but Pandy was already on her feet and a set of car keys had landed noisily on the table in front of me.

“You want me to drive?” I said.

“No, you can just sit in the passenger seat and hold the keys. Of course I want you to drive. I had half a bottle of red wine and three Percodan before I came out. Should I be on the road?”

“No,” I said.

“So drive, dummy.”

IN THE CAR, a Lexus, very luxurious but dirty and full of dog hairs and all kinds of toys (some were for humans, but at first sight I thought they were all for dogs), Pandy wrote out for me a set of directions to reach her house. In case she fell asleep, she said. As it turned out, there was no danger of this, since she talked during the entire journey. But I kept my eye on the instructions, because she was crying a lot of the time and was caught up in the stories she was telling me, and took no interest in the route. This was possibly a good thing, because while in all honesty I have many qualities that make me a very good personal assistant (patience, hard work, intelligence, to name only three), navigation is not one of my aptitudes. Also Italian cooking is one of my special abilities. But it wasn’t much use while trying to get from Danbury, Connecticut, where Pandy liked to come for the Starbucks, to Wappingers Falls, New York, where she lived.

Later I discovered that this drive should take 46 minutes, according to a website where I looked it up, but I know we took more than two hours, and Pandy never seemed to notice. She never once complained or asked where we were. Exits from motorways are my biggest fear, and when we came for the second time to where a signpost said, Sodom, 3 miles, which was not mentioned on Pandy’s directions, I knew we had gone in a circle. I still don’t understand how anyone could name a town Sodom, or choose to live there. When I looked up this too on Pandy’s computer I found that there are two towns called Sodom in New York. Sometimes I lie awake trying to imagine a town meeting where someone stands up and says, “I propose to call this town Sodom,” and the other people look at each other, nodding thoughtfully, as if to say, “Yes, that sounds good.” This is when I realize I will never understand America.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

We were still in the town of Danbury, Connecticut, and I was looking from side to side for a sign to Route 84, as Pandy had written for me, when I saw that she was crying.

“I can’t believe that asshole,” she began. “God! And his friends. They’re the worst. If you ever think of getting married, André, make sure you check out her friends. Because you’re marrying them too, you know.”

“It’s Adam,” I said.

“Hunh?”

“You said André. I’m Adam.”

“Can you believe what they did? All I said was... I just asked if they thought maybe Jason was gay. Wouldn’t you want to know that? Before you married someone? It never entered my mind about the guy, until he kept asking for blow-jobs all the time. I mean, so what, right? No big deal. But what if he’s gay, and he just wants a wife to make him look straight? You can’t be too careful, that what my Daddy says. So of course they go and tell him that I asked if he was gay and he goes crazy, calling me all kinds of names, calling me a bitch–––a bitch! when I’m the one who’s been taking care of him all the time. What an asshole! I can’t believe I was stupid enough to fall for a dentist.”

“He’s a dentist?”

“Hunh?”

“Your boyfriend’s a dentist?”

“Don’t you listen? He’s not my boyfriend. You better learn how to listen. You know what really kills me? I never had someone break up with me before I broke up with them. I know, you don’t believe it, but it’s true. Jesus–––how could I fall for a dentist? Do I look like someone who could be married to a dentist? Do I? God, god, god!” She was hitting the leather surface above the dashboard with alarming violence. “I hate it that he broke up with me. Does that make me a really shallow person? Do you despise me?”

“Of course not.”

“A dentist. I know, I must have been crazy. He’s a nice-looking guy and all. He's from Boston. D'you know Boston? It's pretty nice. I could live in Boston. And he’s clean. You know how they are, dentists. They have to keep clean. A little too clean, if you ask me. He was always complaining about my house. But if you have dogs, what are you going to do? Get them to gargle with mouthwash and put on little white coats and go around with masks over their faces all day? I guess dogs and dentists don’t really go together. They didn’t like him much. A little at first, maybe. Then they got wise to him, the way he was always pawing at me as soon as we got in the door. They didn’t like that. What do you think?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Dogs and dentists? You think they go together? I can tell you now, they don’t.”

“I suppose not,” I said. “What do you do for a living?”

“What makes you think I do anything? You know what? I still think a dentist is a good idea. He goes out, he’s out all day, he comes back nice and clean and there’s no way you’re going to have to hear about his day. There’s no way you’re going to say, Oh and how was little Wanda’s molar, or, Did you fix the police sergeant’s front teeth? It’s just going to be, like, Good day at the office, dear? Nobody died under anaesthetic? Nobody bit you? Good. Now where shall we go for dinner? These guys earn good money. Daddy thought it was a good idea. Somebody totally, totally away from the business. That’s show business. If you’re in show business, you call it the business.” She brooded for a moment. “That’s why dentists marry their dental technician, so they can talk about little Wanda’s molar when they go home. But not me, buster. What was I thinking? I must have been crazy to date this guy. He never met my Daddy, that’s one good thing. Because he really really wanted to. And he wanted to meet Jack Nicholson more than anything. Jack Nicholson’s a friend of my Daddy’s. You wouldn’t believe how many people want to get close to me just to meet my family.” She was silent for a longer time, and I was afraid she might ask me where we were, on the road from Danbury, Connecticut to Wappingers Falls, New York. Instead she said, “I’m a writer,” in a modest tone, as if she’d been longing to say it.

“Yes? What kind of thing do you write?”

“Movies.”

“Have I seen them? I see a lot of Hollywood movies.”

“Probably. But not with my name on them. I write scripts that other people steal and make into movies.”

“That’s very bad.”

“You got that right.”

We drove for a while, as she fetched some more tissues from her bag.

“Can’t you sue them?” I said.

“Bet your ass I can. I’ve got a lawsuit going right now.”

I glanced at Pandora as she dabbed at her eyes. I’d only known her an hour and I felt as if I was in a movie myself. Lost Near Sodom, I could call it. I was beginning to wonder if she’d written this entire scenario, every part of it, Hollywood, Mafia and all, in her head. The Boston dentist I believed. That had the ring of truth. But the rest? Perhaps she was simply a beautiful nutcase.

WHEN WE FINALLY drew up outside her house, a wide one-story building that she said was called a ranch-style home, she told me I’d done a good job of the driving and she was beginning to feel that she could trust me, and that this was a good start, but that as she’d warned me the final decision was in the hands of her dogs, especially, her German Shepherd, Kapitan.


“Kappy knows shit from sugar, believe me. He doesn’t take to many people,” Pandy said as we walked to the front door. “I had this idea once, I should be on a reality TV show where all kinds of men want to marry me but they have to get past Kappy first. Kind of a cross between ‘The Bachelor’ and ‘Survivor.’ Because that would be real reality TV. I mean, that is my life.” Furious barking came from behind the door. “Ready?”


I had never met a dog that didn’t like me.


There has to be a first time, of course. I knew that.


But this wasn’t it. Kappy loved me on sight and, as he licked my face, I saw Pandora walk off along a huge, wide corridor, looking faintly piqued.


“They don’t know you’re staying here,” she called. “We’ll see how they like you in the morning.”


If Kappy did indeed know shit from sugar, I could see at least one reason why he might like me. There were a good many turds immediately visible on the floor of this “ranch-style home” (did they come with the territory?), some of them covered with a tissue, some not, and I fancy Kappy and the other dogs were glad to welcome the arrival of someone who looked as if he might be a dogshit removal man. The others were all enthusiastic about me too, even the chow, whose name was Ginger, usually shortened to Ginge, and who struck me as a nastier piece of work than Kapitan. There was also a very small creature with very long hair, like an enormous centipede, and, as I learned later, a frightened whippet who hid under Pandora’s bed. The whippet’s name was Mick, or Midge, or something along those lines, I never discovered for certain. 


Eager to impress, I began cleaning up the mess, tidying the immense sitting room, and washing dishes. I have always found this to be peaceful work. No matter how scatty my employer was, I preferred it to my summer camp task of supervising the outdoor recreation of ten to twelve-year-olds, who were only interested in their own gossip and video games and listening to their music. (There were older campers there too, as Maciej swiftly discovered, including the Alison with whom he disappeared. “She is mature for her age, Adam,” Maciej had confided in me, although he didn’t say what this age was, and perhaps he didn’t know. “She’s a little devil. You wouldn’t believe how mature.”) 


Showered, her make-up removed and wearing an attractive house-coat, Pandy made noises of astonishment at my progress in cleaning the house. All I did was apply the disinfectant materials to be found under the kitchen sink (I liked particularly the one called Windex), for which I had André to thank, perhaps, or one of his predecessors, but Pandy greeted the results as if they owed their magic to some ancient spell unknown to her, and I were a Polish shaman. “Oh, Adam! I’ve never seen it look so clean. Oh, thank you, thank you! You’re a miracle-worker!” All the time that she was saying this I saw her eyes look round the kitchen with purposefulness as well as delight, until they located the unfinished bottle of red wine, which I had carefully left visible.

 It was true that I had been particularly quick and industrious. I had also noted, while cleaning the prairie expanses of the sitting room, the framed photographs which confirmed that Pandora was indeed a Cabrini, and was familiar with many of the show business personalities whose names she dropped. I kept composing letters to Maciej about it, in my mind. (I wanted him to know my good fortune; on the other hand I didn’t want him to share it, since he was much better at pushing himself forward than I was, and I wanted this to be my adventure.) My biggest secret–––I was afraid of being laughed at for it, and only Maciej knew–––was that I had always dreamed of being an actor. And here I was, so close (could it be true that Pandy and Carla hated each other?–––there was no sign of it in the photographs where they laughed together, and together cast adoring glances at their father–––or did Pandy just tell me that so that I wouldn’t only see her as a conduit to her sister?), so close! It was a sign, the one I’d been waiting for. How could it not be a sign?

It was hard to keep my excitement and my curiosity under control. But I knew that the clever path here was not to show my hand, but to pretend to be ignorant about and even indifferent to Hollywood, so that Pandy wouldn’t think I was another fellow who “wanted to get close to her just to meet her family.” Indeed I had not yet officially been hired (how innocent I was in those early days!), and I had decided to bide my time as long as necessary.

LEAVING ME TO bring her some supper on a tray, Pandy had retired to bed with the red wine.

I found myself thinking back over our conversation at Starbucks, while I made the food, and it occurred to me that perhaps the André who was my predecessor was in fact an Andrzej. I had found Pandora’s advertisement, seeking a personal assistant who could cook and clean, on a website frequented by Poles, but it hadn’t occurred to me that her search would be focussed on a single nationality. “Pandora,” I asked as I delivered the tray to her bedside, and began to restore to her bed some of the many pillows that littered the floor. “This man who’s stalking you. Is he Polish?”

“Duh,” she said, and stared dully at the food.

“I’m sorry?”

“Of course he is. I only hire Poles.”

“Why?”

“How d’you mean, why? Doesn’t everybody?”

“Everybody hires Poles?”

“Sure. The last few years.”

“Why Poles?”

“I don’t know. Just a fashion, I guess. Why not?”

“We’re not so expensive, is that what it is?”

She paused, examining me. “Okay, so that’s how you look when you’re pissed.”

“What?”

“Kind of haughty. What is it? You don’t like being in fashion? Europeans are always in fashion. I wanted a Russian, but everybody told me they were crazy.”

“That’s true.”

“It is?”

“Yes. Russians are crazy.”

“There, you see? Now you look happy again.”

“How many Poles have you hired?”

“I don’t know. Maybe a hundred.”

“A hundred? You’ve had a hundred personal assistants?”

“Okay, maybe ten.”

“You think ten? Maybe more?”

“I don’t know, Adam. I don’t keep count.”

“In how long? How many in the last two years? You’ve had maybe more than ten personal assistants in that time?”

“In two years? A lot more than ten, that’s for sure.”

“What happened to them all, Pandora?”

“They screwed up, Adam. Isn’t that what usually happens to make a person lose their job? They screw up.”

“Okay, don’t get excited.”

“I’m not the one getting excited. You’re getting all excited about how many personal assistants I’ve had.”

“Okay, forget it.”

“Go and ask Jack Nicholson how many personal assistants he’s had. Go ask Angelina Jolie.”

“If you say so.”

“Go ask them.”

“You think they’ve had more than ten personal assistants in the last two years?”

“At least.”

“Were they all Polish?”

She threw a pillow at me.

While she ate, I unpacked my rucksack–––I was learning to call it a backpack–––and explored a little, accompanied at all times by three of the dogs (Midge the whippet had not yet emerged from under Pandy’s bed). When I went to fetch the tray from her boudoir, as she called it, I was pleased to see that every scrap of food had been finished and the plates cleaned. As yet I was unaware that the best eater in the room was under the bed and not on it.

“Did you like the meal?” I asked

“It was okay.” She gazed at me. “Look, this has been a very, very bad day.”

“I understand.”

“Tell me something. This summer camp of yours. Didn’t they pay you?” I nodded. “They did? But not very much, hunh. I bet not. Don’t get the wrong idea, Adam. I don’t pay very much either.” I nodded. “So what I want to know is, why did you leave the summer camp? You got into trouble too, right? Like your friend.”

“No. You can ask them.”

She studied me.

“The reason I left,” I explained, “was as I told you. Maciej took my money. The money I had, to travel and see America, when the camp was over.”

“I know who you are, Adam.”

“You do?”

“You pretend you’re a little innocent angel. But you’re not.”

“Okay.”

Whether she was right or not, I preferred this idea.

“I bet when you were doing bad things back in Poland, when you were a kid, you were just as bad as your friend Maciej.” She echoed my pronunciation, “Matchy,” without the hesitation most Americans employed. Perhaps she really had employed dozens of Poles. “I bet half the bad things were your idea, weren’t they?”

“Maybe.”

“I’m going to sleep now, Adam. When you tuck Bidge in for the night, tell her Mummy’s been working very hard and gone bye-bye. Tell her Mummy loves her very much.”

Bidge? Who was Bidge? One of the dogs?

“Which one is Bidge?” I asked.

She stared at me for a long time, as if somehow hoping the moment would go away, and then suddenly shook her head quite violently, in horror.

“Oh my God. She’s–––you didn’t meet Bidge. Oh my God, Adam, she’s at Quincy’s. She’s over at my friend Quincy’s. Oh, Adam, how could you let me get so drunk?”

“Who’s Bidge?”

But now Pandy was crying too hard to answer.

“YOU’RE THE NEW guy?”

“I’m the new guy. I’m Adam.”

“Mommy forgot me, right?”

“How could you think that?

“You’re Polish, aren’t you?”

“I wonder how you guessed.”

“I guessed because you’re a bad liar. All Polish people are bad liars. Promise you won’t lie to me ever again.”

“I promise.”

“You’re Polish all right.”

Bidge was nine years old, unnervingly pretty, with dark hair and wide-set eyes. Like her mother, she was much less confident than she appeared on the surface. Her name was Beatrice, pronounced ‘Bidges’, “like in the Royal Family,” she explained, and often shortened to Bidge. Pandy had apparently seen a television interview with the British Royal Family, one of whom had a daughter called Beatrice and kept referring to her as “Bidges”. As a joke, Pandy had started addressing her own Beatrice this way, and the name stuck, with variations that included Bidgy and Bidgy-boo. I had the feeling that what Pandy liked best about it wasn’t just the Royal connection but the fact that Bidge! could sound like Bitch! when Pandy wanted it to. 

“He’s not around,” was all Bidge said when I asked about her father, of whom all Pandy would tell me was that there were things I didn’t need to know in order to do my job.

Nonetheless, taking care of Bidge turned out to be a substantial part of my personal assistant’s role. Looking at her, I couldn’t help seeing a child who was used to seeing substitute fathers come and go on a monthly basis, if not more often. Bidge herself introduced me to the line of succession, which she appeared to know off by heart, along with their duration in residence (“Bogumil–––he didn’t even last a day,” or, “Stan, I liked him, he lasted three weeks–––I think he was in love with Pandy”), much as people interested in history learned the names and dates of the mediaeval kings of Poland. In fact there were several Stanislaws, enough to make them Stan “I through III,” as Bidge put it. 

“How long d’you think I’ll last?” I asked Bidge as I tucked her in, along with the long-haired centipede, Bidge’s favourite dog. I’d picked up her toys while she recited the roll call of my predecessors, or as many as she could recall (“I know there’s more but that’s the ones I can remember”). She looked at me very seriously. “You’re young,” she said at last. “And you’re our first Adam. Maybe we’ll keep you.”

IN THE NEXT few days, while I tried to figure out the routine in the Cabrini household, I began to come to the conclusion that there was no such thing. Once I’d made breakfast and delivered Bidge to school, to which she only consented when she was “sick of being home,” I washed up the dishes and ushered the dogs, all except for the uncooperative whippet, into the yard, as I learned to call the garden. Their turds were harder to gather up from the yard than from indoors, but at least the smell took the opportunity to circulate. Then I was at Pandora’s disposal.


Sometimes she would emerge from her bedroom to announce that we were going shopping, after which I might not see her for four or five hours. Or she might invite me into her bedroom for a “chat,” which might involve confidences about her life or enquiries about mine, or an opportunity to listen to a conversation with friends or family in Los Angeles, to whom she would praise my abilities, and my looks, extravagantly. “No-one cleans a counter like Adam,” she would say. “He does the oven, too, can you believe that? He even cleans inside the cupboards.” (On other occasions she would follow me around the house while I was cleaning, pointing out spots I’d missed and clucking over my “lack of professionalism.”)  Sometimes she rose only in the afternoon, and might mutter, if she said anything at all, that she’d been “riding” (writing, I took it), which left me with the impression that writing brought about much the same hangover as vodka, of which there were numerous bottles under her bed, along with the whippet.


“Quit staring,” she would say. Pandy’s beauty was not of the fragile kind that looks touchingly sullen when disarrayed, like a bruised flower; her large features looked alarmingly feral on days like these, and her magnificent black hair turned into a wig someone might wear to play a witch. I was sorry to see it, and I must have let this show. “Keep out of my way,” she would growl, clutching a carton of orange juice to her dressing-gown as she reeled back down the corridor. On other days she was up at dawn announcing our imminent departure for an important meeting in Manhattan. As the hours, and frequently the rest of the day, went by, I couldn’t gauge whether there never had been a meeting or whether its very importance was too much for her. She really was a writer, or at any rate her name was on at least one script, which she threw onto my bed, saying, “Can you read English?”


At first my mind didn’t connect her action with her words, and I thought I must have failed to carry out one of the commands she sometimes wrote on a scrap of paper in the middle of the night, and left on the sitting room sofa or a similar place. Rather to my surprise, the script, a kind of science fiction sex romp, was funny, zany (this was less surprising) and, I thought, rather original. Even the title, Saturnalia in Space, seemed like a winner to me. “You think?” she said, pleased, when I told her. “I was going to call it Blowjobs on Mars, but now that only reminds me of that asshole dentist. Is it a better title, d’you think? You decide.”


At first I put down her erratic behaviour to the break-up with the dentist, especially since I was regularly called to Pandy’s boudoir to review its history, and the history of numerous recent relationships, while Pandy wept, took my hand, and implored me to tell her whether she was not in fact a selfish, worthless individual, a moody bitch, a spoilt child, and an unfit mother. She described herself so well that it was hard not to reply that at least she didn’t lack for self-knowledge. Yet there were times, too, when she was an endearing, if bossy friend, and would sit me down and insist on hearing all about my life, as she put it; she would cluck like an older sister over my misadventures and unrequited loves, and tell me over and over that I had charm and good looks and would go far. I would be a movie star, she snapped her fingers, “just like that,” and as soon as her father saw me he would organize my career. Her enormous dark eyes would fix on mine in a way that reminded me both of her famous sister and her father, and when she did this I would feel as if the entire Motion Picture Academy had united to flatter and celebrate me. Even if it was as close to an Oscar as I ever got, the Cabrini stare was something I knew I would never forget.


Ten minutes later she would scream my name from the sitting room, raging that she had found in the trash an all-important letter from her publisher which I had evidently balled up in a fit of envious pique, having had the temerity to read her private correspondence, and brazenly thrown into the litter basket. I was fired, told to scram and get the hell out of her house and her life.


I learned to retired to my room and make a semblance of packing while waiting for her to peep in at the door. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” was all she would say. “I’m supposed to be at the hairdresser’s at two.”

I began to understand that “You’re fired,” was just like a line from a joke to her, whether she said it lightly or in anger, and that I didn’t need to go and pack, in order for her to have to come and show me that she’d changed her mind. In fact I wondered sometimes what she would find to do or say if she really wanted me to leave. Gradually I realized that this would never happen, because when she became too demanding or crazy and I would say, “Perhaps I shouldn’t work for you, then,” Pandy immediately became anxious and started to tell me how I was the best assistant she’d ever had, patient and efficient and the best Windex operator in the world, and how helpless she would be without me. Her previous assistants, I decided, must all of have left of their own accord rather than been dismissed. Perhaps the same was true of her boyfriends, despite what she’d told me when we were driving back from Danbury.


After I’d been with Pandy for four days and only been fired twice (possibly three times, but she was shouting in her room behind a closed door and I couldn’t hear everything she said) I plucked up the courage to ask her if I could phone my parents in Poland, because they would worry if they didn’t hear from me. I asked if she could deduct the cost of the call from my wages. I hoped this was also a way of reminding her that we hadn’t discussed wages yet. At times like this I missed Maciej, who would have an idea of what I should ask to be paid.


Because I thought Pandy might know a little more Polish than she admitted (“Oh my God, are you kidding? Not a word,” was what she’d said), I said only good things about her and the household. I wasn’t sure whether to mention the show business connection to my mother and father, but I did anyway, thinking that if the nice future came true for me that Pandy often talked about, they should be prepared. My parents are old-fashioned, especially my father, but I knew my mother would be pleased.


Nothing my parents said surprised me–––they were happy to hear from me, and didn’t seem to mind that I’d parted company from the summer camp and Maciej (especially not that I’d parted from Maciej) so long as I was in one place, safe and earning money–––but my own reaction to the phone call was unexpected. Hearing my parents’ voices made me tearful, not so much because I realized how much I missed them and how far away they were as because I was aware how distant I had been from anyone I could recognize as myself. When the call ended and Pandy found me wiping away tears on the sitting room sofa she came and sat next to me and put her arms around me and, like a true friend, said nothing, since I’m sure she supposed that it was homesickness that had upset me. In truth I was suddenly Adam again, just by speaking to my parents, and this was difficult to handle; I wasn’t sure who I had been since arriving in America but it was somebody pretending very hard to be at home and refusing to admit to himself that he wasn’t.

The exception was one time when Pandy came into the kitchen and I had been preparing food for Bidge. My cover, as Pandy would say, was blown, and I was Adam from Poznan standing in the kitchen in Wappingers Falls, New York. “What’s that?” Pandy had asked, pointing at the sandwich I had made for her daughter. I told her it was a cheese sandwich. “A cheese sandwich? Are you kidding me? Don’t you have sandwiches in Poland?” “Certainly,” I said. “And this is what you call a sandwich? I’ll show you a sandwich.” For the first time in America I felt humiliated; I felt like what I was, a boy from a poor country. When my mother made a sandwich, most of the nutrition (almost all of it, really) was in the thick slices of bread, with maybe a thin slice of cheese–––this was what I had made for Bidge–––to give some taste, or at least some variety to the taste of the bread. A Pandy sandwich, full of lettuce and mayonnaise  and tomato, or jelly and peanut butter and chocolate spread, looked to me like the sandwich somebody might prepare for Louis XIV when he left Versailles and went fishing for the afternoon. If Ali Baba’s cave had been full of sandwiches, this is what they would have looked like. Bidge received hers without comment, took a bite or two and fed the rest to the centipede; to me her sandwich was what an earthling might present to a visitor from outer space, as tribute, as an example of earth’s treasury.
Later, on the day of the first phone call to my parents, Pandy came to my room. Living with Pandy I was losing track of the time and the days of the week, since neither the clock nor the calendar held any control over her life, but I remember that our conversation took place on that particular day because Pandy had the telephone in her hand and I felt sure she was going to say something about my call to Poland and that I’d talked for too long, but instead she said, “Do you do accents?”

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I don’t understand.”

“Accents, dummy. Can you do an accent? Like a Russian accent, say?”

“I can do a Russian accent in Polish.”

“Yeah well that’s no good to me. I’m asking if you can do a Russian accent. Like, speak English with a Russian accent.”

“I don’t know. I never tried before.”

“Well, try now.”

“Maybe later. I need to go now to collect Bidge.”

“I’m asking you to try now. I want to hear your Russian accent.”

“What shall I say?”

“Say, I’m a famous movie director and I need a lion cub for my next film.”

I said it, but it didn’t sound very Russian to me. It just sounded very Polish, as I was my father trying to speak in English. But Pandy seemed satisfied.

“Okay,” she said, “I need you to say that. Just the way you did it now. Come on. Wouldn’t you like to be a Russian movie director? Here’s the phone number. Say you’re a famous movie director, and–––“

“Pandy, you know how Bidge gets when I’m late collecting her from school. You said yourself it’s dangerous for her to walk home by herself.”

“Bullcrap. When did I say that?”

“You said, you know, that… you said Andrzej might be out there to try to kidnap her.” 

She let me go.


But to my surprise the lion cubs were real–––Pandora had tracked down a number of possible sources in different parts of the country––––and she was really trying to acquire one, using the Russian film director disguise which she had devised in order to circumvent the problem of the license required by law to own such an animal. Pandy’s idea was that the seller would be so intrigued by the promise of a movie credit that he or she would forget about the license. In this regard she was quite wrong. As soon as I went into my Russian film director routine, the seller would listen patiently and then say, “You got a license, Mr Baryshniknov?”–––I knew it was foolish to use the name of the famous dancer, but it was out of my mouth before I knew what I was saying–––"You gotta have a license." "Of course I have license," I would say with a sinking heart. “Bring it,” the seller would say, unimpressed.

I explained to Pandy that her idea wasn’t working, but she went on believing that the power of the word “movie” would sooner or later work its magic. And she had a long list of people with a lion cub to sell, most of them in remote rural places, I took it, judging by the strange accents and the harsh voices of the people who answered the phone, as well by the amount of time it took them to answer it. Sitting in Pandora’s ‘ranch-style’ home in what looked like American suburbia to me (“We call it ex-urban, Adam,” Pandy explained to me, “what you’re seeing here is rural sprawl”), I had visions of a fierce, hidden America where cratered tracks led off the road, into the hills. They brought you to a world of rusting cars, tumbletown cabins and strange, exotic pets, ruled over by the Stars and Stripes. 


“Adam, would you like to try that phone call again?


It drove me crazy, the way she would issue requests as though they required not only my consent–––“Would you like to clean the windows today?”–––but a confession that I would enjoy carrying them out. When I finally insisted on being paid, I could see Pandy protesting that I had stayed with her for free and only done things I enjoyed doing.

If I ever did get paid. I wondered how many Poles without working permits, before my angry predecessor Andrzej and myself, she had persuaded to keep her house for her without payment. “Did you tell your parents you were working for me?” Pandy asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Was that wrong?”

“You told them you were working for me? Who gave you that idea?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Who said I hired you? Did I hire you?”

“No.”

“I asked you to come and meet the dogs. Since when did I hire you? Do you have a contract?”

“No.”

“I’m thinking about hiring you. All right? This is your audition. D’you understand that?”

“Okay.”


Then she would smile. “I’ll tell you one thing. You’re the cutest damn Pole I ever thought about hiring.”


Meanwhile the ‘film director’ phone calls continued.



“Do you have a license for a lion, Mr Brezhnev? I can’t sell you no lion cub without a license.”


As this impasse recurred, Pandy devised what she called Plan B, or the two-cub trick. I had initially taken her desire for a lion as a pet to be a passing folly, a wacky extension of both her passion for animals and her need to somehow match or outdo the rest of her family. Unlike so many of Pandora’s fleeting schemes, however, this one survived to grow into an obsession which was to come close to costing me my freedom, if not my life.


The two-cub trick went like this. Pandora would locate someone who did have a license to keep a lion–––a zoo, say, or an animal sanctuary–––and she would offer to sponsor a pair of cubs. In other words, to purchase the lion cubs for the zoo or sanctuary; and not only to purchase them but to provide for their transport. It took time finding an institution who currently required two lion cubs, and who also would let us bring the lion cubs to them.  Mercifully I was now no longer a Russian movie-maker but simply the personal assistant to Pandora Cabrini, distinguished Hollywood relative and  screenwriter. I discovered that anyone who wanted some lion cubs was likely to be willing to collect them, unless the cubs were several hundred miles away–––in which case they were delighted to have Ms Cabrini save them the traveling expenses. “We’re in business, Adam,” Pandy declared when I had found her a seller in Minnesota with two young cubs for sale and a purchaser in Massachusetts with a license to own them. Now all we had to do, she explained, was collect the cubs in Minnesota, drop one of them off at her house and deliver the other one in Massachusetts along with the explanation that the missing cub had died mysteriously en route and been buried, for hygiene’s sake, in a dumpster off the highway. “Is that a plan, or what?” Pandy asked


It was a plan, I agreed, though if she were ever to try and put it into action (and I never believed she would) I hoped that by the time Pandora was found to have a growing lion prowling, or sprawling, in her corner of New York’s rural sprawl, I would be back in Poland, or in Los Angeles, on my way to becoming the new Leonardo di Caprio–––words deriving not only from my fantasies but from the lips of Jack Cabrini himself.

“YOU GETTING PAID, kid?”


These were the first words Jack Cabrini addressed to me, the weekend he and the divine Claudia came to visit Pandy. (I had been cleaning the house, under Pandora’s anxious gaze, for most of the previous two days.) After lunch–––pasta with my own home-made pesto–––Pandy’s father drew me aside on the heavily disinfected patio.


“Paid?”


“Yeah, paid. By Pandy. You’re the new assistant, right?”


I nodded. Pandy had insisted that I rent a chef’s white hat and serve the meal in an apron, and I wasn’t sure whether her father had thought I was a caterer.


“Has she paid you?”


“Not so far, Mr Cabrini.”


“Jack. Nobody calls me Mr Cabrini. Even bellhops call me Jack. Total strangers call me Jack. I go into a restaurant, ‘How ya doin’, Jack?’ It’s crazy. I’m everybody’s property.”


“You’re everybody’s family.” I heard myself say, adding, “Jack,” under the fierce Cabrini stare.


“Hey,” he called, then repeated it, louder, to get everyone’s attention, “hey! You hear what the kid said?”


“Adam, Daddy,” Pandy put in. “His name’s Adam.”


“He said I’m everybody’s family! This is a smart kid. What did you say your name was?”


And he took me aside, opening a magnetic billfold and peeling off bills whose denomination I was too nervous to look at. Besides, what I now held in my hand were Jack Cabrini’s own personal dollars, whose value had nothing to do with the number on them. “Jack Cabrini gave it to me from his billfold,” I would say in Poznan, casually disclosing a banknote.


“This hold you?” he said. “I know Pandy’s not flush right now. She needs to sell that screenplay, Saturday In Space. Are you good with that stuff? Plot, dialogue? Can you help her with that?”


“I can try.”


“Can you act? Pandy says you do a mean Russian accent. Is there a part for a young Russian guy in the movie? Hell, you could put one in the story, couldn’t you? Russians In Space–––that sounds better already. Let me look at you. Turn this way. Now look over there, at Pandy. Sure–––you could be the new di Caprio. Why not?"

I know what you’re saying when you read this. You’re thinking, Adam, how could you be such an idiot, to believe this man telling you can be the next Hollywood star, when all he wants is for you to look after his neurotic younger daughter, and stick around for a bit, if necessary with stardust in your eyes? Jack the film star will say anything. What does he care? If this kid is a starstruck young fool, Jack is thinking, that’s his problem.


I know. But didn’t Leonardo di Caprio have the same foolish hopes when he was starting out, wondering if he was an idiot to dream of being the next Marlon Brando or the next James Dean? I did feel stupid, but at the same time I said to myself that it will happen to somebody, this success, so why not to me?
I SOON DISCOVERED that the reason for this family reunion was professional rather than sentimental. Claudia Cabrini was visiting Manhattan to talk to the director of a new stage production of Chekhov’s play, The Seagull, in which she was considering whether to take a starring role. Or perhaps the director was considering whether to offer her the role. From the conversations I overheard, I thought it must be the first; but from Pandy’s comments, in private, it sounded more like the second. “Adam, I love her, but she’s just horribly too old for it. I bet they knew it the moment they saw her in the flesh, without the soft focus.” I knew the play, and had to admit that for Claudia, lovely as she was, to play Nina, the young girl who imagines herself to be a murdered seagull, was indeed “a stretch”, as her sister put it. “She could play the mother,” Pandy suggested in an innocent voice. “Pandy,” I said, “the mother is an actress who is losing her looks and also her middle-aged lover. I don’t think you should suggest it.” “Why not? It’s a good part. Hey, when you’re no longer an ingénue, face it and grab the big roles with both hands–––if you can.”


Jack was in attendance, it seemed, to lend weight to his daughter’s audition. (I couldn’t help picturing Jack standing smiling at the back of the auditorium with his arms folded and one of his brother’s big mafia men beside him, like in a Woody Allen film, while Claudia stood on stage saying, “I’m a seagull...”)


I couldn’t help seizing every opportunity to stare at both Jack and Claudia, trying to impress on myself that I was actually physically present in the same room, or on the same patio, as these people who had so far only been towering faces on a screen. I kept thinking I could surely see them in a new, human perspective now, as the ordinary, petty people they were, snapping at each other or laughing unkindly, and that I should be able to reduce their screen images to everyday size. Yet I couldn’t. Reality would not descend, to turn Jack Cabrini’s face into the face of a quite small man with a good many wrinkles and an embittered mouth, as though he spent his whole life stopping himself from punching people. It was Jack Cabrini’s face, it was a movie poster come alive, and nothing would change that, it seemed. I felt as if I’d been brainwashed, and programmed to see his face and Claudia’s as faces to be worshipped, and that ordinary common sense had no power over this. I could see that Claudia’s face had blemishes, but it made no difference to my sense of awe. In life, her mouth lacked definition, and trembled, especially when she was complaining, as she frequently did, about her father’s heartlessness and his insensitive comments. Like a bull being taunted by picadors, Jack would lower his head and clench his chewed-looking lips.
“In my family,” Pandy had explained before her father and sister arrived from Los Angeles, “everyone gets their slice of the cake. Daddy gets the big one, full of money and success, Mom gets the sad one,” divorced, her mother apparently lived with her dogs in a New York apartment, “Mark gets the bad one,” this was her brother, a struggling actor, “Claudia gets the pretty one, and guess what’s left for little Pandy?”


The crumbs? The candles? I wasn’t sure. The way Pandy was heading with her dogs and her broken affairs, it sounded as if she might be heading for what was left on Mom’s plate.


“I get to write it all,” she said, without emotion. “Last one writes it all down.”


“Do you get some cake, too?”


She thought about it. “I don’t know yet.”


During the family visit I was present at some noisy scenes. Pandy had clearly been trying to put me off the scent when she’d told me, just after we met, that she didn’t get along with her sister. They ganged together and pecked at their father like a pair of small birds attacking a larger one. The subject was always the same: why couldn’t the girls find a partner and settle down? And the cause was apparently identical for both of them. Jack had been too stern and strict when they were going up–––in the stories his daughters told, to his face, Jack neglected to show up for childhood landmarks or failed to come through with promised presents, and crushed their artistic hopes with a cruel remark–––and now the girls couldn’t form an attachment to an open-handed, caring man but kept looking for love where they’d always known it, in the lion’s jaws. 


No doubt it was all true, and perhaps God is a weary dramatist who hands out the same script to generation after generation, but it made you wonder why people didn’t shake their head and walk away in search of something new. Whatever it was that Claudia and Pandy wanted from their father–––belated tributes, apologies, confession, tears, humiliation?–––would these be satisfying if they ever finally obtained them? 


The climax of Jack and Claudia’s visit was a speaker-phone conference call bringing Mark and Mom to Wappingers Falls from other parts of the country, to discuss the recent death of one of Mom’s pets, and distribute the blame. Cabrini voices boomed through the house, weeping and accusing, and sent Bidge scurrying into her room to keep the sound out with loud music.

Wasn’t Bidge the “last one” now, I thought, who “got to write it all,” but might be free to write her own life her way and not theirs? Yet perhaps this too came with a price tag. She was disturbingly observant and aware, for a nine-year-old.


“Did Pandy come to your bedroom yet?” she asked, when I came to console her during the speaker-phone chorale. “You know, at night?”

I shook my head.

“That’s a good sign,” Bidge said.

“Why is it a good sign?”

She stared at me as if I were too dumb to live. Or maybe I was just Polish.

“She grades them from one to ten,” Bidge said. “Once we had an Australian and he got zero. Would you like to know why?”

“Not really.”

“He was dismembered.”

“He was what?”

“He was dismembered.”

“That sounds bad.”

She nodded.

“Do you know what it means,” I asked, “dismembered?” Bidge shook her head. “Well, it doesn’t sound very nice,  does it,” I said. “I don’t want to be dismembered.”

As regards Pandora coming to my bedroom, I wasn’t telling Bidge the whole truth. Her mother had come to visit me just as I was falling asleep, one night during my first week at Wappingers Falls. Pandy’s make-up was a bit messy, but not too messy, more as if she had wiped her hands across her eyes than as if she’d been crying. And later when I thought about it, I realised she hadn’t been wearing make-up at all during the day.

She needed comfort, Pandy said. It was the god damn dentist. He had got under her skin, god damn him to hell. Under her gums, I suggested, and she laughed and said she loved my Polish sense of humour. The dentist could va fa’n culo, she said, and when she asked me whether I understood what this meant I quickly told her that I did, because I didn’t want her to describe it to me. Could she snuggle up with me? she asked. She was feeling lonely and she needed a cuddle. I offered her my bed and said I would sleep on the couch, which was really only what Americans call a loveseat, for two people. But I am fairly short and I assured her that if I folded my knees towards my chest I would be quite comfortable.

When I said this, Pandy asked me if I was gay, and I assured her I wasn’t. She said she was always falling in love with metrosexuals–––this was a term to which she introduced me, meaning sensitive men who dressed and looked as if they were homosexuals, she said, but weren’t–––because many of them were nicer and kinder, and also prettier than heterosexuals. But some of them were as fussy about their appearance as her sister Claudia, Pandy said, who spent hours every day applying creams and lotions to her body, and this kind of metrosexual didn’t like to be touched unless everything was just so, not a hair out of place and cologne recently applied. Perhaps I was like that, she suggested. I didn’t think so, I said. I had never owned or applied cologne.

Well, she would curl up on the loveseat, she said, and wait until I was asleep and then jump on me to find out what I was made of.

Despite my protests, she fetched a blanket and lay down on the loveseat and pretended to sleep. I too lay very still in the bed and pretended to sleep. Eventually I must have fallen asleep by mistake, and when I woke up Pandy was gone, without jumping on me.

WHEN HER FATHER and sister left, Pandora went to bed for several days. I imagined that it was to try and deal with the fact that this family reunion had probably followed the same path as previous ones, without leading to a new level of understanding. This would always be distressing, I thought; I could remember when I first went to university and met many people like myself who could recognize in themselves nothing of what their parents wanted for them, and how this gave me hope–––I can’t think why–––that I could go home and explain myself to my family, for the first time. Perhaps it didn’t really give me hope, but it gave me the confidence to try, just by knowing that there were others like me. It was discouraging to find that my parents were just as unable to grasp who I was when I told them, as they had been previously, before I tried to explain things. I spent some time at Pandy’s bedside talking to her about this in the hope that it would be some comfort, but it seemed that vodka and orange juice was more use to her than my reminiscences.


While Pandy recovered from her family (and if they had been my family, with their shouting and accusing, I think I would have had to take time to recover too), I used some of the time when Bidge was in school to explore Wappingers Falls. The town itself has a few nice little stores, mainly for tourists, I imagine, and wealthy inhabitants looking for an expensive-looking present for somebody. I say “the town,” but it was really just a village, although on the telephone the correct answer to “What city are you in?” was, oddly, “Wappingers Falls”. At first, when asked what city I was in, I answered, “No city. I’m not in a city, I’m in the middle of the countryside and the nearest city is 46 minutes away.” The silence that followed this was similar to the silence that I imagine would have followed my saying, if I’d been asked for my name, “No name. I’m from another galaxy and we don’t have names there.” As I say, Wappingers Falls was really a village, like all the other nearby towns (I don’t know if they counted as cities too), each of them huddled around a single crossroads, from which stores radiated in all four directions for fifty metres or so, and then petered out into old, small, unloved-looking houses, since it seemed that only the very poorest New Yorkers, those who couldn’t afford half an acre of ground, were prepared to live in the ‘city.’


As regards the countryside around Wappingers Falls, there was not much to report, it was mostly broad and flat with fields and small patches of woodland, but to tell the truth I was not greatly interested in phenomena of nature at that time. After several weeks spent almost entirely with a 9-year-old girl and someone who I had discovered to be 34 (she told me this herself), several years older than my first guess, I was hoping for some company closer to my own age.


The active, busy part of the community seemed to be the shopping mall, which surprised me by featuring a live pianist playing a grand piano. Even at nine in the morning, when I went there after dropping Bidge off at her school,  looking for a cup of coffee and hoping to be allowed to drink it without the terrible flourishes of popular piano music from fifty years ago, the old man was already there in his black tailcoat and his white bowtie, playing away as if in a surrealist film, while sleepy, poorly dressed mothers shuffled past in search of distraction.


I hoped to see some girls whom I could approach with the questions I’d prepared about shopping or where the nearest movie theater was, but I saw only young teenagers–––some were perhaps only twelve–––who should have been in school. Unlike their mothers, they were carefully dressed and made up, like dolls. They were dressed like teenagers everywhere, the same in Poznan as in Wappingers Falls, but my impression was that they started earlier.


The second day, I drove to Danbury, hoping to have better luck at the Starbuck’s, following Maciej’s advice. In films the lonely young man always meets a girl, perhaps in an unexpected way rather than by sitting in a mall or a coffee shop, but he meets her all the same. Instead of seeing a girl I could approach, I heard my own name spoken aloud in a man’s voice and when I turned I saw that it was really me who was being addressed, and that it was one of the counsellors from the summer camp, who had recognised me. He had remembered my name and I felt that I should remember his, but I couldn’t. I asked him if he had any news of Maciej and Alison, but he didn’t. Afterwards I wished I’d said, if you ever meet or speak to Maciej again, don’t tell him where I am or that the job worked out, don’t say you saw and spoke to me or even that you ran into me. I had a feeling that if Jack Cabrini ever saw Maciej, who is taller than I am and (in my opinion) better-looking and has a swagger about him, Jack might decide that it was Maciej who could be the next Leonardo di Caprio.


I had a printout of a website map to guide me home, and this time I managed to avoid Sodom, but somehow I got lost all the same.


Pandora would always ask me whether I had met any girls, when I went out on my own, and she seemed to think that I was making assignations all the time, because I was so “cute,” and even that I was smuggling girls in and out of her house while she was asleep. One day she found a white sock in the folds of the sitting room sofa, which she insisted was mine and proved that I’d been up to no good on her sofa, and when I pointed out that the sock was too small to fit me Pandy insisted that it belonged not to Bidge but to one of the “sluts” that I had picked up at the mall. Then she lectured me about bringing girls home and fornicating on her sofa, where an innocent 9-year-old girl could walk by and see it, or indeed where she herself might come face to face with juvenile sex. As Pandora’s big dark eyes opened wide and her nostrils flared, making her large nose even more prominent, I could picture Jack Cabrini using similar words and fury to discourage his daughters from doing the same with boys.


That night, the night of the sock, Pandora came to my bedroom again, flustered and clearly aroused by more than anger over her desecrated sofa (which had surely seen worse).


“I know what’s the matter with you, Adam,” she said. “You’re a virgin.”


I assured her I was not.


“Don’t lie. I know a virgin when I see one.”


“I promise you I’m not a virgin. And only this afternoon you looked at me and you saw someone who had been fornicating on your sofa.”


“Okay, so I was wrong about that. The sock belongs to Bidge.”


“Good,” I said. “I’m glad that’s settled.”


“Now we have to sort you out.”


“How do you mean, sort me out?”


From the look on her face it was all too clear, unfortunately, what she meant.


“We have to sort out your virginity, Adam.”


“As I say, I’m not a virgin.”


“I say you are. A hundred bucks says you are.”


“This is crazy. I am not a virgin. And what do you mean by sorting it out? Just this afternoon you told me you didn’t want me bringing girls back to the house.”


“Are you being deliberately obtuse?”


“No. I’m not being deliberately obtuse.”


“Don’t you find me attractive?”


“Pandy, I’d–––”


“Is that the problem?”


“I really would rather not discuss that.”


“You don’t find me attractive? Is that it?”


“No, that’s not it.”


“You don’t find me attractive. You can say it.”


“I’m telling you, that’s not the issue.”


“It’s not the issue, hunh?”


At this point Pandy was sitting on my bed, dressed in a white towelling robe but fully made-up, and I was in my bed, under the bedclothes, in my pyjamas, reading a copy of New York magazine which, as if highlighting my plight, was largely concerned with the sex life of one hundred typical New York teenagers. Their apparent success rate in finding sex partners made me groan. I wondered what the results would have been if the magazine had polled Wappingers Falls (or Sodom, indeed).


“Did you say a hundred bucks?” I asked Pandy, seeing at last a possible distraction.”


“What?”


“You said a hundred bucks, if I’m not a virgin.”


“Make it a thousand. You’re a virgin. You think I don’t know virgins?”


“A hundred’s fine. So if I can prove to you that I’m not a virgin, you’ll give me a hundred dollars?”


“Sure.”


I was trying deperately to think of how I could prove it, and Pandy could see it in my face.


“You can’t do it, can you.”


“Would you accept the word of my girlfriend in Poland?”


“What girlfriend in Poland?” she mocked. “You told me all about your girlfriends. They wouldn’t put out. I’m quoting you, Adam. You said they wouldn’t put out.”


“No, I said–––”


“That makes you a virgin.”


“Wait a moment. I said that some of the girls wouldn’t sleep with anyone. Many of them. I explained to you, it’s still a Catholic nation–––”


“If you’re lying and you can’t come up with proof that you aren’t a virgin–––”


“Pandy, I am not a virgin.”


“Like I say, if you can’t come up with the proof, you give me a hundred bucks, okay? Out of your wages. Is that fair?”


“What wages? You haven’t given me any wages.”


“You think I don’t know how much Daddy gave you? That was all worked out beforehand, dummy. Daddy pays the bills round here.”


This was news to me.


“All of them?” I said.


“Sure. All of them.”


“Why do you let him pay the bills?”


“Don’t change the subject.”


“No, I’m curious. You’re a grown-up person. Why do you let your father pay your bills?”


“You’re trying to change the subject, Adam–––”


“You know, I hear you complain that he treats you like a litte girl–––”


“You’re trying to avoid admitting that you–––”


“But you let him pay the bills instead of getting a job and paying your bills yourself.”


“You think I don’t have a job? You little rat? You think I don’t work?”


“I know you work, Pandy, but–––”


“I work as hard as you do, buster, I work as hard as Daddy and one heck of a lot harder than Claudia and Michael put together, and when I sell my screenplay I’m going to pay them all back and never take a cent from them again, d’you hear me? You little Polish rat, how dare you tell me I don’t work?”


“I only said–––”


“You only said. You rat. I came in here to talk about you, concerned for you. But what do you care?”


“I’m grateful, Pandy, I really am,”


“Yeah, right. You liar. You’re going to prove to me that you’re not a virgin. Big liar.”


I grinned at her, hoping that our detour had taken the steam out of her concern for my virginity.


It was a mistake.


“God, you’re a cutie-pie,” Pandy said. “Look at those dimples. How could those dumb Polish broads have kept their hands off you? That’s what I want to know.”


“It’s okay. They didn’t.”


“In your dreams.”


Now she was grinning at me. She could turn things to sex so quickly.


“You’re frightened.” she said. “I know. It’s normal. You’re not used to sharing that space between the sheets with another body. It takes a bit of getting used to. You should start small. With a mouse, maybe. You could introduce a mouse into your bed. What do you think?”


“I don’t–––”


“We can get one from the pet store. A nice little mouse. And then one of the dogs, maybe. We’ll take it slowly. How’s that?”


“Really, it’s not necessary, Pandy. It’s very thoughtful of you, but I already know what it’s like to share a bed with a girl. I can ask my girlfriend to write to you. You understand, this is not my new girlfriend, the one I was telling you about, but a friend from college. Wanda is her name. You know what, I can give you her address so that you can write to her, and that way you know you’ll get an honest answer.”


“Sure, and you’ll phone her first–––”


“All right, look, I can get her phone number,” I said, although at that precise moment I had no idea how I would do this, or even where Wanda–––who was real and with whom I had slept a good many times, and who would not deny it–––was living. “So you could phone her and ask her right away, before I have a chance to influence her.”


Pandy studied me in silence.


“Isn’t this crazy,” I said, “that we’re sitting here talking about phoning a girl in Poland to ask her if I slept with her?”


“You don’t find me attractive,” she said at last, “do you. Just say it, for God’s sake, instead of giving me all this crap about Poland.”


“That is not true,” I said. “I find you very attractive. I thought you were very attractive the first time I saw you, when you walked into the Starbucks.”


“You did.”


“I certainly did.”


“Swear,” Pandy said. “Swear on your mother’s grave.”


“I can’t do that.”


“See? You’re a god damned liar.”


“Pandy, my mother’s still alive. She doesn’t have a grave.”


“Oh for God’s sake, how totally dense are you? It’s just a phrase. You don’t have to have a mother or a grave. You just swear on it.”


“Without a mother or a grave?”


“Oh forget it. Swear on the Pope that you found me attractive.”


“On the Pope?”


“What the hell is your problem?” she bellowed, and I was afraid that Bidge could probably hear all this and was maybe even listening at the door and wondering what my score would be from one to ten if we went on like this. “Isn’t there something Polish you can swear on, for God’s sake?”


“I swear by the black Madonna,” that when you walked into the Starbucks I thought you were an attractive woman.”


“What black Madonna?” Pandy asked suspiciously. “What are you talking about? I said something Polish.” 


“The black madonna of Czestochowa,” I said. “She is Polish. I can show you pictures.”


“So how come she’s black? You guys aren’t black.”


“But how about Jesus and his family?” I said, playing this fish more calmly this time, and wondering whether, if I played it slowly and carefully enough, it would be possible for Pandy to turn things to sex quite so quickly after discussing the racial origins of Jesus. “They weren’t white, after all.”


“What do you mean, they weren’t white?”


“That’s what I’m saying. They were semitic people.”


“Of course they were white. Are you crazy? Don’t you go to church in Poland?”


“We go to church a lot, in Poland.”


“That’s what I mean. You go to church a lot–––that’s what I thought. You’ve seen pictures of the Virgin Mary, for God’s sake. You’re going to tell me she’s not white?”


“Well, she’s white in the pictures–––”


“What, you think she slept with a black guy, and produced Jesus? Is that what you think in Poland?”


“No, no, you’re not–––”


“You think Jesus Christ was mixed race, is that it? You think his Dad was black? And that’s why they crucified him? Is that the idea?”


“No. Absolutely not.”


“Because I can tell you this, as an Italian. I’ve seen a lot of pictures of the crucificion and I haven’t seen many coffee-coloured Jesuses, on the cross. He looks white as all get-out, to me.”


“Well, he was a semitic–––”


“God, I knew you people were crazy, but I had no idea you worshipped a black Jesus.”


“We don’t. Believe me. Pandy, listen to me. The black Madonna of Czestochowa has a dark skin, because the artist was probably thinking about Palestine”–––this is a complete lie, but I thought it might keep Pandora distracted from sex–––”and what people would really look like there, at the time of Jesus.”


“I don’t get it.”


“Do you think they were white like you and me?”


“Damn right I do. I don’t worship a black Jesus, or even a half-black Jesus.”


You don’t worship at all, I was thinking, and once again I might as well have said it because she read my mind at once.


“What do you think this is?” she said, opening her robe wider than I had ever hoped to see it, and revealing a silver crucifix, on a chain, that I had never seen before, because it was a long chain and the crucifix sat below her neck. To be exact, between her breasts. (And what I just said isn’t true, about never having hoped to see this sight. I had hoped to see it, but not when the consequences would perhaps be a lot more than just a peep at her beautiful body.)


“You didn’t think I was a religious person?” Pandy said bitterly. “Well, think again, buster.”


I could feel my gaze betraying me, and my blood too. And I knew she could tell.


“Hey, now I’ve got his attention,” she said. “the little rat. The little Polish virgin rat.”


To my alarm she grabbed my hand before I had time to pull it under the covers and transferred it directly to her cleavage.


“There,” she said, as I felt the soft flesh and the warm metal of the crucifix beneath my fingers. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Now you have something to swear on, that you’re not a virgin.” She smiled, eyes hooded. “And I don’t mean the crucifix.”


I pulled my hand back, but I was lost for what to do or say next. 


“I can explain to you more exactly the origins of the black madonna of Czestochowa,” I said, since the truth is that she is only black because of all that candles that were burned in front of her for more than a thousand years. But the black madonna, to whom I had never prayed so much as once in my life, was now definitely out of the picture as a subject for conversation, and no help at all. My face, I imagine, was still glowing with the effect of having my hand pressed to her cleavage.


“Baby wants a little more of that,” Pandy purred, advancing on me.


Where was Bidge when I needed her? I almost felt like  calling out to her for help.


Pandy’s face was enormous now, in my field of vision, as I retreated as far as I could go, my head deep in the pillow. She was gazing at me somewhat as if I were the mouse she had suggested introducing into the bed, and she a huge, gleaming, perfumed pussy-cat.


A part of me was certainly thinking, why not? She was 34, yes, but she was gorgeous. The greater part of my resistance had to do with what Bidge had put into my mind, when she said that it was a good sign that her mother had not yet come to my room at night. I could only understand this as meaning that once my relationship with Pandy had proceeded to a physical plane, the end of my employment was in sight. And while someone as powerful and influential as Jack Cabrini was prepared to think of me as a possible successor to Leonardo di Caprio I was far from ready to become just another swiftly-consumed Polish mouse on Pandora’s production line. 


I was wondering, too, about the risks of sleeping with someone who had slept with so many men, indeed with more Poles than the Red Army in ‘45. (She had seen more Polish sausage than a dockside brothel in Gdansk, Maciej would have said.)


Then again, if I had brought home a slut, or ‘mall rat’ as Pandy called them, for a romp on the sofa, would I have stopped to worry about their past?


Reading my eyes, Pandy put her head down next to mine on the pillow, and spoke into my ear.


“You think I’m a slut, don’t you. Well, you’ve got that half right. I’m what they call an ethical slut. You know what that is? No? You don’t have those in Poland? That’s someone who cares about their partners,” and before I could interrupt, she added, “their many partners, okay?”


She rose up again over me and gazed down once more into my eyes, hopeful of victory, it seemed to me, and relishing the moment.


But the truth was that what was holding me back was less that she was a slut, ethical or not, with the ensuing health risks, than the prospect of making love while staring into a face that so powerfully resembled–––especially when aroused and especially at such close range–––the face of her famous father. Making love with him had never entered my imagination. Hovering over me lustfully, great dark eyes dilated, was so vivid an  evocation of Jack Cabrini that I was beginning to feel like homosexual (or was it metrosexual?) prey.


Bidge, even in her absence, came to my aid at last.


“Pandy,” I said, “I’ve been lying to you all along.” I spoke in my most contrite voice. “I’ve got to tell you the truth.”


“Don’t say you’re gay, you asshole,” she said, “because I’m not buying it, okay?”


“I’m not gay, Pandy,” I said. “It’s worse than that. I’m dismembered.”


She gazed at me for a long time, still hanging over me like a cobra studying an unsatisfactory mouse.


“You son of a bitch,” she said at last, and flung herself off the bed. Then she was gone in a swirl of white dressing-gown towelling, slamming the door behind her.

WHEN THE NEWS came–––I was the one who took the phone call, so I heard it first–––that a Hollywood studio was interested in Saturnalia in Space, our life was turned upside down for a week, in great excitement. We drove to New York City to have lunch with Pandy’s mother Cecily, who turned out to be the only calm member of the family (calm, but also sad), and went shopping. This trip to Manhattan was Pandy’s plan for the first day after she heard from Hollywood, but it wasn’t until the third day that we made the journey. Much of the days in between was spent making plans, and changing them. It was also necessary for Pandy to contact every person she knew, it seemed, to ask them for advice about how to deal with the studio, but really, I think, to let them know that a studio was interested in her screenplay and that she was “back in the game!’ as she kept shouting at the top of her voice. 

On the day I arrived in America I had seen Manhattan from the sky, before the airplane landed, but now I had my first experience of this unique original, the model for all the great cities of the world. Driving through the streets was not the best way to see it, since we were either on what seemed like a race track or in a traffic  jam, but while we were stuck in traffic I was able to look up and see the buildings, and at last I felt as if I was in an American movie and not just a Cabrini one. Pandy had decided that she had to buy me a suit before I could meet her mother, despite my protests that my own clothes had been good enough for her father and sister. “Mother’s different,” Pandy explained. “She’s not in the business and she’s kind of a more formal person. Anyhow, what do you care? You’re getting a suit at my father’s expense. You’ve got a problem with that? And what do you think you’re going to wear in California? You think you’re going to meet studio heads looking like my toy boy?” This was the first I’d heard of going to California, and I was speechless for a moment. “Will Bidge be coming too?” I asked. “No, we’ll just drop her off at the kennels along with the dogs,” Pandy said. “Of course she’s coming too. Unless,” Pandy glanced at her daughter, “she’d rather stay here in the city with Grandma.” “No,” Bidge said carefully, “way.”


Buying the suit was one of the most embarrassing experiences of my life.  In each store, Pandy gathered all the shop assistants around us–––I’m sure it was more to show me off than to get their advice–––and together they plucked at me and patted me as if I was one of my Uncle Josef’’s racing pigeons being prepared for a show. After Pandora mentioned the expression ‘toy boy’ in the car I couldn’t get it out of my mind, and wished I could go round with a sign saying ‘Dismembered’ so that I could make it clear that I wasn’t Pandora Cabrini’s latest fling. Much of the time, while I was trying on one suit after another, she acted more as if she was my mother. But it seemed to me that this was probably how a woman would treat her toy boy. With some difficulty I managed to prevent her from entering the dressing room while I was changing. We went from Macy’s to Sax to Barney’s and collected three parking tickets in the process, each of them more than a hundred dollars. Pandy said she expected to be paid a hundred thousand dollars for her screenplay, at the very least, so what did I care? My impression, although I didn’t say this, had been that Saturnalia In Space was not yet sold, but was going to be the subject of a meeting at the studio. If they didn’t buy the screenplay, I hoped I would not be there in Wappingers Falls when Jack Cabrini found out about the parking tickets,  the suit, and the rest. It was a nice suit, in the end, very expensive, grey, and with some white shirts to go with it, that I had to wear with the ends hanging loose, outside the pants. To my mind this spoiled the whole effect. Pandy said no, this was how it was done. All the time I was with Cecily, Pandy’s mother, I expected her to tell me to please tuck my shirt in, but it never happened. 





Cecily was very polite, and her maid, who was also a cook, prepared us a nice meal of Mexican food which we ate at a dining table overlooking Central Park, the most wonderful view I had ever seen. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. The tall buildings all around the sumptuous parkland seemed to bend gently over it as if over a cradle. To me this gave the impression that nature, with its trees and meadows and winding trails and reefs of black and silver rock, was the city’s child, instead of the other way around. Gazing down at the park I could imagine a planet, perhaps this one in time to come, on which all land was either paved or desert, except for artificial spaces such as these, which served as outdoor museums of nostalgia.





Of the apartment itself, which was luxurious, all I can remember is the whiteness (I think it was cream-coloured, but the sunlight bouncng off it made it seem paler) and the thickness of this white or cream-coloured carpet, and the light coming in at the windows. While we ate, Mrs Cabrini asked me for my thoughts, as a first-time visitor, about America. I didn’t like to say that all I had seen of America so far was the inside of a ranch-style home in Wappingers Falls, plus the surrounding area and the drive to and from Danbury, Connecticut. “Big,” I said, “and easy to get lost in.” I also didn’t like to say that so far I found it much as I expected, and not so very different from Poznan, except in the difficulty of finding places where I could meet people my age. Luckily, Pandora was eager to talk, and I was soon left to eat my Mexican food in peace, and gaze down at the view.





Pandy talked a good deal about her plans for the film that would be made from her screenplay, and which actors would be best to play the different characters; and Bidge, when prompted, said a little about her schoolfriends, chiefly which gadgets and video games they had recently acquired. Bidge herself spent most of the lunch playing at a tiny hand-held game which beeped and sang. Pandy had bought it for her just that morning, to keep Bidge busy during our hunt for my suit. At the same time she had bought me a cellphone, which was not completely a novelty to me, since I had used one in Poland. But if I had known what torments this particular cellphone would bring me I would have thrown it into the Hudson River without delay. 


Cecily Cabrini seemed to me like someone who had been kidnapped by the circus when she was very much younger, but had never acquired a taste for circus life and had retired, or escaped. Now she lived as high above the ground as possible, in a world of cream-coloured carpet, and greeted members of her old troupe, including her children, with timid curiosity–––even with a certain wariness, it seemed to me. Perhaps she feared that if she lowered her guard they might apply chloroform or blindfold her and carry her away once more, and she would wake in a shuddering caravan, next to the cage with the Siberian tigers in it.


During the afternoon, while Pandy shopped for her own California outfit, I took Bidge to the to the Museum of Natural History and the Planetarium. Or rather she took me, since she knew them and I didn’t, and it pleased her to test me on the names of the dinosaurs which were so splendidly reconstructed there. Once again, as when I spent lunchtime at Cecily Cabrini’s gazing down at the gorgeous rectangle of Central Park framed by skyscrapers, I experienced Manhattan as a time machine. It seemed to be a place where, in a manner both sumptuous and forlorn, the past was reverently preserved for inspection by later ages in safety, wonder, and boredom. 

                           CALIFORNIA SEEMED TO ME TO HAVE A distinctive smell, and I think that if I were to return there the first sniff of its air would restore to me much of the excitement, the turmoil and the tension of the weeks I spent there. The plane landed in Los Angeles and so you might expect the smell I mean to be the smell of smog, a smell of gasoline and big-city pollution. But the smell, which I inhaled deeply because at once it seemed to me so different from that of the North-East,  wasn’t a smell of industrial fumes at all. It was an ocean smell, faint but unmistakable, with an even fainter aroma of oranges. You might think I’m romanticizing California. But every morning when I got out of bed and went to the balcony of my hotel, the Sunset Marquis at the foot of the famous Sunset Strip, I filled my lungs with California air until I could scent the ocean and the oranges, and if I couldn’t smell them yet I would walk out of the hotel and climb the steep little hill that led across melting tarmac up to the Strip, towards the diner where I had breakfast every morning, and breathe deeply as I went, waiting for the smell of California to come to me. 


Much of the week or so leading up to our departure for California was spent studying the script of Saturnalia In Space, a process by which Pandora hoped to arm herself against the changes that the studio, she said, would almost certainly demand. “That’s how they justify their existence, these executives,” she explained. “Otherwise what use are they? If Chekhov brought in ‘The Seagull’ tomorrow, they’d say, we love it, take out the second act. Also they have actors that are hot, so they want you to change the characters to fit the actors. Sex, age, race, everything. If they had an animated spider that was hot, they’d want the animated spider. The writer has to be able to explain why the plot can’t take it. I go completely gahhhhh,” she mimed open-mouthed speechlessness, “I’m already full of Percodan to get me to the meeting at all, knowing it’s going to be so horrible. It’s only when I get out that everyone tells me what I should have said. That’s where you come in. You say the best things about my script. You really like it. You can tell them why it works the way it is.”


“Why can’t your father do that, Pandy? Can’t he come to the meeting too? Since you say he has so much influence–––“


“Daddy? What does he care about the script? He thinks it’s called Saturday In Space. It could be all about flying spiders for all he cares. He’s always telling me to agree to changes, because all he wants is to get the movie made. He means well, but he’s an actor. He doesn’t know about scripts.”


“I can’t do it, Pandy,” I said, under her pleading gaze. “Don’t ask me to do it. I didn’t write it. They’re going to say, who’s this guy? And you’re going to say, he’s my assistant from Poland, I met him last month, he has two weeks’ experience working in a summer camp?”


“Adam, these guys don’t care if you arrived from the North Pole two days ago. I’m bringing you, that’s all that matters. Everyone has their people, they bring their people to meetings, that’s what your people are for.” As she said this I had a vision of the people Pandy should really bring to the meeting, although I didn’t quite dare to suggest it. These were the men Pandy sometimes referred to as “Uncle Mario’s goons,” when she spoke of getting the Mafia to visit her ex-boyfriend, the Boston dentist, and re-arrange his teeth as a punishment for dumping her. Uncle Mario, if you believed Pandora, could fix anything (except teeth). “One word to the judge from Mario Cabrini,” Pandy would say, “and you’ll be locked up for life. They’ll throw away the key.” Why couldn’t she draft in Uncle Mario to sort out the studio heads? But no, she was looking to Adam from Poznan to do it. “You’re my people,” she was saying. “You love the script. You understand the script. You’re cute and you talk beautiful English. That’s all that matters.” She studied me. “And you want to be in it, don’t you?”


Saturnalia In Space was about the Carsons, a family of space explorers–––the First Family of Space, as they were known, who fearlessly traverse the galaxies in search of adventure and (as we learn in the course of the story) a missing family member. The Carsons consist of Hector, the father and captain of the ship, his beautiful daughters Cassandra and Calliope, and his feckless son Harry, known as Horny Harry for his unrelenting pursuit of alien fornication. To complete the inescapable similarity of the Carson family to the Cabrini clan, there is no sign in the script of Mama Carson. She is not, however, the missing family member for whom they are searching. They know exactly where Mrs Carson is. She has been easy to find since the day her spacesuit became detached from the mother ship during a spacewalk high above Tenebreuse, one of the moons of Sirius, and she floated away, alas, to become a human statue orbiting Tenebreuse into all eternity. Rather than recapture Mother Carson and moor her in an earthly grave, the First Family decided to let her stand as a warning to all space travellers to take better care of their air line, and they have let her rest in perpetual motion in a place available to pilgrimage. There they can visit her skeleton in its spacesuit and orbit awhile in her company. I wondered whether this gruesome idea would survive the coming script conferences.


The missing family member, for whom Hector Carson, the First Father of space, ceaselessly prowls the known universe like John Wayne in The Searchers, while pretending to be on a variety of missions, some warlike and some diplomatic, to other species, is the youngest Carson daughter, Cameron. Stolen by aliens from the family’s log cabin in Maine when she was only three years old, little Cameron was transported to a destination unknown. Much of the Carsons’ time is spent hanging out in alien bars on distant planets, seeking rumours of a beautiful blonde earthling reared on an exotic world.


The twist in the story turns out to be the discovery that Cameron’s many-pronged and many-suckered captors, who have deflected visitors from their planet by putting out tales of horrific local customs and cannibalistic feasts, are in fact the known universe’s number one hedonistsTheir capacity for sexual pleasure is so great that they fear overbooking if the true character of their happy planet were to become known. For them love is, as Pandora writes in her screenplay, a many-suckered thing. And Cameron Carson is of the course the queen of this Eden. The last thing she wants is to return to the tedium and the limitations of Earth, with its relative paucity of prongs. But even an infinity of prongs and suckers can become too much of a good thing for earthlings reared on a more modest sexual economy, and finally an exhausted Carson family feel obliged to kidnap Cameron back from the aliens and haul her home to Maine in handcuffs and leg irons, with nothing to look forward to except a lengthy prong and sucker de-briefing.


On the day of our departure for Los Angeles, Pandy made a sudden decision to rent a “limo” or limousine to take us to the airport. She arranged this while I was taking the dogs to the kennels in the Lexus, and although she later made out that what happened next was my fault because I was so late in getting back to the house (you guessed it, I got lost), I’m quite certain from knowing Pandora that she always intended that she and Bidge would head for the John F. Kennedy airport in a separate car.


The morning had started badly. I was up early, preparing breakfast and tidying the house so that it would look nice when we returned, then rounding up the dogs, feeding and watering them and letting them use the yard before putting them in the car. Predictably, Pandora overslept, and I had so much diffilulty waking her that at first I was afraid she had taken an overdose of pills the night before to help her to sleep. Without being asked, Bidge went to the kitchen and returned with a full glass of water, which she threw directly in her mother’s face (apparently she had done this before when other methods failed) before I could stop her–––I had innocently thought Bidge was bringing Pandy the water so that her mother could sip it. The words Pandy then said showed us, reassuringly, that she was still alive. But she had certainly taken too many pills, and the last time I saw her that morning, before I drove away from the house in a Lexus full of wildly barking dogs, she was standing up but very unsteady. 


Pandy said she would be fine and dressed and ready to be driven to the airport by the time I returned, but if I’m truthful I myself was beginning to develop a Cabrini sense of time, or the lack of it. I was already late when I set out for the kennels, and then on the way back I became involved in a fantasy in which I had captured the part of Horny Harry in Saturnalia In Space, which not only launched my career as the new Leonardo di Caprio but inspired a great many females to fling themselves at me in an effort to compete with their alien counterparts in the film. By the time I took note of where I was, I had no idea which county or even which state I was in, and I drove another 20 miles (alas, in the wrong direction, as I later realized) looking for a gas station where I could ask directions. I remembered my brand new cellphone, and at the same time remembered that I had left it at Pandy’s. Perhaps, like Pandy herself, some part of me had wanted to get lost, rather than fly to California and test my daydreams against reality.


I was so deeply into what Pandy called “the boonies,” the surprisingly deserted American countryside, that I never did find a gas station. It was as if I had been driving for hours–––and I knew I had not–––to reach this thickly forested place, which lacked any sign of human habitation. Pandy had told me that within an hour’s drive from New York City you could come across bears, coyotes and herds of wild turkey, but I hadn’t seen so much as a deer on my drives to Wappingers Falls. This was all about to change.


Steep hillsides, densely packed with pine trees, were beginning to rise about me. In the past half-hour I hadn’t passed a single car, let alone a human being from whom I could have asked directions. I was afraid that if I kept on driving up into the mountains I’d end up in Canada, so I turned off up a rutted drive with an American flag posted rather forbiddingly beside the road. If you think you were in America, the flag seemed to say, think again. You want America? America begins here.


This was, I realised, precisely the rutted and cratered track I had pictured when talking on the phone, in my Russian accent, to the rough-voiced lion cub owners. If the films I had seen were correct. the end of the track  would be announced by rusting cars and furious dogs (or even furious lions) and I would wind up sitting in my car outside a deserted shack, sounding the horn and scared to climb out while the dogs howled and scratched and drooled at the windows. Somewhere in the undergrowth a hollow-eyed, grey-bearded Vietnam War veteran would have me pinned in the telescopic sights of his captured AK-47.


First I had to deal, in reality, with a little diorama like the ones Bidge had shown me at the Natural History Museum, except this one was not so pretty. A deer lay in the middle of the bumpy track, its belly ripped open, while a great many large birds the size of eagles–––they were big enough and perhaps they really were eagles, but they had an ugly face that I don’t connect with the majesty of an eagle–––danced and squawked and fought each other over the entrails. They refused to move when I sounded my horn, and I was afraid that if I drove forwards into them their wings, beaks and claws might damage the paintwork of the Lexus, about which Pandy was very fussy, so at first I got out and tried to beat them away with a long branch. They took no notice and only hopped away a few paces while other birds dived in to pull at the entrails, and by the time I was back at the wheel of the car they were all back in the middle of the road, squabbling over the dead deer. This way I’m afraid I wasted even more time, and finally in desperation I drove slowly over the deer, while the birds bounced angrily off the car, and so succeeded in leaving the raging wildlife behind me.  Soon I came to the crest of a hill, where I could see a house below me. Next to it, incongruously, I thought at first, was a large, elegant pool. This was no shack. I could only see the roof, which seemed in good condition.


Younger pines hid much of the house from view, as I followed a steeply winding road downhill towards it, but I could see banks of windows, and I could see before me the glorious view across a wooded valley, without a trace of a building in sight, not so much as a chimney, that the windows offered. As I pulled to a halt beside a pick-up truck and a sedan, I saw that a tall elderly man was descending steps towards me from the house. He wore jeans and a green workshirt of some homespun material, but he was so slender that only his shoulders seemed to be pressing against his clothes. His face, too, was lean, and seamed with vertical lines beneath iron grey hair. I lowered my window as he approached.


“You’re lost,” he said, with the faintest hint of a smile on his broad mouth. But there was no mockery in the smile, only sympathy, and certainty. I had never looked into a face that expressed so much relaxation, so much humour and readiness to help, without the anxiety that usually accompanies this. I felt as if I had stumbled on the hideaway where Gary Cooper, or some other rangy, leathery hero of the American West had found the secret of eternal life and settled in a world of pine and rock and timeless, blissful quiet.


At the back of my mind, I think, was still the idea that I had allowed for many hours of Pandy panic, when I planned our day, before we actually had to leave for the airport. But even this fails to explain what I did next.



“Wherever you’re headed,” said Gary Cooper–––his name turned out to be Alan Whitehead, but I couldn’t help treating that as an alias, or the name of the character Gary Cooper was playing in the movie we were both in–––“you wouldn’t get there in the next ten minutes, even if you were jet-propelled, so why don’t you come inside and see what a mint julep will do for a person who’s lost his way.”


“Thank you,” I said, and instead of telling him that no, I was already late to collect my employer and take to the airport in New York City to go to the most important meeting of her life, and would he please direct me back to Wappingers Falls, I said, “I’d like that very much,” and stepped out of the Lexus and followed him into the house.


