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some willful challenge ready, as if he
prepared with flash cards. “Not awake
yet?” if he saw Blondy with coffee in the
afternoon. “Never awake at all any-
more,” Blondy would say, always willing
to play the decrepit jester, the has-been,
hoping he could un-push Zwelish’s but-
tons. “Want a job, Blondy? You should
write an opera about Donald Trump.
He's what passes for a hero these days!”
Blondy didn’t compose operas, but
never mind. Still, after Zwelish’s initial
remark theyd often fall into the earlier
style of more relaxed banter. And Zwel-
ish sometimes let his guard down and
complained, obscurely, about “modern
urban women.” He'd only gloss the

| topic, and Blondy didn't press at the

sore point. Zwelish seemed to know

| how vulnerable Zwelish wanted to get.

“Can’t you get one of those babysit-
ters to do your laundry for you?” Zwel-
ish said one day when he saw Blondy
humping a Santa Clausian bag to the
Chinese dry cleaner. Zwelish seemed
particularly keen and chipper, and rolled

up his sleeve to show off a nicotine

| patch. More bragging. He explained
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that he'd already stepped down two
patch levels, after fifteen years of pack-
a-day smoking.

“I never thought of this before,” said
Blondy, “but if you wanted to smoke
but were having trouble getting started,
the patch could really do the trick,
couldn’t it?”

“What are you talking about?”

“If you wanted to be a smoker,”
Blondy said, explicating the joke. “You

' could step up instead of down.” Zwelish

brought out his silly side; he couldn’t
help it. “Once you get to the top level,
you tear off that patch and—voilal—
you'd want a cigarette urgently.”

“Fuck you,” Zwelish said, and walked

| away. His self-improvements were ap-

parently no laughing matter.
Yet Sigismund Blondy, being who
he was, found Zwelish all the more pre-

| cious for his touchiness. He constituted

a test that Blondy, who'd sledded on
pure charm through so many controver-
sies, couldn’t pass. He adored Zwelish
for causing him, at this late date, to want
to do better, try harder, give more.

It was months later that the real
opportunity came: Alan Zwelish’s de-
finitive self-renovation, one that Blondy
instantly vowed to treat only reverently,

beatifically. Zwelish returned from
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