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     SOCRATES: And which gods will you swear by? 
     Because, to begin with, ‘gods’ aren’t a coin current with us.
     STREPSIADES: Then what do you swear by? 
     By the iron money of Byzantium?
 
—ARISTOPHANES
 
 
 
 
 
      . . . people are under the misapprehension that 
     the brain is situated in the head. 
     Nothing could be further from the truth. 
     It is carried by the wind from the Caspian Sea.
 
                —GOGOL
 
 
 
 
 
PART ONE
 
 
 

1
FROM THE POOL came a strange, laryngeal thud. No more than that. Something had gone in. Even though he knew it was too dark to see, Darius slipped out of bed and pressed his forehead to the window screen. He smelled dust and the cool aluminum frame. Sometimes a dog jumped in. A messier splash. This sounded hardly bigger than a frog. But Darius was positive it was a person. Trodden water tickled the concrete and made the overflow baffle cluck. Hushed voices clinched it: angry (bare feet on sycamore litter), hysterical peep, groan (water too cold) and, “Get in!” “Sh!” A boy’s mock-heroic yelp was followed by a great limp of a splash and the after-drizzle. A girl screamed shyly. The back yard lights came on.
Downstairs, Oliver was just as quick as Darius. Just as silent. Not timid, but indifferent, and too dignified, he’d skip the outraged property-owner’s bluster. He’d let self-consciousness run its course. In the bloodless glare one girl held her forearms like double doors over her breasts. Teenaged buttocks flashed as white as a toad’s belly, yet beautiful. 
Sibilant strides wetted the asphalt drive. They slap-slapped to the front of the house. Laughter and car doors. The teenagers squealed away, probably to the Schwartzbaugh’s pool, or the Aveni’s. The water still moved. Darius stayed at the window. The scene ought to have been melancholy—him alone up there, them on a spree—but he didn’t experience it that way. He felt an indescribable pleasure. Now that they were gone, he did. Wound up, his thoughts and heart raced. He pressed his cheek to the screen, which gave like soft cloth. Even the rubble of insects in the gutter of the window frame was spattered by the—call it love that gushed from him in pools-full.
Love? He had a strange understanding of things. For him, everything good in life only came into its own, was only pure, though faint, when time had stopped, as in the great rotunda of a library or in the secret trays of a fanatical collector or at a window or in the moment after someone has gone. He didn’t belong with the teenagers, but right where he was. Because he was—this isn’t quite exact, but close—eternal. A quality like antiquated fame. Fame in the dry, stopped time, outdated encyclopedia sense, which doesn’t care how obscure one has become over the centuries. Darius was a boy a few years shy of puberty and in every way unknown. 
Others had no idea he had the good fortune to be so illustrious, though occasionally, when they looked at him, or listened, their gaze paused as if they just made out something in him, something brightly lensed by the invisible grandeur of eternity. Darius hoped so anyway.
He was modest about his illustriousness. A lonely boy’s fantasy. A sort of timidity, perhaps. In his memory he held the pallor of those buttocks as a collector would a rare bivalve, with studious and immobile zeal. The love, faint as it was, was almost too strong to bear. Now the memory would last forever. Darius had, or was convinced he had, consecrated it to eternity.
He was fortunate in another way, too. Rich in the conventional way, as you could tell by a glance at the house, the pool, the showy luxury of his father Oliver’s silk dressing gown or the opulent brocade curtain Oliver held aside with a finger. You could tell, but Darius was still too young for this real wealth to have much meaning to him. Oddly enough, his delusory wealth, his wealth of time, was far more vivid. 
If he really thought about it, really exercised his memory, he’d have to say his illustrious quality went back several years to the time he decided to live in his own underground. His parents indulged him. They let him move down to the basement for a while. The basement of the house was enormous. Storage rooms, a vast laundry with a mangle, an ancient coal room, terrifying as an oubliette, a modern boiler room, a labyrinth of slatted closets filled with garden things and broken beach umbrellas and shelves lined with dusty jars of peaches in brandy. 
Darius set up in the largest of the closets, which was littered with desiccated daffodil bulbs and seemed the most burrow-like. In another of the closets was an antique spool bed, which was pulled out and assembled for him. Oliver came down every night to check on his son. The elfin tinkle of his martini was at odds with the weary shuffle of his slippers on the gray wooden treads of the basement stairs. Darius could tell his mother had ordered Oliver to the basement, but once downstairs his father made the best of it. His smile wasn’t too pained. And however long this life underground lasted—a few days? A week? Not a month; memory was unclear—Darius and Oliver seemed, to Darius, utterly complicit, almost like one person. 
Here, memory was vaguer. What did they do? Darius seemed to recall they spoke in a foreign language. Maybe Oliver would pronounce the words, half distracted, and Darius would repeat them fervently. As if from a great distance, Oliver might smile and nod, only occasionally taking the trouble to correct the boy, more often making a “that’s close enough” twitch of his eyebrows as he wet his lips in his martini. The glassy man’s invisible attention, nervous as a fly on a window, was unbearably exciting to Darius, who remembered having to keep himself from thrashing under the covers out of pure high spirits. If he were able to stay perfectly motionless, Oliver might talk to him as he would to an adult when a conversation’s going nowhere. “This bed you’ve got here used to belong to the man who had the house before us. Colin Vail, peculiar, artist type, one of those stor-            ies—”
He wouldn’t tell the story. He’d look at Darius for a long moment and then wink.
On the subject of Colin Vail, Darius’s memory became frankly fantastic. Did his father really come to the basement sometimes and carry the boy into a second closet? There, piled helter-skelter like grave goods, were shabby cardboard models of houses and villages, boxes of absurd objects. Trial-sized bottles of Prell and Mardi Gras beads had been glued into place in a shallow frame covered with bright yellow feathers. On the one hand, it was impossible. On the other hand, Darius had the unshakeable notion, almost a memory, that his father and he had made these things together. That this was their workshop. And that these objects were a playful and secret form of art entirely unlike the masterpieces of the world above. It was a real memory. But everything in that storage room had supposedly been created by this other person, Colin Vail. 
Several years later, the man’s sister showed up. Darius didn’t remember her except as a tall woman with a clarion, haughty voice unlike his mother’s whisper. His mother, who hated the basement, stayed upstairs. Oliver led the sister to the storage room. She peered in. She looked a little angry at the contents. Her hand brushed the mere thought of dust from her backside. Oliver eyed her. Emotions were charged, and Darius was careful to efface himself.
“Oh, and Cassie, there’s an old bed we set up for the boy,” Oliver said with an unctuous chuckle as if being a father embarrassed him. “Freak of fancy. Got it into his head to sleep down here.”
They trooped over to the burrow-like closet. The bed was still there, forlorn without its mattress. Along the slats sprouted the velvety gray buds of insect chrysalides. The sister made a face. “It’s something he’s attached to?”
Oliver shrugged. Darius felt their attention turn to him. His answer was going to be momentous. He said, “Yes. I’m sorry.”
The sister shrugged in turn. “No, that’s fine. Who cares? It’s yours.” She looked back at the bed with an overbred flicker of a smile and sighed. Darius was certain he’d taken something precious from her. That the loss would be with her always. It was hard to keep himself from saying, “I’ve changed my mind. You can have it.” But he remained silent. Soon afterwards, two workmen came to empty the closet of Colin Vail’s creations. They took everything off in a van. Everything except the bed, which was cleaned up and put in an attic maid’s room. By that time it was Darius’ whim to live in the highest place in the house instead of the lowest.
These memories were uncertain and remote. The only evidence of Colin Vail’s existence, of the treasure chamber of private art, which Darius and his father had actually made themselves, the only evidence that Darius had lived in the basement or spoken a secret language with Oliver, was the bed. It was still in his room under the eaves, and he slept in it every night. And when he had that sense of his illustriousness, of his former fame, as he did when he watched the naked teenagers in the pool and understood that time operated differently for him than it did for them, which is to say it didn’t really operate at all for him—though the intuition didn’t come to him in the form of articulate ideas like “immortality,” “fame,” or “eternity” any more than ideas of “food” or “beauty” would come to an albatross noticing the scaly glimmer of a flying fish hundreds of feet below—when this exaltation came over him and he wondered, “How did I end up like this?” he supposed it might have had something to do with his artistic work in the night with Oliver long ago and underground.
Private mythologies like this are incredibly hard to shake. Rather than checking things against his parents’ memories, Darius kept it all to himself. Oliver didn’t seem like the kind of magical personage who would make art or speak an unknown language. Not anymore anyway. There were no more periods of complicity between father and son, if there had ever been one. His father seemed perpetually fogged by adult concerns. His twitchy attention migrated over Darius in wintrier and wearier haste. Once or twice a year the name “Colin Vail” might be mentioned. Contentedly Darius narrowed his eyes and thought, Ah so! He felt in no hurry to ask questions.
Darius had recognized a couple of the teenagers from that flying pool party. Perhaps his mother was the first to mention it a month or so later—a horrible car accident on a treacherous hill before the turn-off to the Lawrence Academy upper school. A boy was killed. Everybody knew him. White pants sagging to his hips, he’d worked at the club snack bar, but he wasn’t just a local kid. He was a Lawrence student. People knew his parents. The thing was tragic. Darius didn’t recognize the boy’s name. He made the connection later, one morning when he studied his father studying the newspaper. A halftone of a long-haired blond shifted back and forth in front of him. Button-down shirt and leather choker, three-quarter “casual” school profile, raffish smile. The dead boy. The boy who’d also taken a midnight dip in the Van Nest pool. The nakedness, the slapping feet and laughter and, especially, the squeal of the car, all came back to Darius. “Nude,” he mouthed. A chill rose from the undersides of his thighs, through his armpits to the nape of his neck. A corner of his father’s broadsheet wilted.
Distinctly Darius said, “Nudalia sexalia runawayedia wetten.”
He got no response for a long time. Oliver folded and refolded the paper into fussy quarters and mumbled, “If that’s supposed to be French, we’d better fire the David creature.”
“It’s not French. I’m thinking about that boy who was killed.” Darius was careful not to sound emotional in the least. But replaying the living memory of the boy was like being hit in the belly. 
Oliver wrestled with the paper. The dead boy faced him now instead of Darius. Oliver looked like he thought the boy a fool. Yet he managed a chilly sort of compassion as his reading glasses winked up and down the yearbook photo. “Well, that is sad. Pathetic.”
“He came over here one time.”
“I don’t think so,” Oliver said. He checked the surname. “We don’t know them.”
“I invited him over.”
“You did?” 
“We swam.”
“No, you didn’t. This boy was older than you. You’ve only had that Barry what’s-his-name over.”
“No. I’m serious. He came over to swim.”
His father looked at him with a touch of eternity-lensed intensity. Darius had the pleasant sensation of being recognized. He felt something unpleasant as well. He couldn’t put his finger on it. Oliver may have been experiencing the strange distaste certain grownups can’t suppress when they see children playing at unearned experience. He asked, “Are you pretending? Don’t pretend all over somebody else’s tragedy, Darius. That’s a trashy thing to do. You don’t even know what it’s like to lose somebody.”
“I’m not pretending. He came over to swim.”
The death was big news at school. There was a moment of silence. The kids excitedly acted stunned and woeful. But was it all an act? A gruesome detail stuck in Darius’ mind. Apparently the body had been so mangled that, with the long blond hair, no one could tell at first whether the victim was a boy or a girl. That sort of unrecognizability, which seemed like complete and eternal anonymity, spooked Darius. In his view, that was more “death” than death was. Just like his eternity was more “life” than life. 
When he came home, he took candle stubs from a kitchen drawer and ran up to his room. He was going to pray, see if he could get in touch with the world beyond, which was as familiar—through masterpieces and memories—as it was unverified. He had a lot of love stored up for the blond boy. He dressed himself in a ratty old satin comforter. In his closet, he bowed his head three times and solemnly shook a heavy chain hanging from the ceiling. The jingle was meant to be a sonorous knell. He burst through the bamboo curtain hanging across the closet doorway. With stately tread he marched around the spool bed and knelt by the open window. He jammed the candle stubs into the aluminum runners of the window screen frame. The air was just still enough to light the wicks. But when Darius took his cupped palm away the flames shrank to tremulous, imagination-thin drops of light. If they go out, there’s no life after death. Everything I believe is a dream.
 
 
 

2
FORMER LEFTIST DREAMER Jane Brzostovsky taught ten-year-old boys. She was popular, and during the school year, about every month, she was invited to dinner by one or another of them. The invitations, enchanting displays of nymphal upper crust manners, didn’t enchant her. Not at first. Coming from a job at an urban school where the custom didn’t exist, she found the invitations made her uneasy, mistrustful even. The dinners were awkward. Once she’d eaten with her student and two Filipina housekeepers in the kitchen, while the parents (Dairy Queen franchisee and pharmaceutical sector analyst) dined alone in state. That comic book gazillionaire behavior was laughable but turned out to be unique.
Eventually Jane found a way to enjoy herself. She looked at the evenings as an education. Seeing the domestic worlds of her little men added psychological color to the forces of history she still often thought about. Careful not to be too well-mannered and careful not to gawp, she discovered the exotic gentility wasn’t utterly irresistible. Observing “the help” was a nice corrective. They were either morose and perfunctory or ashimmer with the cynicism of slaves in Plautus. It was all new to her. A real education for a Queens girl whose father had wept at the clarity when he first read Thorstein Veblen. Or so he now claimed, a tearful, repetitive old man. Now his only pleasure was the occasional knock-down drag-out with Jane about how even what was left of the Left in 1983 supinely equated Ronald Reagan (Reaganism, God forgive us) with society in its natural state. Social Darwinism. Father and daughter agreed. It only sounded like they were arguing. 
However ambivalent she was about fraternizing with the rich, New York (she refused to say “Harlem”) was finished for Jane. For five years she taught at a private school in a crumbling brownstone. One student and his whole makeshift family were blown to pieces in a gas explosion in their homestead across the river in the Bronx. Jane went to the homegoing service. That finished it for her. An insane minister sing-songed over a cluster of tiny white caskets piled with candy, cards, and droopy flower shop leftovers. The minister said he could hear choruses of angel children hollering welcome to the family in heaven: “Rakeef! Devon! Devon, get over here!” Jane realized that everyone believed this, truly believed it with doomed soft-headedness. They could smell the grass of heaven. She had to leave.
But the pretty world she’d entered concealed a much worse sin. She was no Thorstein Veblen, and anyway this sin was inconspicuous, exceedingly difficult to make out. After many months, however, with an excitement that felt wonderfully uncouth, Jane hit on it. The training in irony. That was it. That, she decided, was the spring of sin.
She saw it often and everywhere. On the patio of the Westerbrook Club’s poolside snack bar. Tables of tanned children laughed with precocious knowingness about a TV show, an acquaintance or anything or nothing at all. A plastic “brass” plaque was glued to the wall of the snack bar above a raucous table. Todd McCormick 1966-1983 We Miss You, Skeetch. The shine hadn’t come off the plaque yet, and a keychain with a plastic E.T. figurine hung precariously from one corner. This was a grave offering from an eleven-year-old girl. The children’s attention turned to the figurine. Laughter exploded. Overhearing them, the mothers at the next table chuckled fondly. One of them dropped a lemon wedge on her napkin with an iced teaspoon and an air of infallibility. To Jane she explained, “We don’t like E.T. anymore.”
As if Jane couldn’t gather that from the woman’s son, who was leaning toward their table now to crack, “Mom, please! We’ve got to see E.T. for like the fiftieth time!” Laughter re-exploded. The boy plucked the keychain from the plaque and made it hop into a friend’s boat of French fries. “E.T. phone French fry! Please,” he droned in a nasal voice.
Like any late twentieth century intellectual would, Jane tried to sort through the semantic feedback. A little boy parroted grown-up cynicism in order to ironize other little children innocently enamored of a faux naïf fable. She recoiled from the conceptual rococo. She fixed on the disdain. Cruelty—oppression, really—subtilized. She was too cautious not to question her own Reformation ferocity. Wasn’t it a little much for her to bandy about the word “sin”?
No. Her paranoia was the blood drawn by their invisible weapons. It seemed sweet of them to invite her to Westerbrook. But once here she felt a bit like a paid companion, a ladies’ maid, a babysitter. She couldn’t think her way out of continual, faint resentment. When she tried to finesse it, adopt their sweetness, their “Belgian” shoes, their trumpeting laughter, her submission only felt more complete. Revolt against their little nothing airs was impossible.
Among these women, who’d endured lifelong training, all the heavy-handedness of irony had vanished. In fact, one and all, they’d forgotten their early lives as worms. Their creamy friendliness, their little frownlets of concern, as eloquent as cling wrap, were, to them, anything but the global falsehood Jane thought screamingly obvious. With an insistence that didn’t strike them as suspicious in the least, they liked to murmur the name of their sort—“nice people.” Sometimes they whispered the two words bare of any context at all! This time, into the aimless silence following the children’s laughter, one of the women even piped, “I thought E.T. was a nice movie. A tiny bit gross in parts, but I like it when good triumphs.” Her defiance sounded proud but little-girly. Yet with perfect distinctness, Jane understood her to mean the opposite of what she said: “Really, the movie was worthless, and I like it when evil triumphs!” It was one of those truths only hysterics can perceive, but no less true for that.
Gazing tranquilly at the splashed-in pool, another woman, Sohaila Van Nest, whispered, “I never see movies.” Her conversation often wilted back on itself like this, hardly conversation at all. Highly articulate breathing, perhaps. But she snagged everyone’s attention. Sohaila was an anomaly. Foreign. Her black bathing suit was rhinestone-encrusted. Huge sunglasses, like split black melons, didn’t quite hide the tips of painted eyebrows. Had she been American, they would have thought her trashy, a tart, but, because she was foreign, even the ballsy garden club women accepted Sohaila’s whispery manner, garish makeup and languid deportment. In fact, her unplaceable accent and exotic hauteur had a strong fairy tale allure for them. This was years before trashiness became a universal affectation, even among WASPs.
Her presence at the club today partly accounted for the long silences. Almost like suitors, the chummy women hunted for common ground. Sighs and mild exclamations about the weather kept the conversation going. One boxy wife chuffed, “You should be in movies, Sohaila! Doesn’t she look like Sophia Loren? I’ve always thought so.”
Sohaila smiled at the noises of assent. “But I always hated being so dark.” Long fingernails kicked at her black hair. “You’ll think I’m—do you know I was blond once? Like you.” She nodded at the women, all of them. “So silly! Like a dancer! For me, I mean.”
“This gang’s not as blond as you think,” one woman brayed. 
“You remember Jeanette Paul when Barry was young!”
“Can you imagine?”
Clipped laughter yielded to an enjoyable tension. Looks were exchanged. “She’s right over there,” someone sang in a teensy whisper.
The boxy wife glanced at Jane. Leaning forward, she planted her chin on her fists. Her bathing suit straps fell from her shoulders like spent petals. “For years and years and years she’s dyed poor Barry’s hair the same color as her own. Right from the start, I imagine. Just so people would think it was natural. Hers, that is. But the thing was—years ago no one lightened or had streaks like we do now and the dye was so cheap. Barry lived in the pool, and, of course, the chlorine turned his hair green. Bright green. Nothing could have been more obvious.”
“I mean, really! Who cares? I tint my hair! So what!”
“The woman’s deeply, deeply unsure of herself.”
“That’s nothing.” The iced tea spoon lady pursed her lips.
“Ah, well—” the boxy wife cautioned. She fussed with her straps.
Several of the group leaned back in their chairs. The tension abated.
“Darius doesn’t look like me,” Sohaila observed. Her accent was at its strongest when she pronounced her son’s name. She said, almost, “Dah-li-ush,” though the rest of the world pronounced it the ordinary American way. Unless she was present, when they avoided using his name at all.
“For obvious reasons! Adoption’s a different case.”
“She’s talking up Bea Sayles,” said a woman who was keeping tabs on Jeanette. “By the wee-wee pool.” Even from a distance Bea Sayles’s friendly squint looked besieged. She was mechanically dipping her youngest son, Ross, in the baby pool. “I should go rescue her.”
“Bea can handle herself.”
“To be blond they would think—” Sohaila said ethereally. “Almost—you were a concubine.” Jane Brzostovsky looked at Sohaila skeptically. Could the woman be such an airhead? All jewels and rouge? Without seeming overly stiff, the other women managed not to laugh at the unusual word, though one of them turned it over softly. “Concubine.”
Sohaila’s son, Darius, was one of Jane’s students. Something of a child dandy. Jane wondered if it wasn’t the mother’s influence. The boy had a penchant for wildly floral shirts. And too tight white pants that made him look like a sexualized clothespin, skinny with an overlarge head. Jane found him a little displeasing. He didn’t strike her as boyish enough.
Darius was neat and prompt. He arrived early in homeroom and sat quietly while the other boys played chess or flicked triangular paper footballs across their desks. Sometimes he made a flowery gesture to himself before recomposing his hands on the glazed plywood.
In Jane’s opinion, he was mostly dull and inhibited, but every so often he spoke at length in class. On these occasions he was riveting and made no sense at all. He’d twitch and flinch at the loud ticking of the clock as the words poured out. He only became still when he leered at a patch of the acoustical tile ceiling. “Sharks are animals! Sharks are animals! You look at them, and they have these major senses we don’t have. And they’re animals, so—also, the fishermen don’t know about the cancer cure thing!”
Waving for his attention, Jane put in, “Are you saying they’d be more careful not to overfish sharks? Our speaker made the point that even though sharks are dangerous, they may benefit us.” Jane knew the sense she tried to make for Darius wouldn’t penetrate.
The student who’d just given his homeroom speech on sharks and who was still jumpy and flushed in patches squealed, “Yeah, because of what I just said—the cartilage!”
“No, no,” Darius groaned. “Because sharks are animals!” His gaze made an appealing but haughty sweep of his audience before drifting to the ceiling again like oracular smoke. He made a passionate gesture with one arm in a way that caused giggles. He seemed not to hear them. “This, this is not what they see!”
Jane began to wonder whether this time he was making sense a bit too sophisticated for his age. Then she heard, “They’re as scared of us as we are of them!” An age-appropriate banality.
But then, “I have a tooth from an extinct shark two-thousand-feet-long.” Snorts of disbelief and no ways went unnoticed. “I threw it in our pool. I won’t say why.” Was it a contentless compulsion to perform? Gibberish rhetoric, in a manner of speaking? “I know he loved his tooth.” Much laughter. And Darius laughed too, as if for a moment allowing this was all a joke. The moment passed. “But he’s an animal—was. You guys might be useful for cancer, too. You could be! This!” Thrillingly he seized the homeroom speaker’s hand and tried to hold it up. But the boy shook his arm free with a stormy look and blocked-sinus wheezing. Darius talked on. What could one say?
When the boy finally wound down and the bell rang, Jane reminded him to stay after class to discuss his own speech, next on the schedule. Darius sat, crossed his legs tightly and put a jaunty hand on his hip. He looked exhilarated, proud, which somehow annoyed Jane. The truth was, she disliked him. He was spoiled. Unseriousness bubbled up, like that moment of laughter today, even when passion had seized him. Most ironic and maddening of all, he adored her. She was his favorite teacher. He took her winces, her reserve, her dutiful encouragement as a sort of hilarious flirtation. She sighed. “Maybe you should think about doing a follow-up, more on sharks, since you feel so strongly.”
“I’m doing it on the Borgia family,” he said, an eyebrow raised. He’d moved to the desk closest to hers. “They’ve probably never heard of them.” He chucked his head at the empty room.
“Darius, don’t be so arrogant. You come off looking foolish. I’d wager some of them have heard of the Borgias.”
He smiled at her, an oddly prying expression, and repeated “Foolish?”
“I only mean it takes a lot of hard work to do well and—to explain your thoughts clearly. I do get a sense that you have something to say sometimes. But let’s get on with it. What about the Borgias?”
“Well, the Pope had a homosexual incest relationship with his nephew, who was really his son.”
“I think there was a lot of nasty gossip about the Borgias. I mean—a very evil family.”
“And the son was in love with his sister.”
“I don’t think you need to be—sensationalistic in your speech.”
Again he raised an eyebrow at her.
“Darius, do you know what all that’s about?”
“Of course.”
“What?”
“Sex. The Borgias, you mean?”
“I don’t know if that would be such an appropriate thing to dwell on. Maybe if you talked about the dark side of the Renaissance.”
“You want me to hide the truth?” he asked in a most insinuating tone.
Jane made a face at the window. Outside, healthy-minded boys were playing flag football, plastic streamers, red and blue, dancing from their narrow hips.
“Don’t look out the window on me,” Darius said, outrageously, baselessly intimate.
“Darius!” Jane snapped. “A little respect!”
His face went slack. She closed and rolled her eyes briefly, causing herself an invigorating pain. The boy’s ignorance didn’t make him any more endearing. He had no clue about her real feelings. She glimpsed a vast rather than a poignant vulnerability in his shock. As vast and empty as the mother’s glorious vacuity behind the intergalactic darkness of her sunglasses. The family resemblance startled Jane and frightened her a little. These people were deeply odd as well as dull. It wasn’t a matter of colorful eccentricity.
Her heart sank when a chastened Darius frowned and asked, “I was wondering, if you feel like it, if you want to come over to my house for dinner.”
“Does your mother know about this?”
“Of course,” he mewed awkwardly, frowning harder. Then his lips made a nonsensical pout. His shyness was as unreal, as random as his arrogance, though perhaps it took more out of him. Jane knew she couldn’t hold him responsible for not expressing his emotions clearly—he was only a boy—but her sense of being manipulated was overwhelming.
She said, “Well, let’s have your phone number, so I can call and check. But yes, in principle, I’d love to come over. And we’ll have your outline by Monday, and just remember—heavy on the politics, light on the sex. There’re some things you have to—know more about before you can talk.”
In the teacher’s lounge she reported his infuriating reply. “He said, ‘I know all.’ What is it about that kid?”
Her much older colleague was a history teacher with a reduced schedule of classes. Jane had a soft spot for him, a mildly daft old boy from another era. He was looking dolefully at the discolored bottom of a glass coffee pot. His face was crumpled as if education, far from being an easy life for the unambitious, were uniquely exposed to time’s bad weather. “You don’t like him,” he rumbled gently. “It happens.” The faucet spattered the front of his pants. He moderated the flow.
“No. It’s a little different. He gets to me. I’m talking about him now, and that actually annoys me. I’m usually curious about the kids, but he makes me not want to ask questions. I resent being interested. And it’s not as if I know all about him or understand him. He’s talented and smart but hardly outstanding. It’s more his manner. A sort of negative star power.”
“He was quiet with me. Had him in New Jersey History. Average and shy I always gathered.”
“Well, it may be he has a crush in my case. But that’s not what gets to me. It’s—you want to shake him and say, Connect, for God’s sake!”
“Only connect,” the old man quoted stagily. “Hmm.” He brushed at himself, looking hapless and incontinent. Tall and stooped, he wore a formless blazer. It hung like saddlebags, the gaping pockets full of quizzes folded lengthwise. “And so you must go to dinner, to dinner with the king! The board should be excellent,” he said hopefully.
“About the last thing I care about. Fancy food.” Jane crossed her arms stubbornly. “Could it be rivalry? Jealousy? Because he’s rich? But all these kids are rich.”
“The family’s intriguing, Ms. Brzostovsky.” He enjoyed pronouncing her name. “But you’re not going to like them, I’m afraid.”
“No, I know. I know already. He takes after that geisha of a mother of his—spacey.”
“That can’t be. He’s adopted.”
“Oh! Oh, damn. Was I supposed to know? I knew about the Baker boy. Does he know himself?”
“I’d imagine so.”
“Funny, maybe that’s what got him on the Borgias. Nephews who turn out to be sons. But, you see—even with something like that—I should feel more compassionate than I do. It’s what I was saying about his mother. Not that they look alike but that they were disconnected in the same way, and that’s upbringing.”
At that, with a magical ping, the coffee began to piss itself into the dirty pot. The old teacher contentedly murmured, “Lifesblood! Yes, the mother, well—but I was thinking more particularly of the father with whom I’ve had a bit more interaction. You won’t care for him. Not a pushover like me.” He winked amiably. “Very grand in his origins. We were doing a unit on the Puritans, and Darius brought in a manuscript letter from Cotton Mather. The real thing, written to one of the father’s ancestors, I believe, and surprisingly toadying. He counsels reflection or something, if I recall.”
“Aha! All right,” Jane smirked. “The WASP with the exotic wife.” The corners of her mouth curled tighter.
“But he can be—and this is between you and me, my dear—he can be quite sinister.”
“The WASP with the exotic wife,” Jane repeated in a heavier rhythm.
“Oh. I see what you mean.” An old WASP himself, he looked hurt for a moment. He could see her lack of expression was meant as apology. “All I meant is the man can be ill-mannered.”
“Wonderful! He said something in particular?”
“No-o-o,” the history teacher said thoughtfully. He made sure the coffee maker’s parts were in place. The drizzle was slowly lowering in pitch. “No. We’ve had dealings. We’re both alumni. Darius is a legacy, of course. No, it’s simply that he can be brusque. Snide, even. You don’t know where you stand with him. Not my idea of the good old, none-too-bright WASP at any rate.” He chuckled to gloss over a deception. He touched the side of the coffee pot with a finger. The heat made his hand jump, and the quizzes were jostled from one pocket and fell.
Only the month before, the aging history teacher had talked Oliver Van Nest into contributing five thousand dollars to help rebuild Lawrence Academy’s upper school gymnasium, destroyed by arson. In the course of head-shaking over the unidentified firebug, Oliver muttered, “A sick kid. Or a communist like that Reichstag business.” Then he remarked that Stern’s Hitler Diaries might clear up some of the “tremendous confusion about those so-called death camps.” Holocaust denial wasn’t yet the notorious cottage industry it soon became. The old man had never heard of such a thing. He didn’t know what to make of Oliver’s remark. But he decided he wasn’t going to tattle about it now. A mote of an incident, it was still radioactive. And he wasn’t going to ruin Jane Brzostovsky’s dinner.
The old man was suddenly unhappy. Mere secondary school historian that he was, he was aware his silence, even now, here in New Jersey, could be construed as complicity, albeit remote, in millions of deaths. “In silence, like fetal sharks, complicity devours civility,” he intoned or, maybe, quoted mysteriously.
The coffee maker puttered and hissed now that the water had run through. Steam belched from the top, and the machine sighed like a luxuriating dragon. The fragrance of the coffee provided the history teacher no oomph, given his dreary consciousness of mass murder.
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THE VAN NEST place was a Tudor style proto-McMansion, circa 1925. The massively gabled house had patinated somehow over the years until it almost looked like a real dwelling in its gloomy copse behind a vast front lawn. Huge rhododendrons clogged the narrow path to an unused front door, so Jane entered through the kitchen with a twinge of irritated pride. Over the door leading to the rest of the house a now-defunct register used to inform the servants where they were needed. Arrows cocked permanently to “Front Drawing Room” and “5th Guest Bed.” made desuetude look like an Agatha Christie plot. Jane sized things up with distaste, all but ready to be shown to dinner in the nursery.
But the dining room table was set for the right number, four, plus one extra. The extra place was taken by a nervous, dwarfish young man who held his shoulders askew. He was Darius’s French tutor, David Caperini. David had joined the household when Princeton, where he was an occasional graduate student of some kind, came into session. Employing him was Sohaila’s inspiration. As a girl in north-eastern Iran, she’d had French tutors, a scatter-brained Armenian couple she’d adored. Jane doubted anyone adored David. Darius had never mentioned his tutor and ignored him throughout dinner.
But David was sociable. He greeted Jane with ridiculous joviality. “Ah, the—the celebrated, the swooned-over Ms.—uh—Ms. B!” She gave him a thin smile. Though he talked more than anyone during dinner, everything he said had a strange rhythm, a submissive scurrying-out-of-sight. When he wasn’t talking, his fingers twitched and his shoulders jerked.
They dined by candlelight. Dishes were carried from the kitchen by a maid or housekeeper, who was as lethargic and careless as an embittered Denny’s waitress. Though the places were set with paper napkins and everyday stainless, the regal china must have cost a fortune. The first few times Jane glanced at Oliver at the head of the table, she thought, “Heinrich Himmler.” (Ironically, given the Holocaust denial secret.) It was simply the caricatural pairing of a receding chin and old-fashioned wire-rims. Maybe Oliver’s preppy blue Oxford looked vaguely uniform-like, as well. Quirkily he fastened the top button. Jane wondered if the blue shirt hid a skin condition. Oliver was silent at first. Rude. He flared his nostrils. He sat perfectly still and seemed to count something by means of the nostril-flarings. Or he looked like a lizard, motionless except for its reptilian dewlap flexing.
He wasn’t utterly rude. With an elaborate contortion he held his cigarette halfway behind his chair so as not to cause offense. At intervals the arm came flying around, and he energetically flicked the cigarette in the region of a dainty crystal and silver ashtray. The ashes flew everywhere. Onto his own plate and that of his son. The arm was then politely dislocated again. He set down his fork and used that hand to slick back the hair mostly absent from his bulbous forehead. Picking up the fork again, he made an idle gesture with it but still didn’t say anything.
She had plenty of opportunity, but Jane gave up hunting for the right moment to unload the comments she’d prepared about Darius’s progress in school. There was something odd, willed almost, about the awkwardness. It couldn’t be made better by ordinary efforts at chit-chat. Sohaila wore a drowsy smile. Her painted cat eyes wandered the room, maybe judging the effect of this or that detail of the décor.
“And I—I—he told me the whole yellow rain chemical warfare to-do is going to collapse now, because he—he—Mikelson and they found out it was—of all things—bee pollen. Which I must—doesn’t sound entirely convincing? Somewhat mysterious when it’s so—so—dreamlike. No? Really—giant swarms of honeybees letting loose a—a golden shower? Really?” David maladroitly bumped the forks and knives of his place setting and repositioned them helter-skelter. Tiredly Jane counted the number of forks and courses. 
Oliver snorted at what David had said. And Darius mouthed, “Golden shower.” Exactly as the Westerbrook woman had whispered, “Concubine.” 
“Does the pollen drop off them when they fly or when they land?” Sohaila asked.
Jane pointed her chin toward David in a semblance of interest and was startled when he winked. Unless it was a big twitch.
“It falls from their leg hairs,” he explained delicately. “In the air. And—and the mycotoxin, which—which they—they thought—wrongly apparently—”
The moment after she vowed not to speak, Jane weighed in. “A chemical attack wouldn’t surprise me. They like playing games with the media. Consider the source.” She went on broadly, “Is anything Al Haig has ever said not disinformation?” At that she was able to stop herself.
Interrupted, David twitched even more. He seemed to shrink in his seat slightly as if he thought Jane had done something naughty and might be punished. He shot her a private look. Jane wondered if it weren’t a nerdy come-on of some kind. Except that he was obviously gay. Maybe he was why Darius was so screwy. Possibilities of abuse drifted through her mind like mass murder.
Oliver was staring at her. The instant Jane noticed, his gaze buzzed off. She thought to dilate soberly, “On the other hand, we have to be so careful when it comes to chemical weapons.”
“Why?” Oliver whispered under his breath to a vacant corner of the room. The too soft word came bracketed by a sniffle and wasn’t clearly part of the conversation. Everyone felt safe ignoring him.
By now Jane had gotten used to uncomfortable student/family dinners like this—the pressure to make a good impression, to praise the boy, to be polite without going overboard. Tonight, strangely, the discomfort was different. The oddity of the Van Nest ménage undermined intimidation. Oliver’s childish silence, David’s absurd flirty glances. She felt none of her usual Belgian Shoes inhibition, and in fact she’d slipped them off under the table and was cracking her toes on the carpet. But rather than enjoying a sense of liberty, she was wary, afraid of herself almost. Before she’d finished her first glass of wine, outlandish ejaculations like “Faggot!” (to David) and “Nazi” (to Oliver) darted through her mind tauntingly like minnows.
Expecting a contemptuous basso, Jane was surprised when Oliver finally did speak aloud. His voice was thin and high and wavered unsurely. He said, “I don’t believe a word they say. Any of them.” 
David’s mouth formed a stagey O of alarm. Jane was surprised herself. Here was a Lawrence parent who wasn’t giving Reagan the usual comfy benefit of the doubt. Unlikely he held any progressive opinions allied to her own, though.
“Consider the source,” Jane said quickly. “Who made the original yellow rain accusation? Who but General ‘I’m-in-control-of-the-White-House’ Al Haig?” From the corner of her eye she could see David had raised his glass to her. Thinking she hadn’t noticed his toast, he leaned forward to tickle the back of her hand with a forefinger. She flashed him a chilly smile and pulled her hand away with a shiver.
A vulpine half-smile spread on Oliver’s face, and he closed his eyes in, it seemed, intense pleasure. His arm swung around, and he scattered ashes vigorously, muttering, “Yellow rain! Yellow rain! What crap!”
A titter escaped David, because he’d been thinking that yellow rain was bee crap in a sense. Jane suppressed a smile for a different reason. Oliver looked like he was making a chemical attack on his own dinner table with his flailing cigarette. Humor is better the closer it is to unfunny, and Oliver was unfunny. Not a man to be teased, however ripe for it.
“What kind of a chemical attack is it if nobody dies?” Sohaila wondered. “I haven’t heard that people died. Did people die?”
“I think there were, besides—besides health problems, some people—did—” David managed to squeeze elaborate hesitations into the most hurried remarks.
Oliver didn’t let him finish. “Of course not,” he lashed out. “Even if people did die, how would they know what they died of—with all the—crap that’s been dropped on these countries?”
“Regular bullets kill so many more,” Sohaila said with feeling. “And landmines!”
“Exactly the point!” Oliver agreed harshly. He wasn’t at all unsure of himself, despite the reedy voice. “This isn’t about chemical whatever. It’s about truth. About truth.” An ironical smile ghosted his face, too fleeting for Jane to be certain it had been there at all. “These—assholes are drunk on what they think is secret knowledge. They’re as ignorant as we are when it comes down to it. I know. I’ve been in government.”
Jane frowned. Oliver was going off on a tangent. Curiously she probed, “But it seems the issue here is a conscious U.S. propaganda attack against the Soviet Union.” She tacked on, “Right?” But she didn’t come off sounding politely uncertain as she’d meant to do. Everybody was silent. Jane was afraid she’d gone too far.
“Think so?” Oliver mumbled at last. He shrugged impolitely. “Point is, when they do get these chemical weapons up to speed, there won’t be any maybe-maybe-who-knows-I’m-not-sure. Scads and swathes’ll be dead. Just like that! Scads and swathes of ’em. Everybody’ll know it. And that’ll be good. I mean, obviously bad. But long-term, not-obviously, in the way of very bad things, it’ll be good. We’ll know the truth and what they’re capable of.”
No one said anything for a while. “Uh—uh—” David began. “Mr. Van Nest has a theory that—that—that the convenience and lethality of weapons—no?—that it gives—that there’s a paradoxical civilizing—”
“That it forces us to be aware. To think. March of civilization blah-blah.” Oliver impatiently fed him the line.
“So you believe in progress?” Jane couldn’t help teasing as if his argument were tantamount to believing the earth is flat.
“Oh, Mr.—believes many—thinks about these—things in a—well, he experiments with ideas.” David looked at Jane too meaningfully. His tone of voice was indulgent to Oliver, yet also insulting. Jane wouldn’t have been surprised to see him fired on the spot. She didn’t dare say a word herself. The wrinkled green leather of five aged dining room chairs creaked in unison. Strangely Oliver was perfectly complacent. David swabbed the sweaty rings under his eyes with his fingertips and addressed his employer. “Remind me to give you a fascinating J.B.S. Haldane article. Along these—lines. Chemical—after the Mustard—in World War One.” Now he sounded prudently sincere.
During this whole conversation, which held little interest for him, Darius couldn’t sit still. The seat of his chair made a continual breathy squeaking. He ate and, at the same time, methodically cleaned his father’s ashes from his plate with the tip of an index finger. The ashes that landed in his food didn’t seem to bother him. Only the flakes that dirtied the gilt-edged porcelain.
When the housekeeper came from the kitchen to clear the plates, conversation about yellow rain was abandoned. Morose, slatternly, the woman’s limping trips around the table filled Jane with an inward cacophony of anger and self-contempt, all the more unbearable because she somehow looked like she was in it with them. 
David asked Darius in a cloying tone, “Are you enjoying having Ms.—Ms. B, all right if I call you—too?—with—having her here with us?”
“I’m going to marry her,” Darius raved promptly. A grin, cute but sour, appeared on his face and vanished. His fingers touched Jane’s shoulder like swarming butterflies. She’d felt them several times already this evening and tried not to flinch.
David’s mouth made the O again, humorous this time. He laughed by tipping his head absurdly from side to side. His skin was dusky in the candlelight. Maybe a blush lingering after the faux pas with Oliver, or, Jane suddenly guessed, he was drunk.
“You’ll have to earn a tremendous lot of money to support a grown-up woman,” Sohaila commented.
Darius turned to Jane. “Are you OK with that? I mean, I’m sure you want to marry me. Obviously! I have everything.”
“That’s fine, Darius,” Jane said. “Is that how we should pronounce it?” she asked the table as a diversion. Sohaila shrugged. 
Under his breath, Oliver muttered, “We only learned later on what a big ghetto name it was. We’d never have chosen it.”
“It’s a popular Black person’s name,” Sohaila explained innocently. “For me, it was just Persian.”
“Uh, marriage?” Darius insisted.
Finally Jane laughed a little to hide her annoyance. “That’s fine.”
“All settled!” Darius piped, crossing his arms and his legs.
Jane didn’t want to look at him but did. Starred by candlelight his eyes seemed impossibly haughty. She wanted to feel warmth instead of simmering dislike, but these people hardly merited consideration. Unless Darius alone deserved it. A boy, still. She forced a smile. This shred of a kindly thought brought her enormous relief. Even before coming she’d known she would find his situation more pitiable than anything. Her anger suddenly rose up against the so-called grown-up desires—the personal indiscipline!—that led a couple like the Van Nests to adopt a child. The selfishness!
Oliver left the table without a word, only sneaking a last glance at Jane. Below the neck, she was almost certain. David bowed when he got up, shook her hand. His grip mixed twitch and mannered politeness. His lips moved but only garbled formulae came out. All the while his gaze implored her—it could have meant anything.
Darius pushed him aside and begged Jane to visit his bedroom. Infuriatingly Sohaila waved them off. She drifted across a cavernous entry hall into the unlit front drawing room as imperturbably as a tiny planet jostled out of orbit. Jane followed the châtelaine’s gray figure until it disappeared. No light came on in the living room. Only tiny red, green and slowly blinking lights of electronics shone in the pitch darkness.
Darius reached for Jane’s hand to lead her upstairs. She ran her other palm along the oak banister, smearing David’s sweat on it. The foot-wide banister made her hand feel childishly small. The uprights were roughly carved telamones, their original bad taste intact. Jane managed to grumble something cheerful enough to Darius as she followed him up the shallow steps.
“I do love you,” he laughed, sprinting ahead. “Adore you!” he added with somewhat stronger but seemingly arbitrary irony. He sang out nonsense syllables in a demented falsetto. She looked down at David, who’d reappeared at the foot of the stairs. He gave her a twiddly wave.
Darius was lost to sight. The stairs kept switching back, slightly less grand after each turning. Jane said, not loudly, “Darius, I can’t follow if I don’t know where you’re going.” He returned at a run. His arms flailed. He grabbed her hand again.
“Here,” Darius announced. He was so overwrought he buried his face in his hands. They stood in the open doorway of a book-lined gable room. A tiny room. A former maid’s room packed with scuffed family furniture, castoffs. Everything was old. The worn cloth-bound books must have belonged to a grandparent at least. A gray window fan, possibly as old as the house, thrummed in a cage of zig-zag wire covered in oily dust. This loud, dismal fan produced a weak current of air in which strands of a bamboo curtain clacked gently in the doorframe of a huge walk-in closet. The closet was nearly as big as the room.
The woodwork was painted the same functional gray as the fan. But its matte surface looked dry and porous like whitewash. The non-fan window was open. Jane looked down a steep roof at a swimming pool, black as petroleum. Darius was humming-moaning. Through the shimmying bamboo strands Jane could make out more furniture in the closet, and a grim-looking steel chain threaded with plastic roses hung from a hook in the ceiling.
“That’s my closet. I guess I could show you.”
“No, Darius. I don’t want to be—”
“No, that’s OK,” he said bravely. He strode across the room and pulled the curtain aside.
“Darius, I don’t want to,” Jane let out. But she couldn’t not see the sloping walls he’d painted in garish acrylics. Starbursts, hearts, Peace and Love in a pillowy sixties lettering. The bizarre chain of roses was inexplicable, but Jane refused to ask about it.
“I painted all that when I was a kid,” Darius said. “I know it’s stupid.” He was nervously gathering the strands of the bamboo curtain into a huge chirruping cable.
“We all—” Jane began seriously. “It’s not stupid at all. Peace and love? Come on!”
“No. It is. I mean I did it as a joke, of course.” He was tugging a little too hard on the bamboo curtain. The flimsy tension rod popped from the top of the doorframe. Darius flinched. His hands covered his head. Yellow trickles of bamboo sluiced over him.
“That’s embarrassing,” he announced. He was blushing and wore a pouty, angry expression. Mock-dignified, he undraped himself and kicked at the bamboo on the floor. His pique suddenly disappeared. “That reminds me! I used to wear this thing! I just remembered. Maybe when I lived in the basement. I wonder how I did that?” He tried pulling the woody curtain around his shoulders like a cloak. One hand pinned it around his neck. With the other hand he flounced the cloth of bamboo and gestured sacredly. “I thought it made me look like some weird kind of priest. Or king. This is pretty good. Better than my other cape.” 
“Darius. What are you doing?”
“What?”
“Why don’t we hang that back up? Straighten up in here?”
“Why? Someone else will take care of it. Let Tina do it. We don’t have to do anything.” He said this so provocatively Jane averted her eyes. Tina was the limping housekeeper. Darius let the bamboo cape clatter from his shoulders. He fixed on Jane’s throat and whispered, “Tina is my slave.” His hand at once covered his mouth and he guffawed, because, even for his family, that was going a little far. He leapt onto his bed wailing, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Here,” he tried distracting her. “This is my bed. 
“Darius.” She said it without indulgence. She turned her back on him. “I’m going down.” 
David stood in the doorway, quite clearly glassy-eyed and flushed in the full light. “I thought I heard a—Darius—a big clatter. Having a—a tantrum or something?” He said it with what he meant to sound like fond irony.
“Shut up!” Darius muttered.
“Just the bead curtain,” Jane said. “I’m going down.”
Darius refused to see them downstairs, so David and Jane descended flight after flight in silence. David lagged and made several conversation-broaching noises, but Jane tried to keep the pace up. Coming to the last flight David finally spat out, “You know—you know—they’ve closed up shop. Gone to bed. The Van Nests. They won’t—no need to say goodbye.”
“Really?”
“Nightcap?” He finally produced his fuddy-duddy invitation. “A strange family.”
“Clearly. Does he see somebody?”
“Ritalin, I think. The tantrums are real, by the way. He’s been known to topple a whole bookshelf—why I came up—just kicked it over.” David smiled. “You know what makes them like this, don’t you?” he whispered. “It’s just the money.” 
“Probably. Ultimately, yes, I’m sure that’s it,” Jane said warily. She didn’t really want to befriend David. His expression begged her to speak, however, so she went ahead. “Is he really as awful as he seems?”
“Oliver? Yes. He’ll—well, he’ll say anything. All to—just anything for—shock effect.”
“He doesn’t believe in that poison gas scads-and-swathes’ll-be-dead-and-it’s-somehow-good theory?”
David shrugged. “Probably not. Low-grade self-entertainment, I’d say.” He looked around before trailing off in the smallest whisper possible, “But racist, anti-Semite, all that seems pretty authentic—”
Darius went down to his parents’ bedroom to say goodnight. Propped up by pillows, they lay on either side of a room-sized bed. Oliver sipped a beer. He was studying an inflammatory flyer about a Chinese restaurant boycott (Jade Tree on the Bowery), which someone had handed to him in the city. The boycott seemed to be about employee working conditions. A pouting lower lip made his chin vanish entirely. The Wall Street Journal waited its turn propped against yellowish knees.
Sohaila wasn’t concentrating on her magazine. She kept thinking she heard music. She was certain she hadn’t left the CD player on downstairs, and even if she had, she couldn’t be hearing it up here. The illusion was interesting. Each phrase of the music was new, unknown but somehow remembered. She turned the glossy pages of Metropolitan Home from time to time, but she was trying to listen straight through. The music was brilliant, a little like Debussy.
His parents’ symmetry on the bed pleased Darius. He knelt exactly between them, salaamed and rested his cheek on the down comforter. He faced his father for three beats, then he turned his head and faced his mother for three beats. He asked whether they’d enjoyed the evening. His father’s soprano grunt was quick. Sohaila lagged. “Very nice!” After a voluptuous pause, she asked, “Why are you turning your head?”
“I have to. Do you like her? I’m going to marry her.” He only mouthed the cute joke now, neither offering nor finding any humor in it. He seemed dulled.
“Well, I don’t know if she’s the best person for you.”
“You don’t like her? But I love her. She’s my favorite teacher.”
“I don’t know if I think she cares about you in the way a really nice and loving person should—someone you’d want to marry.”
Darius’s head shot up. Then he mechanically recommenced turning his head on the comforter, one beat per side now. “Mom, I’m madly, madly, madly, madly, in love, with, her.”
“Oho! You are, are you?” She smiled finely. 
Oliver turned his head. He directed a very unpleasant expression at their two-thirds of the bed. He tugged the comforter slightly from under Darius’s knees. The newspaper fell from his lap, and he snatched it up irritably. He slapped the salmon-colored boycott flyer to his bedside table, muttered “Fuckers!” This was followed by a strange peep of laughter.
Unperturbed Sohaila said, “Dah-li-ush? You know your little friend Barry?”
“Uh-huh. What about him?”
“The little blond boy.”
“Not little, Mom. Bigger than me.”
“Oh, you know the one, though. Your friend, right? You want to know something? He isn’t blond. Not really.” 
Darius’s head shot up.
“Maybe I shouldn’t say. You mustn’t tell. It’s interesting, though, isn’t it?”
Darius turned his head trying to think of a response. He stopped after a moment, settling on, “Yes, he is.”
“No. He’s not blond. His mother dyes his hair to be like hers. Like if I dyed your hair black. Would you like that?”
“I’m not sure,” Darius said. “I don’t think so.”
“Not that it matters. He looks good as a blond boy, don’t you think?”
“I guess.” Darius frowned.
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IN HIS LAWRENCE Academy homeroom, Darius, who’d been unusually quiet for several days, seemed on the verge of talking to the ceiling tiles. Jane Brzostovsky deliberately overlooked his waving arm, nearly double-jointed with yearning. At intervals a grainy, silvery thunder of cheering came through the open windows from the middle school playing field. “I know everybody wants to get out, so I’ll try to wrap up,” Jane said.
“I have something to say,” Darius blurted out.
“Not sure we have time, Darius.” Jane tried to sound offhand. She snuck a glance. 
Darius looked betrayed, his brow pinched. In a snide tone of voice, he addressed the class. “She just doesn’t want you to hear the true thing that will go against her small-minded—”
“Hey! Watch it! I don’t like the sound—”
“Of course, she doesn’t. She’s—”
Jane grabbed his upper arm and flung open the classroom door. She dragged Darius into the hall. The other students, vocalizing like monkeys, peered after them.
The door had revolved on its hinges and struck the outer wall. The pewter glare from a glass pane shuddered on the tile floor, and an aqueous clangor reechoed up and down the hall. Jane’s muscles felt like frothed milk, her eyes actually hurt in their sockets—she was so enraged. Darius’ head rolled with flower-like indifference. “You’ve been wanting to touch me for a long time, haven’t you, babe?” he said. She struck him with the flat of her hand. A light blow, the out-of-control controlled, almost symbolic, but still. His expression wrinkled up. 
“And all of you, shut up,” Jane snapped at the murmuring class.
The slap could have been a serious matter. Jane dutifully reported it to the head of school. Without exactly spelling it out in their discussion, the head of school and the Lawrence Board chair settled on a course of inaction, not even a phone call to the Van Nests. This risky calculation paid off, because Darius never did tell his parents that he’d been hit. 
Jane felt an irritable sort of remorse. From that moment on, her patience with Darius was fantastic. This withering patience, even more than the slap, cooled his ardor for a while. Yet on a deeper level he didn’t seem to register how much he was saddened by the apparent failure of their relationship. And while she rather enjoyed her own self-control, Jane had no idea how much he was saddened either. There was no sign of it. Perky with nonsense, chatty and outrageous, his personality was more haphazard than ever.
Maybe Jane wouldn’t have been so hard on him, maybe she would have kept the horrendous parents more compassionately in mind, if only Darius weren’t best friends with Barry Paul. Barry was Jane’s favorite student by far. She had a full blown, frankly erotic, crush on him. It was parenthetic and humorous, of course—doll-sized—like Oliver’s gassed millions or her own inward class turmoil about the Van Nest’s housekeeper, Tina. Seeing the two boys together drove her crazy. 
And they were almost always together. Inseparable from the start of the year. Jane, who’d kept a close eye on Barry since her first days at Lawrence, had completely missed the moment the friendship suddenly sprang into existence. It happened with kid-like abruptness. It was, she supposed, very pure, very beautiful and very mysterious. At least on Barry’s side. Her flicker of jealousy was quite funny to her.
Next to Barry, who was husky, Darius looked svelte and crafty. With Barry, he was uncharacteristically self-effacing. Chin scratching his clavicle with feline strokes, he’d eye his friend and whatever his friend was eyeing. If he craved attention, a rapid whisper passed his lips. Then, as soon as Barry turned to him, frank and grinning and, for some reason, amazed at what he’d heard, Darius’ fingers squirmed. They formed a white-knuckled spider on the white denim stretched tightly across his thigh. He smiled and seemed to recede again.
Now that Jane knew Barry’s hair was dyed it was obvious. The eyebrows were a few shades too dark. She almost laughed. Self-deprecating amusement bubbled up in her, becoming more abundant affection for Barry, then diffuse happiness, then a barely visible smile. 
Barry was considered mature for his age. As far as anyone could tell, he was unharmed by a dreadful mother and a wan, negligible father. He had a strange charisma of utter normality. Jane often tried pinning it down. The universal mistake people made—this was Jane talking to herself—was thinking that the quality didn’t actually belong to him. People thought they were content, they were having a good day, they were interesting, their personality was bearable, even admirable, whenever they had some little dealing with Barry. And everyone did feel this way. Jane tried to make out it was her absurd crush talking, but she really believed Barry’s appeal was widespread. It wasn’t just her. Since he wasn’t memorably beautiful and never said anything a suburban New Jersey boy wouldn’t say, he was able to go about his business in the healthful anonymity that suited him. His star power was slow-acting, even subterranean. Jane invariably laughed it all off but sometimes failed. In subtle stages, she’d given up the notion that this quality Barry had might not be objective. Everybody knew it and it was a secret. Like naïve maps that place the Garden of Eden exactly here, so many miles northwest of Ur, her possible fulfillment seemed to be local, tangible, the fragrance of sour candy on this one boy’s breath. 
Barry’s eyes were set wide. He squeezed the right one closed when he didn’t understand something—often enough. In repose his mouth looked horizontal, grim and almost countrified, but it was always moving. He was an avid, poor skateboarder. He tied a spare wheel truck to the flap of his backpack as a sort of tradesman’s token. He had no particular passion for any of his classes, though he liked the biology unit of Science best. The hair at his ankles and a straggly patch above his huge, red-eyed death’s head belt buckle were thickening prematurely, which made him seem secretly manly, despite a beardless baby face. 
Even at eleven, a year older than most of the boys in his class, he was lumbering. He was too big to have a mischief-maker’s appeal. And since he was bigger in body, when he got in trouble the trouble seemed a bigger deal than it was. He was caught shoplifting Rock Climber Magazine from a 7-Eleven. There were frequent successful thefts, as well. 
 
 
Barry and Darius couldn’t answer the question about how their friendship had started any more than Jane could. They didn’t notice they were particularly friends at all, until she smirked at them one time. “You’re as thick as thieves, you two.” Several other adults dropped similar aren’t-you-cute comments. Which made friendship feel unpleasant, but the boys had to admit, they were always together. Other kids were matter of fact. If they wanted to know what Darius thought about something, they asked Barry. And vice versa. They addressed the two, even when one of them wasn’t around, as “you guys.” A wag wrote a poem about them: “Very hilarious/Are Barry and Darius.” 
The boys even traveled together. When she heard about this trip after the fact, Jane experienced an operatic jealousy. The emotion shocked her. Ah, perfido! It was torture how each boy came to her to report happily about spring break. And even worse torture hearing herself needle them about it over several days like some—well, some Claggart. Needle them and at the same time probe for more and more detail.
Barry had a cousin, a freshman at Rutgers. Pressured by his mother, this boy invited Barry to tag along on spring break. The cousin rented a clapboard house in Bel-Mar with ten schoolmates. Because parts of explanations were omitted and because the Jersey Shore was so close and because “cousin” sounded perfectly all right and the cousin’s mother confirmed everything, Darius was allowed to go. Jeanette, who savored the connection to a schoolmate’s rich parents. As for the cousin, he reconciled himself to the company of children for two contradictory reasons. He intended to use the boys the way a lady-killer uses a puppy. And he planned to enjoy a sincere and sentimental pantomime of fatherhood, surprisingly common among teenagers. 
Like most New Jersey shore towns Bel-Mar was built along the narrow beach in ribbons, boardwalk, traffic-congested street, bars and surf shops facing the Atlantic, then a quieter strip of modest summer houses. 
The world is marvelous when a mob of doting teenagers seems grown-up. Adulthood looks unbearably beautiful and energetic and free. To Barry and Darius Bel-Mar didn’t seem anything like the drunken madhouse locals grumbled about. They were often so happy they panted when they talked. The first day they decided to speak as loudly as possible.
“SHAKE IT, DARE!”
“I AM, BARE.” Darius turned to a voluptuous girl in a green bikini and purple kimono. She was the only one who was up at that hour. She’d fixed cereal for them and fumbled with a cigarette now. “Should I help clean up?” Darius asked her.
“Uh, no,” she answered, unsure about letting them run off to the beach on their own. But Barry was so determined.
“I GOT YOUR TOWEL, DARE!”
“COMING! WEAPONS?”
“GOT ’EM.”
The girl made an expression like Yikes! With a discreet finger she tucked away a few black pubic hairs showing at the top of a bikini-strangled thigh. Pulling her kimono over her lap, she blew an uninhaled mouthful of smoke away from Darius and through the screen door. From the humid dimness deeper in the house a mucous-y, male voice said, not unkindly, “Get out or shut the fuck up.”
On the beach Barry shouted, “SEE THAT OUT THERE?”
“NO. WHERE? WHAT?”
“THE BOAT UNDER THE BANNER-TOWER. HURRY! UNDER THE TAIL OF THE BANNER—‘QRL EASY-PISSING MUSIC’ I THOUGHT IT SAID!” A bleating biplane with a trailing yellow radio-station ad indeed appeared to overfly a distant ship.
Darius laughed, gripped his belly. His too-large mirrored sunglasses, already askew, slipped off when he bent forward. “OK, YEAH. I SEE IT. SO?”
“ILLEGAL DUMPING. THAT’S WHAT HE’S DOING.” Barry shrugged and pretended to inject his forearm with a hypodermic, by which he meant the ship was probably dumping infected needles along with its illegal trash. Darius squinted at the horizon. He couldn’t see that the ship was dumping anything, illegal or not. “CAPITALIST SCUM!” Barry screamed.
“Hey!” a stranger in headphones barked.
Barry and Darius gave one another a long look. Barry arched his back, thrummed his belly like a duffer but deftly lifted his towel to his hand with a foot. “THINK WE CAN PIPE DOWN, DARE?”
“I DON’T THINK SO. THIS IS JUST THE WAY WE TALK.” Darius cringed a little at his own outrageousness.
“WE JUST TALK THIS WAY?”
“YU-U-U-U-UP!” Darius screamed. He covered his mouth with both hands.
The stranger pulled off his earphones and feinted to get up. The boys ran down the beach. Half an hour later they were still escaping the man in fantasy. Darius pretended that the reverse of the Bel-Mar Daily beach tag safety-pinned to the hip of his Speedos was a video screen. He sat on the gritty boardwalk and pulled his towel over his head. One of the stranger’s earphones was a camera (planted earlier) and Darius could observe the man’s thoughts on the screen. “SHIT! HE’S COMING!” He scrambled to his feet and shoved Barry in the small of his back. The boardwalk boards made cooing thuds as they trotted off toward the bridge that led to Avon-by-the-Sea and Bradley Beach.
Fantasy was only tolerable to Barry. He enjoyed Darius’s knack for it like he enjoyed watching movies. But left to his own devices he preferred talking with the teenagers. When the older boys exchanged meaningful glances about something he didn’t understand yet, he took it good-naturedly.
He was fascinated by work. He pestered a pizza boy with questions about hours and wages. Though the pizza boy was standoffish at first, he let himself be drawn out. He scratched flour from the messy scar of a patched cleft lip. He was vague about his recent discharge from the navy, said he’d passed his GED. Barry listened with an expression so adult that the drink straw in the corner of his mouth looked like a gangster’s cigarette. Somehow he’d gotten the navy boy thinking about his life.
Like an uncle slightly out of true, the boy fumbled in return, “What do you kids think you want to do, be, whatever?”
Barry and Darius answered at the same time. Darius said, “Actor, I guess.” Barry’s response was a question: “You ever put stuff on the pizza if the guy that ordered it’s a real jerk?”
Darius had long had an inkling that his friend was a few levels more mature than he was himself. In an occasional funk he would narrow his eyes and dismiss Barry as painfully normal—boring, even. But the normality exerted a powerful fascination. Barry—maybe all normal boys—seemed hurtling and unprotected in a way that caused a familiar tenderness to well up in Darius. As if he and Barry and the dead boy Todd McCormick, for that matter, were all on a pool party spree, splashing and ducking, and Darius suddenly needed everything to stop. To be up in his attic window again. His grandiose tenderness, not unlike his secret and illustrious eternity, made Darius feel as if he had lived as fully as a grizzled warrior king already. The condescending emotion bore no similarity to his hilarious beach tag/video screen or earphone/thought camera, but they were basically both play-acting. 
He must have been feeling homesick, because on the last day exactly that flying pool party anxiety came over him. The two boys and six half-naked teenagers piled into a car and sped off. Racing and bucking in traffic, they were driving who knew where. Everybody talked at once. Darius was queasy. 
Toward the Atlantic, freighters and Jupiter pricked the lavender evening as white glimmers. The car was full of scent. The crammed bodies touched with secret alertness. Frightened, exhilarated, saliva sluicing along his inner cheeks and past his molars, Darius sat dumb among these extraordinary strangers. Even Barry was a stranger. Where were they going? Anything might happen. 
They pulled up alongside the big park in Spring Lake, safe and sound. A band was playing under a panoply of Irish flags. An upstanding crowd of picnickers was scattered across the lawn. Pulling on T-shirts, the teenagers formed a sheepish group and ogled the clarinetist, their friend.
Barry and Darius ambled down to the pond. Their approach seemed to bump two swans onto the black water. The boys sat brushing the day’s feather-shaped patches of sand from their skin. Darius made Barry hold his hand an inch from the skin of his thigh, not touching it. “My soul,” he explained. “It got so hot today it’s leaving my body. Feel it? Let’s—yup. You’re losing yours, too.”
“Bullshit—Shit, I am!” Barry tried to sound amused, to play along. 
 “What’ll you do without a soul?” Darius sighed. His tone wasn’t so broad now.
Barry smiled. “I guess we’ll go to Hell.” He threw a dried pea of excrement at the swans. A gluttonous carp made rings in the water. 
“But you have to have a soul to go to Hell,” Darius countered.
“Oh, right. Well, I guess, maybe, we’ll be like wandering souls. And our bodies will be like zombies. Maybe something like that.”
“Whoa, Bare! Your foot!” Darius pointed.
Barry examined a black crust between his toes and along the edge of his scuffed left foot—dried blood. His sole was still wet with it. He recalled wincing on a broken cockle shell at some point that afternoon. Strangely, he’d felt no pain whatsoever, then or now, though at times he’d vaguely noticed something slick like mud underfoot. The wound was too horrible and painful looking to waste. “Oh, yeah. No big deal.” Barry raised his chin and shrugged in contentment.
He garnered a satisfying expression of awe from Darius, who wondered, “You want to wash it?”
“Not in there! I just threw a swan turd in there.”
“Really? These things are—?” Darius stirred the pellets with a stick. “I think I know a big secret of yours,” he said. “You dye your hair.”
Barry paused only a second. “I don’t. My mom does. That’s not my secret. You and me are blood brothers, so I tell you everything. But the reason you don’t know that is cause it’s not mine to tell.” He tipped his head in consideration. “You shouldn’t tell anybody else, though. My mom would probably fucking kill me if she thought everybody knew. She’s such a bitch.”
“Barry! Don’t say that!” Darius whispered back in shock.
That evening Barry made a big deal about his injured foot. He was mewled over by two teenaged girls. They bandaged the wound, and the elaborate bandage caused him such pride that he started limping and kept it up till he went to bed.
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IN THEIR BONES, many of the teachers at Lawrence Academy had a fatal conviction that adulthood was an isometric mapping of the shoulder-high personalities of middle school, or all but. With fair confidence they picked out the lawyers and the screw-ups.
Sexuality was a more interesting guessing game. No longer a subject too delicate even to think about, bets were only taken in short odds cases like Darius Van Nest. No one wanted to consult openly the handful of teachers one assumed had an eye for those things. After all, who wants to know? Ostentatious shrugs stood for tolerance. Barry and Darius were subject to a bit of speculation. Among fellow students, paradoxically, the couple got only friendly, pro forma attacks such as “You two faggots.” Alone, Darius might have had to toss his head in bullied isolation.
Their friendship wasn’t exactly erotic. They got into an argument about whose scrotum looked more like supermarket chicken skin. The issue had to be settled. Barry treated the comparison as a grave exercise, while Darius smirked. At Barry’s direction off came their pants, and they kneaded their balls, pulling the skin over their knuckles like cling wrap. Barry’s scrotum was bumpier and more chicken-like, they decided, holding them side by side under the bathroom light. Stiffening penises got knocked out of the way, dumb-seeming as puppies on Christmas morning. Wryly, Barry strangled his with one hand and knocked against Darius’s in a meditative rhythm. The boys gradually lost both smiles and gravity, and they ended up just observing, or even just counting the beat, so inexpressive were their lowered faces.
A few days after their trip to the beach they’d gotten filthy setting up an “animatronic” (not really, but still Disney-inspired) zombie experience behind Barry’s garage. Jeanette ordered them to shower. Barry sat on the edge of the tub examining his foot. For almost a week he’d carefully preserved the flirty dressing the teenaged girls had given his foot in Bel-Mar. Now, finally, he tugged off the zombie bandages. He picked curiously at the ring-straked gauze underneath, red, brown and yellow. “Hey!” he said crossly, noticing Darius. Darius had turned shyly toward the corner of the bathroom to peel off his underwear. “Don’t do that,” Barry said. He really seemed angry. “We should just strip down and jump in the shower. I think that’s more normal, if you’re buddies.” For some reason Barry was offended by Darius’s shyness. Maybe it made them seem less close. Or he was concerned for his friend: maybe he hated seeing Darius give in to unhealthy habits of mind.
Once, they were sitting together on Darius’s bed. Barry was losing a game of Stratego through sheer indifference. Darius didn’t want to go outdoors, so he tried to keep interest alive by talking. The bedroom’s antiquated gray fan was making lop-sided white noise. The strands of the bamboo curtain swayed and pecked. 
Seeing it through the eyes of the guest he was hoping to entertain, Darius was aware of something dreary and prison-like about his bedroom. He couldn’t love it as he usually did. Hypnotized by the boredom of the ticking bamboo and the beating fan he self-consciously stopped talking in the middle of a sentence. His mouth hung open. He felt the rigid panic that occasionally overcame him when he would focus on the fact that none of his relationships was quite real. He was adopted. All connections, from the very first, were based on words not reality. Even this one with his blood brother was unreal. Children may be more subject to these unnamable key changes of consciousness than grownups. Darius went from chattering to faint in an instant. “You ever worry we don’t really exist, Bare?”
“No,” Barry said.
With uncharacteristic boldness Darius then asked, “Do you ever like getting stuff stuck up your butt? ‘Cause I actually do sometimes. Like when I was a kid I knew I was supposed to hate wedgies but I kind of liked them.” It felt odd to be sitting there after saying this. He listened to the fan and gently pressed the fanged general token against his knee.
Barry seemed to stop what he was doing, though he’d been perfectly still. His smile looked a little like pleasure, a little like mocking cruelty withheld. “Hadn’t really thought about it,” he shrugged finally.
“Oh.” Darius jerked his shoulders, which made Colin Vail’s loose-jointed old spool bed creak for a surprisingly long time. “It’s weird, I guess.”
One weekend morning the two boys had been on the phone for what felt like hours. It got to the point where they were just breathing to each other and going about their business. Barry was particularly bored, which made him cranky. He threw out, “You know, Jeanette told me Ms. B is a chimo.” He’d started calling his mother by her first name, and Darius was imitating him with Oliver.
“What’s a chimo?”
“Child molester.”
“Yeah?” Darius had taken the phone into a remote attic storage room to rummage through the contents of a junked mahogany sideboard. Inside, the shelves were heaped with countless pouches of soft silver cloth which made gong-like whispers when disturbed. Most of the old silver in the bags was tarnished iridescent black. Under the heap of bags were bundles of ancient family letters, some containing disturbing, beribboned curls of hair. Darius thought his friend was saying that Jane Brzostovsky was a child beater. He made himself sound supremely skeptical. “Yeah, I don’t think so.” He remembered her slap but couldn’t call that abuse exactly.
“She asked me if I woke up sticky yet.”
“What? Sticky?”
“Right, and then she laughs like she was only being funny. Weird-funny.”
“What does that mean?”
“I told Jeanette, and she said, ‘That bitch sounds like a fucking chimo!’”
“Barry! Shh!” Darius was shocked. “Don’t say that.” He opened a manila envelope full of old travel guides and spilled them onto his lap. Dresden decked out with swastikas. “Oh man! You won’t believe what I just found. Hitler stuff! Bare?”
“Yeah?”
“You doing anything? I had this idea earlier. You want to come over and help me with it?”
Actually, Darius had had the idea a long time ago. The travel folders just reminded him. After leafing through an old guidebook to Ravenna once, he had conceived of a life-sized portrait of Barry, a dazzling, gold-encrusted mosaic with soulful brown eyes. His plan had been to create this portrait on the wall of his closet alongside Peace and Love. In addition to the mosaic portrait, the closet would eventually be embellished with a dome and a skylight, a far-fetched renovation which meant the whole project had stalled in the world of fantasy.
The return of this vision energized Darius. As soon as he got off the phone with Barry he started hunting for materials for the portrait. Under the rose-threaded chain in the closet Darius laid out colored felt highlighters and Elmer’s glue. Downstairs, he found a huge carton of beads belonging to his father.
Beading was a recent fad of Oliver’s. With a rich man’s lightning enthusiasm, Oliver had ordered huge quantities of beads from a catalogue. Many of them were gold-filled according to the packages, and Darius figured they might work as tesserae for his mosaic.
He drew a rough outline of Barry wearing a Byzantine tunic on a bare patch of wall in the closet. Impatiently he smeared glue at the wrist of the garment and began pressing beads against the wall. They fell, danced like millet and were lost under a dresser. At best they slid out of position. He used more glue, set a number of beads in place and pressed his palm over them.
He was standing like this, waiting for the glue to dry, when David Caperini made a meek noise of greeting from the bedroom door. “In here,” Darius called. 
Pulling bamboo strands apart with two forefingers, David poked his head in the closet. “Eh bien, tu es là. Tu t’amuse bien?” Darius looked like he was just standing there, leaning against the wall. David’s gaze roamed over the glue, the markers, and the drawn-on wall, pausing at the big carton. A few tattered copies of Bead and Button were tucked in amongst the plastic boxes and glassine bags.
“Yes? Bahnjheur Daveed,” Darius drawled indifferently. “Cahnmahn-tallay-voo? Moi—OK.”
The bamboo curtain chattered when David shivered for no reason. “Très bien merci. Alors, qu’est-ce qu’on fabrique ici?”
Darius rolled his eyes. At random he tried, “Mmm—Je pense—le gâteau—”
“Mais tu fais pas de la cuisine dans le dressing?”
Darius frowned. Hearing only David’s cute surprise, he said, “Non! Je suis NOT—what you think I am!”
“Mais j’ai rien dit!”  
“Oui—Moi—”
“Écoute, tu fais ce qui te plaît. Á mon avis, t’es garçon adorable. Je ne dirais jamais que ça.” 
“OK. OK. Shut up.”
“Darius, I—I wasn’t saying you were anything. I was only asking what you were up to.”
“Oh. I’m working on this thing.” With a squint of pain for drama’s sake, Darius gingerly lifted his hand from the wall. Surprisingly, the beads held. But they were dull with smeared glue and disappointingly unlike his mosaic vision.
Standing back to judge his work, Darius pensively looped the steel chain around his shoulders. He wrapped the end around his neck a second time, dislodging a plastic rose. The chain was cold, but the weight felt good. Darius noticed David’s eyes boring into him and asked in a sassy tone, “Uh—yes?”
“Oh, it’s a—uh—what?—a sort of mosaïque?”
“Yes, it’s supposed to be a mose-eye-eek. But it’s actually crappy for now.”
David’s head disappeared. Letting the chain fall with a tinkling thud and more dropped roses, Darius followed him out of the closet. 
David perched on the creaky spool bed and, using both hands, seemed to start squeezing something out of one thigh. 
Darius wrinkled his nose. “Are you trying to talk to me? What are you doing up here?”
“No, not at all,” David said. Both his hands batted the air dismissively, then rushed back to his thigh.
“You wanted to tell me my parents have screwed me up, right?”
“God, no. No.” David tried to laugh.
Darius frowned and picked at a whorled skin of dried glue on his palm. Unlike some children—Barry, for example—Darius didn’t believe adults knew things children didn’t. He was the egotistical cat convinced its owners are also cats. 
David had slipped his hand under his collar placket to massage his neck. “You know, I wasn’t always the happiest kid in the world my—myself—”
Playing it for comedy, Darius sniffled. “At least I have my pills. Bummer for you, though.” 
“I had to lie on my back in bed for a year!” When Darius didn’t respond with anything more than a frown, David made a dotty pshew! of laughter and pretended to shoot himself in the head. 
“What are you talking about?”
David patted the bed next to him. It was an invitation for Darius to sit. The bed creaked. When the boy didn’t budge, David pretended he was brushing at the comforter.
“On est fort sadique,” he whispered mysteriously. “Where’s your friend?”
“Oui, oui-oui-oui!” Darius interrupted. “Non, non-non-non! What are you talking about? Are you talking about Barry? He’s coming over in a minute.”
Smiling bleakly, David reached out to massage Darius’s shoulder.
Darius squinched his face, “Uh—David. This might be a little bit—uh, chimo—child abuse.” He was joking, but the earnest look that had crossed David’s face disturbed him.
David released his grip, leaned back and slapped his thighs. Blandly hysterical laughter trailed off in absurd grown-up artificiality. “Oh-ho-ho-ho-ho!”
Darius raised his eyebrows. The way their two gazes met, neither had the remotest idea what the other was thinking. The not knowing was, on David’s side, fascinating, heartbreaking.
With a head-clearing twitch, David announced, “Really, I came—Your father needs his—he was looking for his beading things.” He nodded toward the closet.
“Why didn’t you tell me? Is he mad?”
“Pas de tout, I don’t think.”
“Pas de tout. Oui, oui-oui-oui,” Darius mocked in irritation. He immediately dragged the big box from the closet, the bamboo strands trailing over it. Still angry at David, who was hanging his head wearily, he lashed out. “You know, I saw you put those big folder things in your car. From our basement! And all that stuff down there is supposed to be mine.” He wasn’t expecting the cartoonish look of horror that appeared on David’s face. Colin Vail’s bed started creaking. “Sorry!” Darius piped airily. “I’m only teasing. It’s not a big deal.” David stuttered something.
Darius manhandled the heavy box of beads down five flights of stairs. He kicked it noisily across each carpeted landing and through the front hall. His father wasn’t, after all, angry. He sat on a petit point footstool in the sprawling front drawing room.
A new silk dressing gown with the Barney’s tag still attached by a plastic loop hung open, showing a wrinkled chest like softening cream paint. Oliver held a cigarette and a threaded needle aloft with surgical fastidiousness. He crooked his leg and pulled a plastic beading tray across the carpet toward him with a yellow-callused toe. The beading tray was indented with looping troughs, and the troughs were marked off in numbered segments. He said, “Oh, here we are,” and nodded for Darius to push the carton of beads next to the tray. He looked back at Sohaila. He said, “I don’t know.” Sohaila was modeling one of his necklaces, a jade spider web bedewed with gold. “Does it swoop too low here? Or is it just the neckline of that thing you’ve got on?”
“It feels a little low,” Sohaila whispered. “The color is good for me, though. What do I have—? Autumn—winter coloring? I don’t remember.”
Oliver stood up. Moving behind her, he shortened the strand at the nape of her neck and cocked his head.
Sohaila smiled at Darius. “Do you remember what you were?”
“Same as you,” he said, though he didn’t remember. “Can I ever use some of those, Dad?”
Oliver didn’t answer. Sohaila asked, “What were you doing, darling?”
“Just this art thing.”
“He’s an indoor boy,” Oliver observed. His tone was objective, more narrator than father. “I hate it,” he concluded mildly about the necklace. “Somehow the overall shape is wrong for you. I thought big would work.” As if reconsidering, he tugged a bit more at the necklace. “Ah, well!” he sighed. “Thanks for trying it on.”
Sohaila smiled thinly, looking somewhere far off, as Oliver kissed her cheek with extreme primness. Oliver posed his hand on her shoulder for this dainty embrace, and as he did so he slyly pressed the needle still in his right hand into her shoulder.
Sohaila spun out of his arms with a cry of pain. “Oliver!” Her body shuddered and she tossed her hair in rage. After a moment, she shook her head again like a tormented animal. She massaged the pricked shoulder. She repeated her inarticulate cry several times as surprise burned off. Auch! Auch! Auch! She leveled a vengeful stare at Oliver. But something about her rapid recovery suggested Oliver’s behavior wasn’t totally unexpected. The extravagant, practiced frown Darius forced onto his brow made it look like he too had witnessed this sort of thing before.
“Sorry! I didn’t—” Oliver blustered with the flimsiest air of innocence.
Sohaila’s lips moved a moment before she said anything. “Oliver, really—!” she began with utter contempt. She took her hand from the hurt shoulder. A drop of blood had formed a streak, an angry red accent grave. She touched it with her fingertip. She examined her palm. “You’re exactly like—” 
“Like what?” Oliver whimpered.
“I don’t know!” she shouted, though not very loudly. “Like a torturer—Savak! Really, you are. Like a—a goon.”
“That’s outrageous!” Oliver roared with a perverse sort of amusement.
“You’re a torturer. You’re like Savak.”
Oliver turned to Darius with a comical madman’s expression. Then, all reasonableness, he mused, “If I converted, I think I’d have the right to multiple wives. Four, to be precise. That would be nice. Wouldn’t you like four mothers?”
“Oh, Oliver,” Sohaila said with disgust. 
 “As long as I’m equitable and can afford to take care of them, which, of course, I can.” 
“Please, take all the wives you like. You’ve become a freak.” She glanced at Darius and stopped herself. “You’re not the person I married.”
Darius echoed his mother’s contempt. “What are you talking about, Oliver?”
Oliver suddenly growled and lunged at Darius in play. Darius flinched but held his ground. Full of dignity, he said, “Barry’s coming over.”
Eyeing her shoulder with teary, glittering concern Sohaila hurried from the room. Darius turned his back on his father and started to walk out, too. But slowly. He took only tiny, five-inch steps as a pure provocation. Given the size of the room this exit took a long time. He was still walking out long after Sohaila had washed her hand and shoulder, long after Oliver, with peculiar sighing groans, took his seat on the petit point stool again and started digging through the carton of beads.
Oliver spoke up at last. “You’re not going to get very far at that rate.” Darius took six more meticulous baby steps, and Oliver went on briskly, “I am sorry, Darius, but there’re a lot of things going on you don’t understand. I certainly have not left your mother high and dry. Foreigners—something you might want to watch out for—sometimes revert to being foreigners even after years living—” Darius started humming to drown out his father’s words. He kept making baby steps.
He still hadn’t made it out of the room when Tina shepherded Barry into the front hall. “Dare, honey, your friend’s called for you.” 
Darius ended his enraged baby-stepping with full strides. There was no way to hide that his eyes were as glittery as Sohaila’s had been. He turned it into drama. He raised his face to a huge cast iron lantern hanging from the hall’s ribbed ceiling. He flung out an arm like a child Cicero and cried, “Barry, thank God! Jeez. What a day! You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve been having. This place is a madhouse.”
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THE NEXT SCHOOL year Jane Brzostovsky noticed that Barry and Darius weren’t so much of an item anymore. She couldn’t celebrate her hero’s liberation, because the change had come about too subtly. Nothing like the I-can’t-see-you shunning she’d observed sometimes. 
Freedom may indeed have been the issue for Barry. His love for Darius didn’t lessen, but he liked other people, too. And he preferred practicing skateboarding with a gang of them to sitting in Darius’s bedroom with just Darius.
The friendship may have run its course for now. Or perhaps a budding class consciousness figured into it. For Barry, skateboarding with friends had an egalitarian, comradely feel. Darius’s tyrannical control of their schedule was tiresome. And Barry thought it bizarre and snobbish when Darius claimed to be “like three-hundredth in line to be Shah. The king of Persia, the king of kings. Because my mom’s a Qajar!” When it came to the old dynastic name he pronounced Farsi carefully, unlike French, and with the heaviest possible aspiration. 
Barry closed his right eye in displeasure. “The Palahvis are peasants!” Darius whispered fanatically. 
Darius was only too aware that he wasn’t, strictly speaking, a Qajar himself. Any more than he was a Van Nest. His aristocratic passions probably originated as a secret anxiety about his adoption. A similar deep-seated case of nerves kept him from reacting too much to Oliver’s finicky spasms of cruelty. He could baby step or pout for an hour. But that was it. He preferred dwelling on the mythic, half-remembered period when his father and he were in cahoots in the basement. Cataclysmic changes, like replacement wives or an unrewarding adoptee’s expulsion from the family didn’t seem inconceivable under Oliver’s regime of whims and distorted emotions. Out of caution, Darius forgave.
Barry Paul’s gang of skateboarding friends was slightly older. He got in some trouble with them—a marijuana thing blown out of all proportion in his and Jeanette’s opinion. Even so, he was hauled before a dour juvenile referee who put him on probation. She also ordered him to write a personal statement for a court psychologist and a letter of regret to her. “What’s to keep me from just writing whatever? Whatever you want to hear?” Barry asked.
“‘Whatever you want to hear, ma’am.’ Kiddo, you’re in no position to be snippy.”
Barry frowned, insulted. “Whatever, ma’am. I wasn’t trying to be snippy. Just wondering.” 
 “‘Just wondering, ma’am.’” 
He got Jane to help him write the statement and letter, and thinking of the snippy judge, he told her, “Let’s be extra polite. Her and me, we didn’t jibe. She said she was this close to sending me to juvie.” 
Although Jane knew that this was untrue, a sort of twisted boasting—she could hear it in his voice—she fretted indulgently, “Oh, Barry, I really don’t think that’ll happen, do you?”
They were meeting in a small ground floor office in the 1967 wing of the Lawrence middle school building. Any teacher could use the room, ducking into it to scribble quizzes, assemble model molecules, or meet with students, though the space was almost too cozy for two. The desk and woodwork were blond, the door turquoise-painted steel. Jane and Barry had to sit on the same side of the desk. Her fingers were poised over a word processor. A stuck-looking aluminum crank window gave onto a claustrophobic woodland view made up entirely of saplings. Barry, whose chair was leaning against the wall at first, let it land softly on four legs. He slouched luxuriantly. He could just reach the desk with one elbow. When Jane looked down at him, she glimpsed a khaki thickness against his inner thigh.
She looked away, of course. She glanced out at the woods as if hunting for a word. She felt an ardent embarrassment for Barry. You couldn’t be a teacher and not pick up on the humiliation boys feel when that kind of thing happened. Though Barry didn’t seem too embarrassed. 
When Jane glanced back, the boy was looking at her candidly. “What if we say I want to be a lawyer? Is that too suck-up? Or—you know—inappropriate?”
“A lie?” Jane looked out the window. “No. No, it’s—whatever—what about—what if we just make it wants to go to college for now?” she murmured. She was thinking she’d been wrong. It was a trompe l’oeil fold of cloth or who knew what? She typed for a moment.
“Darius said he wanted to be an actor.” 
“We’re not writing about him,” Jane said. With a peculiar motion of her head, she dragged her gaze from the window, across her lap, across the floor, to Barry’s lap, up the turquoise door to a small square of chicken-wire glass in its middle. Not exactly sly, but she was not mistaken. 
Barry shifted wonderingly in his seat as he commented, “But he’s a great guy. You never got him. Shy, you know? Sometimes I wish we were more friends like last year, but he’s a loner.”
“Are you—enemies, then, or...?”
He made a shocked sound. “No. Nothing like that. Come on!” He arched his back. His fists reached for the ceiling briefly. He closed his eyes and deflated. “I didn’t sleep so well last night.”
Jane got a good view when his eyes closed. The bowed thickness shifted unmistakably. Barry even scratched at it with an ultra-quick peck of a forefinger. It was, to say the absolute minimum, man-sized. Jane looked out the window and answered him a little sharply. “Barry, look, this is important. Please, take this seriously.
“Yeah, yeah, I am. Don’t worry. But I really think that ma’am judge might be out to get me. Nothing like this would ever happen to Darius.” 
“Barry, wake up! You’ve got so much more going for you than—Darius Van Whoever-he-thinks-he-is.” She dared to lay three fingers encouragingly on his knee, though she didn’t look at him when she did and lifted them at once.
“I only meant cause he’s rich,” Barry whispered.
 Jane brought her hands together in bony prayer and kicked her wheeled chair as far from Barry as she could get. Not more than a foot. The back of her chair butted the powdery aluminum window crank.
This was a terrible problem. Jane crossed her legs. She turned back to the keyboard but only scrabbled her painted nails on the desk to either side of it. The immediate problem was that Barry’s lap wasn’t part of a private fantasy suddenly. Unless this was a dream.
He appeared to notice something odd and looked at her. Really looked at her. Even before he said what he said, she snorted self-consciously. He said, “You don’t look like you used to.”
“Same me,” she said in quiet hysteria. “Let’s get back to it.”
“I think you dress different. Like this whole year you dress different than you did last year.”
“Differently, but I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” She did know. She’d started to use a flashy, child-friendly coral nail polish. She was certain Barry would never be able to figure it out. He was a kid, for God’s sake. She had to be creating everything on her side. This was some erotic Turing-test confusion. 
“Well, like those,” he said uncannily. He nodded at her black stockings.
“This is just a French style. Tights.” 
“And that stuff,” he said unerringly.
She wiggled her fingertips. She softly clapped several times. “OK, OK, OK, Barry. Let’s get back to it, please.” She looked at her watch for effect. She had the fluttery idea that he didn’t care in the least about the thing in his pants. That he was aware she’d noticed and didn’t care about that, either. Or that he did care, but not in an embarrassed way.
He continued to behave as matter-of-factly as ever. He crossed his arms and pushed out his lower lip. He scratched the inner corner of an eye. The two of them did some work. They composed sentences about Barry’s earnest desire to learn, to get into a good college, to find gainful employment that would also benefit society. Jane continued stealing glances as Barry rattled on or yawned or stretched. The thing never changed. She knew what everyone knows about the vigor of youth, but she began to wonder if it was just the way he was permanently. In other words, maybe the lump was soft instead of hard. She thought she’d have noticed before now, but things change. Especially at his age. Barry could have suddenly grown up to be all shower and no grower. Honestly, if that was the case, he had, almost, a deformity. She began to wonder whether she could contrive to touch it. No matter how minuscule the office was, that was going to be hard—difficult.
She dwelt on the challenge for a moment. Though the situation was serious, she turned it over with much of her former broad humor about the crush. She never imagined she might actually follow through and touch him. She never guessed her fugitive hilarity was precisely the lead-in to trying.
She barely listened as Barry somehow talked his way back to the Van Nest family, Sohaila this time. “I always really liked her. A lot. I was sort of jealous of Dare. His mom’s got this thing—like kind of a serene thing, you know what I mean?”
Jane wasn’t typing this, of course. They’d more or less finished the personal statement. The letter of regret would be easier. Jane’s fingers crooked on the desk in typing position. She stared right through the word processor. Rays of afternoon sun and the blond wood made for dreamlike fumes of honeyed light in the room. 
Barry went on in bland innocence. “You want to know something really weird? I mean completely weird. Dare’s mom has a boyfriend and his dad doesn’t care about it. The guy comes over for dinner with them all the time. He’s called Stan. So it’s like all three of them together at the table every night. Four with the French teacher guy. At first they thought he—Dare’s dad—was going to marry a bunch of wives like a Mormon but then they realized he wasn’t into sex, like he’s a neuter.”
“See if I can get this open,” Jane turned to the window. Barry’s obvious tall tale about the Van Nests sluiced over her without effect. She gripped the chalky old aluminum crank. She threw the weight of her shoulders back and forth. Staring at the oxidized frame with a trace of wildness, she hit the window with the heel of her hand. “Won’t work, I guess,” she breathed mildly.
She formed a comical plan. She’d pull the completed statement from the word processor. With a casual flourish—There-you-go!—she’d press the sheet to Barry’s lap. Her fingertips would feel him ever so slightly through paper and khaki. Then she’d know for sure. Turning back from the window, she took the paper from the word processor. It needed three yanks, and the sheet was a little crumpled.
The plan failed in every particular. There was no ever-so-slightly when she pressed the damaged sheet into Barry’s lap. He jerked in his seat at the firm pressure of her hand. Impulsively her fingers pursued as his lap recoiled. They pressed, almost a grip, almost a squeeze. She pulled her hand back, crossed her arms and dropped her chin in thought. “There you go! Personal statement.” Barry wore an expression of amused shock.
It was hard. It was hard for Jane to look at him now. She’d seen an expression cross his face, a knowing expression. And even now, the way his brown eyes glowed, the way the corners of his mouth squinched tightly and the down-dusted-doughy pallor of his beardless cheeks pinkened. There’d been neither embarrassment nor unawareness all along. 
Not knowing what to say, he stretched a bit, shifted in his seat, more luxuriantly this time, making everything even more obvious. It was now clear to Jane that a portion of his restlessness had been deliberate display. She could see it in his face, and she felt angry, scammed, anything but the instigator. Very sharply she addressed the edge of the desk, “I think we can get to the rest another time. Your regret statement. That should be pretty simple. You could do it on your own.” She motioned for him to clear the way to the turquoise door. He didn’t move. She frowned in irritation.
“Uh—a minute?” His gaze fell to his lap briefly, brows rising. His knees yawned farther apart by an inch. “Could be a challenge for me to walk around.” He snickered. “If you know what I mean.”
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THE RUNNEL-SCORED GRAVEL drive had never been refreshed or black-topped. Barry and another boy were hired to spread the lunar gray gravel as evenly as possible, pulling the largest rocks to the edges to form a rough curb. Barry was issued a real antique of a rake. The haft bulged and tapered slightly in a quaint effort at ergonomics. The stony polish of the old wood started raising blisters at once.
The Paul family lived exactly where a concrete sidewalk ended. To the east were more aging suburban bungalows like theirs, neat but almost abject in their mid-century modesty. Jane Brzostovsky lived in one several blocks closer to Lawrence Academy and Princeton but still in that fancy zip code’s catchment for lower income households. To the west, after the sidewalk came to an abrupt weedy end in front of the Paul house, a fragment of countryside remained, including this Victorian farmhouse with its gray gravel drive. The new owner was standing with Barry’s mother, Jeanette, in front of her place. She wore a resting expression of unpleasantness as he explained how car tires kicked up the dust of the drive, leaving the vehicles, including his Jaguar, coated in powder. He was going to have to go with asphalt in the end, though he hoped that wouldn’t look too citified. Jeanette eyed Barry and the other boy intently, not out of interest but to discourage the boring neighbor. 
Barry raked. He rewrapped his blisters with his T-shirt and kept raking. The other boy, a skateboarding friend, also shirtless, was shirking. He had Barry stop to observe a cute trick he liked to perform. His flat belly appeared organless, but he was able to distend it until it looked like he was eight months pregnant. He did this several times, making a great descending wave of his gut. The driveway owner turned to Jeanette with an indulgent smile. She ignored him.
The gritty noise the two boys were making might have been the quintessential sound of labor. Barry’s pants and the lawn next to the drive whitened like the neighbor’s Jaguar under groggy plumes of dust raised by the rakes. These low clouds floated toward the Paul house. Jeanette waved a hand in front of her face though they came nowhere near her. She gave the neighbor an annoyed up-and-down. 
From the corner of his eye, Barry saw her turn when his father, Lynn, came out of the house. The screen door closed behind him with a wiry noise. He raised his foot as if it had been sticking to the welcome mat and toppled off the brick front stoop sprawling on all fours on the lawn. The neighbor had lurched toward him as if to help but stopped because Jeanette had failed to make the slightest move. She turned back to the raking boys. 
Lynn was slow to gather his wits, unsteady about standing up. When he finally did, he massaged his sore elbows. He squinted at his son and the other boy as he moved toward them. 
Barry guessed Lynn was drunk from the sticky-stepping way he pretended to concentrate on them. Jeanette and the neighbor followed him with, respectively, a narrow gaze and a frown. Eyelids half-closed, Lynn came up to Barry and the other boy. “Hard at work!” he whispered. “Here you are, hard at work.”
Lynn noticed grass stains on the knees of his pants. He picked at the cloth and shook it slightly. “Now,” he said. “Now. What?” He winced, looking up. “Oh, I mean the...” He chucked his head toward the weeds and Queen Anne’s lace where the sidewalk ended. It seemed too bright for him outside. “No, we got a—that’s prime territory for ticks—you got to police yourself everywhere after you walk in the woods or the—” He shook a hand, a languid rag, at the Queen Anne’s lace. “Or the scrub. Especially your pubes. It’s—” His forefinger tapped under one eye to indicate a careful examination for ticks.
Barry made a know-nothing face.
“Oh, yeah,” said the flat-bellied boy. “We had a couple of people around here who got it. Uh, last year. Lyme disease.”
Barry kept standing impassively. The other boy politely searched his forearms for ticks. 
“You remember, Barry. You got to be careful, man. Those buggers are tiny. Those ticks.” Lynn half-sneezed and scratched at the inside of one nostril with his thumbnail, prompting another ticklish snort.
“Who got sick?’ Barry asked. Over by his own house his mother was leaning in toward the dull neighbor to whisper something. She produced a tart laugh and reentered her house, hips swaying, head shaking. The neighbor started walking toward them reluctantly.
Lynn waved his hand in the general direction of the Atlantic. “Some people living back there. A couple of women with dogs.”
Barry began, “I don’t want to sound like recalcitrant or anything, Lynn—” He gave the vocabulary word paternal emphasis.
Lynn cut him off, “Doesn’t matter if you don’t remember them. Just so you check your fucking pubes for ticks.” The neighbor hovered behind Lynn.
“OK, we’ll check. We’ll check.” Barry held a palm up to his father. 
Lynn stared at the boy’s blistered palm. His eyelids were half-shut again. “What happened?” he asked softly, not really asking.
“What happened to me?”
“Yeah, look.” He pointed at Barry’s palm. The blister had broken. A wrinkled flap of skin, awash in clear ichor, stuck to the raw wound in the center of Barry’s palm. 
Barry shrugged.
“Did you fall? I fell?” Lynn whispered. It seemed he was trying to remember. He looked down at his knees.
“No, it just happened,” Barry said. “I didn’t fall. I guess it’s more like stigmata.”
“Hey, Lynn,” the neighbor finally touched Lynn’s shoulder, causing the disoriented man to flinch.
“Look what happened.” Lynn tried grabbing Barry’s injured hand. He missed. “You got hurt, baby,” he whispered.
“Maybe I should wash it?”
“Yeah, go on in and wash,” the neighbor suggested. “You guys can get back to it later. Or some other time. I’ll give you an hour on the clock for today.”
By evening a few fireflies started to pulse in the shadows, though the treetops were golden still and the sky luminous blue. Barry practiced bike riding with no hands. He passed Jane Brzostovsky sitting on her front step holding a glass of whiskey. Teacher student meetings weren’t uncommon in fine weather. Barry lived outdoors, and Jane enjoyed subtly blasting teacher etiquette by appearing in public with alcohol or sunbathing. She wondered whether seeing Barry so often as a real person, as a neighborhood kid, hadn’t helped her crush along at first. But this time she stiffened and set her glass by her hip. 
Since Barry had had good luck being nursed in Bel-Mar, he pulled up and showed her his blistered palms. He’d washed them at the neighbor’s, but they were dirty again from the bike’s black foam handlebars, which he kept having to grab when the bike wobbled. He was oblivious to the possibility of awkwardness between them. Jane seemed confused. “Do you want me to do something, Barry? You are a mess,” she admitted, nodding at his white-powdered pant legs. “Here. Come in for a minute,” she ordered. In the bathroom she splashed hydrogen peroxide on his palms. She handed him a wad of toilet paper and left him. She topped off her drink in the dining room. 
“Your parents know what you’re up to?” Jane demanded rather harshly. The whiskey bottle set off a glockenspiel riff when she replaced it among several others.
“They’re in the middle of a big standoff. I’ll probably have to fix a French bread pizza later.”
“What’s the problem with them?”
“I think they hate each other,” Barry said equably. “He’s an alcoholic,” he added with a smile at Jane’s whiskey.
Jane rounded on him. After an odd gulp of a pause, she said, “Listen. I don’t know if I want you tracking dirt all over the house. Let me run those through the wash. It’ll be twenty minutes.”
She washed his pants. She tossed him a thin blanket to wrap around him like a sarong. Barry smiled at how her body jerked stiffly as she crammed the pants in the washer. His own hands had a tremor until he bunched the blanket at his waist. 
“OK. Off you go and lie down while these finish. On the couch in there, I mean,” she ordered. He obeyed. She sat in the kitchen by herself, glaring at the telephone. Her heart was pounding. Slight stabbing pains came out of nowhere in her thigh and an ankle. Sharp as they were, the pains were also teasing, messages from her poltergeist mind. Silent as a ghost, she got up and stood behind the half-open door to the dusk-charged living room. She crossed her arms. At length she forefingered the door ajar. She sidled into the room and stood on the far side of the threshold for a long time. 
“I’m not asleep, you know.” Barry said. “I’m not going to. It’s way too early. Before dinner even. You didn’t really expect me to go to bed?” Confusion about Jane’s twitchiness in the shadows made him frown, but he acted at his ease, stilling his hands by clasping them behind his head. “What are you doing?” he asked.
Jane sighed a tragic, operatic sigh. “What do you mean What am I doing? I’m standing right here. Waiting for the wash to end.” She pinched the knurled switch of a table lamp. It was loose and ratcheted on—off—on—off—on. She took funereal steps into the room.
She posed a hip on the couch arm, then slipped softly onto the cushion next to Barry’s feet. Trembling but without touching him she slanted sideways, her fingers dragging her long arm along the back of the couch. A few inches, and decades, between them, her shoulders and side were in awful pain, tensed despite the languorous posture. The trembling got worse if she tried to relax her muscles. Her eyes had adjusted to the light, so she closed them. 
She squinted at Barry. In the slowest of slow-motion, Jane pinched a corner of the blanket at Barry’s shoulder. Just as slowly, she dragged it off him and kicked it to the floor. “I don’t know,” Barry said. He meant to sound amused, ironic, poised. But the strangled syllables came out tiny. His puppy-large hands joined over his white briefs.
Her squint fluttered as if the luster of his skin were blinding. Flawless and white as a new baseball, his chest, belly, thighs, glared at her. This close, he even had a scent like nothing Jane had ever smelled. He shifted so the front of his briefs was better hidden, shyly turning his buttocks partway toward her looming arm and despairing expression. The white cotton twisted over his hip and the crest of ilium. Her eyes closed again. Despite his wiggling, the hidden part wasn’t so hidden. In an eyelash-barred brightness Jane could see the untimely, expected swelling of the cotton fabric behind his hands. Barry attempted a wisecracking whisper again, “Mmm. I really don’t know.” Mirroring her, he shut his eyes, crumpled them tightly in the way of children. Jane’s hand fell between the couch’s back and his unbreathing torso. On its back, the hand inched under Barry. He seemed unable to move himself until, suddenly lighter than air, his hip rose and let her hand slip underneath. 
A moment later—or so it seemed—Jane was back across the room shutting the lamp off. She folded her arms. She stared at the blanket she’d left trailing in front of the couch. She bent and dragged it toward her by one corner. The tense way she held her neck was killing her. She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders in a vaguely ecclesiastical fashion.
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CASSIE’S FRIENDS DIDN’T know what to make of it when, with a queenly chuck of the chin, she barked, “My father! What a killingly dull New Canaan WASP he was!” Or when she complained about a week with friends at the Manasota Beach Club in Florida, “What a WASP-y crowd! And all so old! Help!” She was always happy to get back to New York, where the woman she was—Park Avenue, rangy, impatient, snippy—was as likely to be a laborious act as to be, like her, the real thing, a self-caricature. The possibility of being seen as a fake was liberating. She loved to dress. Tonight she wore the pieces of two different Chanel suits in the blown-up houndstooth popular at the time, the Reagan twilight, and Kenneth Lane “pearls” the size of finch eggs. She’d added a red sash around her middle tied like a cummerbund. Somehow it worked.
Darius trailed his father into Cassie’s apartment, glum-looking and sickly-skinny in over-sized prep school shirt and khakis. His palpable unhappiness was perfectly familiar to Cassie. He was such a type: spoiled but miserable, heart already burned to ashes. And since she rarely saw anyone truly young, she also thought with a pang, God, I must look freakishly old!
Cassie always pretended to be in the middle of some little chore when guests arrived. She thought it put them at ease and was chic, besides. This time she was carrying a stack of yellowed newspapers she’d dug out of a basket by the fireplace. She meant to run them out to the pantry and replace them with new ones. Instead, she let them thump to the floor and put her hands on her hips exclaiming, “Darius! There you are! You don’t remember when we met a thousand years ago. Honestly, seeing you walk in, Darius, I realize this place is way too neat. I had a horrible vision of my Dad’s place in New Canaan. What a bore he was!”
“Let’s mess up!” Oliver seconded with a wooden jollity that made Darius cringe.
“Oliver! Mwah!” Cassie briskly mocked bisoux. She kicked the newspapers aside. “Mmm. That feels good. I’d like to give a swift kick to all those fucking—” she whisper-mouthed the words, so she would be easy to understand: “Tilted-Arc-haters downtown—did you read about that, Oliver? An office worker vote?! I’m a horrible, horrible talent snob,” she informed Darius. “Sorry! You’ll have to get used to it.” 
None of them knew how this meeting would turn out. Their nervousness had a strange, high polish. Even Darius’s down-heartedness was polished. His uncanny youth drove Cassie a little wild with unease. A panicky suggestion about games came out and was immediately dismissed. Her bony hands knocked the Chanel jacket open and kneaded her red-wrapped loins. So as not to seem condescending, she offered the boy “the hard stuff.”
Oliver nudged him. “Go on! Pretend I’m not here.”
Unhappily, Cassie fixed an extremely weak vodka-cranberry-soda and two strong on-the-rocks martinis. “I can’t believe I don’t have any Coke,” she muttered in self-reproach. “Or anything good at all.”
Darius perched on Cassie’s Knole settee, as silent and watchful as a praying mantis. He wiped his glass on his knee, leaving behind a dark crescent. 
He was a different boy than he’d been a few years earlier. First, at home, had come the great—glaciation, he liked to think of it. Both parents and his mother’s friend, Stan, inserted himself into the New Jersey household long before. Third Form, as they affected to call it (at Choate in Wallingford, Connecticut), had come as a shock to Darius. No longer master of a huge, solitary kingdom in the form of that fake Tudor New Jersey mansion, he was obliged to pay constant attention to his fellow Choaties. Though Darius was accustomed to his father’s singular and refined brutality, he was not used to a mob of boys squirming like a brood of puppies. Constantly snapping with their milk teeth. He greeted the psychological cacophony with narrow-eyed standoffish-ness, which any grown-up could have told him was a poor choice.
At Choate, Darius let slip to fellow Third-Formers that he’d spent the summer in the hospital, because—his poise was fantastic—doctors had found cancer in his spleen. He had perhaps four years to live, no more. It wasn’t true, needless to say, but he wanted a dark story as a kind of shield, the darker the better. Eyeing a concerned English teacher meaningfully, he answered the teacher’s prompt by saying the single word that best described him was “evanescence.” 
The teacher pointed out that “evanescence” was usually a general noun. “Exactly,” Darius crowed. “I am a general noun.” The teacher was relieved to learn the cancer rumor was untrue, but alarmed by a short story Darius wrote in which the characters ended up in a bloody heap of severed heads and limbs. Darius preened about his alliterative prose style, an awkward pastiche of E. A. Poe, or, more precisely, Vincent Price. As to the content—the disturbing blood and gore—Darius gave a pert shrug. Nevertheless, he drank in the teacher’s attention. He was too voracious for love not to take a little worry as an opportunity, but it turned out his teacher didn’t like him enough. He had private conferences with other students and liked them, too. To be treated in so unexceptional a way could barely stir the ashes remaining of Darius’s heart. It almost angered him.
 
Life Sliced by Darius Van Nest
Damon knew from the inexperient days of his infancy that his parents, the notorious Orville and the lovely Sheba, would forever be useless to him […]
 
Darius was at an age when the powers of expression are at low ebb. The spontaneous, ponderably quirky things children say are plumped into the tedious opinions of adolescence. From a later essay: The ordeal in Viet Nam taught us that every people must be allowed to choose their own system of government. Choaties and teachers alike were bored by Darius’s emotional aperçu that unilateral disarmament would end war. To him the idea was fresh. “What are they going to do with an army if we refuse to fight them?” Darius was all enthusiasm, truly moved by this dream of peace. Another student brayed, “Uh, exterminate us? That’s just What if they had a war and nobody came? Passive resistance. What bull! Sorry, Sir.”
Cassie Vail was wrong to think Darius might find her tiresome and too tidy. Despite his appearance, Darius found everything about this weekend with his father a marvel. He was thrilled to get away from the tension at Choate to spend a few days in New York, where he planned to live one day. He became fuddy-duddy with excitement on the train down from Wallingford, checking over and over the contents of his backpack, his ticket, his money. The leafless woods streamed past like a venous fog. He nervously curled his long hair behind his ears.
His father’s sudden friendship with Cassie Vail was also momentous for Darius. It proved the skein of time did wind back on itself as he believed. The tangle of life did have a pattern. Cassie Vail was the woman who’d long ago come to pick up her brother’s things at the New Jersey house. It was she who’d allowed him to keep the artist’s bed. This visit was a wormhole to the mythic period of his life. He was only surprised that Cassie was alive at all, given how much time had passed. And she was still so young!
Oliver was making a museum-goer’s round of Cassie’s living room, eyeing the walls, even sidling behind the down-at-heel velvet settee to examine the bookshelves. He approved of the old money decor. Sohaila had a Persian infatuation with the gilded. 
Oliver appreciated the pictures and book titles for about five seconds each, making meaningless grimaces. In front of a little Lyonel Feininger he started rubbing the flats of his hands together vigorously. “Now, I think this is really good. I like it.” His body pirouetted jerkily to take a large tumbler from Cassie. The awkwardness meant Oliver was on his best behavior. Darius found it worrisome to see his father so out of practice. Cassie, on the other hand, dazzled the boy with her urbanity. He remembered her being scarily severe, but that must have been the slashing hauteur of her tone of voice, obvious even when she was self-deprecating. “What an idiot I always am. No Coke! I’m so sorry, Darius.”
Darius tried exhaling the fuel taste of his drink discreetly. A splash of vodka had ruined it. Cassie sat aslant in the corner of the settee, arms and legs tightly crossed, listening to Oliver raptly but glancing at Darius. The volume of their conversation dropped. Darius took that to mean he was free to look around now. 
He examined the model of an incomprehensible building which had been placed on a tall white column, basically the featureless rectangular prism museums use for statues or antique vases. Darius had never seen one in a regular home. Similar models were placed on bookshelves and several hung on the walls like reliefs. Oliver hadn’t given any of them even a full five seconds.
Admittedly, the models looked cheap and poorly made. Mostly cardboard. They sported bridges that went nowhere and arches that supported nothing but a glued strip of paper, a cryptic sentence cut from some book or magazine. Other sentences ran up stairways. Many of the rooms were also pasted with collages of pictures and words. Through one tiny doorway Darius glimpsed a blue marble. Dusty plastic flowers and cheap necklaces, a fork, a matchbook, a glass microscope slide ornamented the rooves.  
Oliver’s indulgent chuckle rose from his subdued conversation with Cassie. He slouched on the lolling tongue of a stuffed chair, the shoulders of his blazer canting up, which made him look shriveled. He rested his lips on steepled hands. Outside, an idle-orchestra patter of car horns gave the muffled room an air of waiting-to-begin. Oliver was smiling smugly. He had been talking about the Nazis again. Darius tried not to listen. 
Cassie loosened her knotted body slightly and drew herself back to mark a change of subject. “You ever think of taking a place in town again, Oliver? That would be fun.”
“I was—uh—never a city person—” He took off his glasses and twiddled them, frowning and doing something rabbity with his mouth. “Darius says he is.”
Cassie said, “I can’t imagine having a big old house. Apartments are simple. They free you up to think about other things—other than the furnace. It’s easier to travel.”
“Mm. Mm. Mm,” Oliver said. His mind had blanked as far as chit-chat went. Saying something more about the Nazis wouldn’t do. Annoyance made him argumentative. “Grass, I suppose. Nice-ish. You don’t have that. Play on the lawn—red rover, red rover—kids—you liked it, didn’t you, Darius? But. Yes. I do see how one could—you know, on the other hand, sometimes I think, as this one grows up and gets more on his own, I might even enjoy being in the thick of things. Like you said. Pied-à-terre. Certainly with—” He’d been about to say, “the way things are with Sohaila.” His expression became unpleasant.
“Let me get you another drinky-poo, Darius,” Cassie barked. “Maybe just the cranberry this time.” She lowered her chin to examine him across the room even though she wasn’t wearing her reading glasses. “Getting a kick out of that thing?” 
Darius was bending over the model to look inside, his long hair hanging to one side. “Yes!”
“Fantastic name: Darius. Darlin’, can I get you another something to drink?”
“No. Thank you, though. Very much,” Darius said.
“Though if you live in the city, you have to listen to constant special pleading by all your Jew friends,” Oliver murmured softly enough the other two could both ignore him.
“You know what those are, Darius? Did you ever tell him much about Colin?” Cassie asked Oliver.
“Mmph?” He feigned a start and looked at Darius. “No. Oh, we mentioned him—just in outline, because of the—” He drew a finger across his neck. “Depressing story.”
Cassie stilled. She looked more bewildered than angry. Oliver couldn’t have meant to refer to her brother’s suicide just now with that cutesy throat-cutting gesture! 
But he had. Flustered, aware he’d misstepped, Oliver muttered under his breath, “Hang it!” This time the words barely passed his lips, too soft to be heard but outrageously offensive if they had been. “Hang it” was a correction. Colin hadn’t cut his throat. He’d hanged himself in the front hall of the Tudor monstrosity in New Jersey. Oliver rushed on. “Those could’ve come from our basement, right?”
Cassie drawled, “No. Not those. There were never any models in your basement (his). Or maybe there were a few incomplete things. I can’t remember. The Madonna was there. Those models, I’ve had them since before he died. He gave me most of them. Honestly, I considered them pretty foolish at first. I had to be educated.” Cassie strode over to Darius. She clasped her arms almost girlishly behind her back. “Those were all made by my brother, Colin, who used to live in your house. You knew he was an artist? I guess he claimed architect, but that was a pose. He never built anything. They’re all fantasies. He wanted people to think he was all bougie not bohemian. Opposite of most rich kids. You like them?”
“This one, especially,” Darius answered.
Oliver knuckled his nose, sniffling and blowing roughly out his nostrils. The sound was too self-absorbed to be mocking laughter repressed. 
“You’ve got a bed of his, remember?” Cassie said.
“Of course!” Darius said.
“You would have liked him,” she said. “He’s become a tiny bit famous lately. If you’re interested.”
Darius nodded.
“OK. Well, here’s a catalogue.” She tipped an oversized paperback from the bookshelf. Tickling the cover, she said, “This one gives you an idea. They’re made-up buildings. That one you’ve been looking at is called The Battle of Desires and Bitternesses.”
“The Battle?” Darius frowned.
“I know. And it’s BitternessES,” Cassie shrugged, tossing the book on a chair, not insisting. “I guess we’re supposed to think about it.” She took his glass. 
Darius blurted, “But they’re sort of—” He hadn’t thought of anything they were like. He only wanted to express enthusiasm. “I do like them. All the eyes!” The Battle of Desires and Bitternesses was a cluster of Japanese-seeming pavilions linked by unlikely aqueducts. The interior surfaces of the pavilions were plastered with tiny images of eyes, apparently clipped from magazines.
Cassie sighed, “He’s an oddball.” She drawled, “Joseph Cornell is someone they compare him to. Although Colin was doing this much later, sixties, seventies. But unfortunately—well, Colin probably had too much money to function as an artist in the usual way.”
“And then it happened!” Oliver lowed from across the room. “The terrible—oh, forget it!”
As soon as Cassie had gone to the kitchen, Oliver leapt up and crossed the room toward Darius and the model. He tottered unsteadily, because he was massaging a tendon in his neck, playing it molto vibrato as he walked. “I think my collagen is starting to degenerate,” he tossed off. Looming over Darius he said, in the nasty whisper that was his most intimate tone, “Isn’t sociable chitter-chattering the most enervating—?”
Darius pored over The Battle of Desires and Bitternesses, ignoring him.
Not offended, pleased, if anything, Oliver commented, “You’re ignoring us.”
“No. I just like this. It’s cool.” 
Oliver heard a clank from the kitchen, an oven rack, maybe. A warm, muddy, spicy odor made him imagine some South Asian dish he wouldn’t like. His fingers idly hunted bristle on his chin. “You and I both have large heads. Which is interesting. A pure coincidence.” 
“We’re both smart,” Darius murmured absently.
“Speaking of large heads. They were suggesting to your mother—and she mentioned to me—somebody at school or somewhere was talking about your seeing a shrink—talk therapy—personally I never wanted them to get near me. They probably thought I was ripe to stick a pin in the old voices and hallucinations, but I would never stand for that.” He chuckled.
“Dad!” Darius’ body stiffened. 
“Is that a No Thanks? Well. Nothing to be embarrassed about.” When Darius didn’t reply for a long time, Oliver commented, “It’s not real architecture, you know. It’s all sort of a fanciful. Personally—”
“I really like it in a weird way. You know if they explain anywhere about the symbolism or whatever?” Darius pointed his chin at the catalogue.
“Nothing to explain. There’s no key. That’s how they decide it’s art. Not very well-made, if you ask me. I remember him. Big hulking fellow, hunched up, and he mumbled, which I can’t stand. When you leaned in, you could hear he had a very fancy, English-y way of talking, which a lot of people used to have in New York—nice people—my parents!—though you don’t hear it so much anymore.”
“Who cares if he mumbled?”
 “He ended up hanging himself in our front hall. I don’t think we ever told you that. Sohaila must’ve thought it was too spooky and depressing for a kid. I would have told you. Just so you knew the kind of man he was.”
“Don’t be heartless.”
“I’m not saying anything against him, boy. But who knows what to make of all this? Kind of artsy-mumbly. Glorified model train town, if you ask me. Whatever happened to that Lionel outfit we got for you? That was fun.”
“Dad, I think this is great,” Darius insisted with a flicker of temper. “It’s got—it’s full of contumely.” Darius did know what this word meant, more or less.
“Contumely? Contumely! Where’d you get that? My lord, you sound like one of them. I see that smile! Contumely! Or is contumaciousness better? Probably more modern.”
“All true art is contumacious,” Darius intoned.
“Contumely would have to do with the Bitterness part, I suppose. BitternessES.” Oliver lowered his voice, “Though really he was a Caspar Milquetoast, no matter how hulking he was, the poor guy. Colin. Cassie got the balls in the family. Colin must’ve been more than a little—uh—disappointed in things. No career. Never did much with his life. It’s nice, though, he had friends to underwrite a show—and this festschrift, memorial thingy—” He waved his hand down at the catalogue. “If it turns out you’re homosexual, I strongly advise trying to take the dominant role in the proceeding. Try to be the top. You’ll have a much happier life, I can promise you.” Slicking his pate with an odd smile, he left for the kitchen. Darius froze, his cheeks flaming. Even after Oliver was gone he didn’t move. He had to remain perfectly still for a good long time to ensure remarks like that would pass through him harmlessly, unconsidered almost.
Again Darius walked around Colin Vail’s The Battle of Desires and Bitternesses. He was trying to understand both this work and art in general, to feel them as deeply as possible. But he sensed he was forcing things. He wanted to love art but only seemed able to, in a sense, press himself against it. The same had happened years ago when he tried praying for an obvious miracle or an immediate response from God, or when he tried seeing ghosts in attic windows or communicating with spirits in darkened mirrors. None of that had ever worked, of course.
Also, his back was pricking. His back was to the kitchen door. Were they kissing in there? Old faces like that pressing into one another? Or were they talking about him. Or Sohaila? Or Stan? Or Colin? His attention to the art was becoming intermittent, which seemed lazy. Art’s breath of eternity was turning into a yawn. He had a sudden, extremely painful awareness that a gray, everyday blah was the true stuff of his life.
In the kitchen, bent over, Cassie directed a hostile simper at the oven window. She straightened. “Not too much longer, Oliver. Oh. Here, why not let me? The icemaker has a personality, unfortunately.” Gingerly, she edged between Oliver and the refrigerator. The machine wheezed ice cubes at her special touch. “We’re going to end up getting smashed.” She turned and gave Oliver the glass. They stood barely a foot apart. “Oliver?”
He fingered aside her houndstooth lapel and touched her nipple through the blouse. He pressed carefully, trying to invert it.
“You don’t believe all that—”
“What?”
Cassie rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. That holocaust business. That Nazi stuff. It makes you sound—”
“What?” Oliver took a moment to switch tracks. “Oh, of course. I do. What could be more plausible? They snatch an old geezer—mental defective certainly—have him potter around Spandau for decades. Decades! And no interviews in all that time? No interviews at all? No one ever talks to him? Fascinating. And now he’s dead, so we have to take it on faith that everything happened exactly like they say. Shouldn’t I be able to talk freely? I hate how no inquiry is allowed anymore. It’s all manipulation and no—no—listen, I hate to be a bore, but I need a cigarette. If you like I can try blowing it out the window.”
Cassie reached into a cabinet for a monogrammed shell of crystal. When it hit the counter with an angry-sounding shock, she whispered, “Sorry. That slipped. I’m fine if you smoke.”
The cigarette end bobbed in the flame as Oliver mumbled. “Secret history of that Armenian genocide hasn’t disappeared. There’s no keeping the truth down. That was the opposite situation. Really happened versus didn’t. You wouldn’t think there could be so much Rashomon about genocide. And you know what? That’s because there ain’t!” 
Cassie didn’t want to argue. She wanted him to stop. She interrupted, “Darius is so lovely.” She finished their third round of drinks. “Take this fresh one, Ollie. Your lemon looks like it has some brown I-don’t-know-what on it.” He took the fresh lemon slice and dropped his bad one into her palm. With a pained-looking, lop-sided squint, hunching his shoulders mischievously, he lightly clinked Cassie’s raised glass with his own. Very lightly, almost not at all. His long-fingered hands held his glass and cigarette in greedy proximity to his mouth. He smiled, childishly satisfied now. Both sipped.
Cassie immediately set her glass down. Pulling on hen-and-rooster oven mitts, though nothing was due out of the oven right away, Cassie rebelled. “But he does show—Darius does—how you’re not the most reliable reporter in the world. Honestly, I expected a brat. He’s shy!”
“What? Oh. First impressions. You have to look past the surface. I see what you mean, but—take my word for it—he has these passive, orphan-boy resources. I’m utterly under his thumb, truth to tell. Even this visit.”
“Orphan-boy! Oliver!”
Oliver smiled behind a thicket of fingers and smoke.
“Oh, you’re not—”
He stubbed out his smile. “I am serious. Just because I have a wry manner, I get no credit for my simple truthfulness. I know Darius quite well as a matter of fact and—” He stopped. “Although!—and you’re the first person I’ve ever told this, so shhh!—when Sohaila got him home the first time, I had a powerful nudge-it-out-of-the-nest reaction. Intense! That kid ain’t mine!” He chuckled. “No Darius used to be a fine name until it got taken over by the blacks. Luckily, the rejection panic didn’t last. I warmed up to him.”
“I didn’t mean anything,” Cassie apologized. “I was only wondering—but the two of you ought to be allies! With adoption, I would think some of the awful parts of family don’t apply. No?”
“He’s been colonized by his mother. And the boyfriend. Stan. Maybe my fault, because I keep those two underfoot in New Jersey. But it’s perfectly natural for him to be close to the mother at his age. I couldn’t care in the slightest.”
“I think he’s smitten with you. Or whatever the word would be.”
This thought brought Oliver unexpected pleasure. He repressed any sign of it. He took a puff and exhaled. Was it a bit pushy of Cassie to start interpreting somebody she’d just met? He looked down his nose at the ashtray, clubbed its edge daintily. “You’re nice to have us over,” he monotoned dismissively. “Adds a third factor to the equation. When it’s just him and me, what am I supposed to say? You have a thousand demerits. You’re fucking up at school? That’s so prep school predictable. We all know that story, and it’s a bore. Maybe a shrink would help. Oh—something humorous, speaking of smitten. Yesterday we went to some idiotic ladies’ place for lunch. They had a fruity Filipino—I guess—waiter there, and, you know, I really think he assumed Darius and I were—well, that Darius was my catamite. Surprised myself that I was actually a touch ill-at-ease about it. Maybe because his hair’s gotten so long. And there’s no resemblance at all, naturally.”
“Don’t harp on that,” Cassie whispered.
Oliver ignored her. “Waiters should be old men. I’ll say that for the Veau d’Or. It’s sad when you think about it: that old waiters are so rare nowadays—or father and son eating together—that people would think that first thing. Pedophile. Glad I’m not his age, getting hit on. It’s a magnet if you’re sullen acting like he is.” Behind the lenses of his glasses, his eyes flicked about. 
In the living room Darius stood by a tall window. Though aglitter with city lights, the black glass was also smeared with indoor reflections, including the little ones of Cassie and Oliver just entering the room. The boy kept his hands in his pockets. He turned to them. “Don’t you think this weekend feels like the dark ages? Like we’re the most obscure and forgettable people who ever lived? Like peasants. Suddenly I feel that way. Or like we’re driving together on the Jersey shore.” He freed one hand and dragged it through his hair, an elegant motion.
“See?” Oliver said to Cassie as his son’s hand wafted down and snuck back into a pocket. “What was I just talking about? You’re a languorous creature, boy. You’re no peasant. More like the designer type.”
“I know,” Darius admitted glumly.
“Darlin’!” Cassie exclaimed. “That’s a wonderful thing. And we aren’t peasants. You’re not. None of us! You’re memorable.” Yikes! she thought. Peasants of the dark ages? Were the father and son both deranged? Darius let his head fell forward tragically, and two wings of silky hair slipped from behind his ears folding closed against his cheeks.
Oliver observed, “Now he looks like a fallen angel boy. He’s meek, but he manages these domineering scenes. You’d be surprised.”
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FROM THE START, Darius was alert to Choate’s swank reputation. He had a nose for status. Oliver’s curtness on the phone impressed him. Clearly, his father outranked the third form dean. “Darius is going to be staying on a day or two longer. I’m keeping him down for a bit of family business. I’ll send him back up on Wednesday.” 
Darius knew his father only wanted impersonal company for a few more days in New York. Even a child attendant would work. That didn’t keep the boy from imagining real “family business” might be in store. The hours sitting in the dim hotel room, until Oliver rose at ten, were made interesting, even suspenseful, by exercises of imagination. Darius had never spent time alone with his father. And observing Oliver closely really did absorb him. The way his father slept in the ashen light of the curtained hotel room, hands praying under his slumped cheek, hopeless and suppliant like one of those plaster Pompeiians, more model than man—was poignant to Darius and filled him with adult-like pity. Even his father’s ugliness was touching when he was asleep. Oliver wasn’t the type to snore aggressively, to fling out hairy legs and work-tanned forearms. It might have been nice to be adopted by that kind of a man, a yeomanly man, and Darius did grieve for that obvious missed chance sometimes, wishing he had a completely different life. But the imaginary father and the grief were both a little maudlin and erotic. When you’re ignored, almost anything can take on the semblance of love, even pity, so seeing Oliver’s pathetic side was incredibly sweet for Darius. Rather than a gruff, fly-fishing, tough guy of a father, his real one was a Rubik’s Cube, a seemingly trivial plastic puzzle with all the infinities of thought and mathematics swirling behind it.
Poised as he’d been with the powers at Choate, Oliver was stymied by a Broadway ticket broker. Their phone call devolved into lofty bickering. Going to the theater was cancelled when Oliver hung up and remarked, more bewildered than angry, “Well, we won’t do that.” He proved inept at arranging anything. The museum they wandered to at noon on Monday was closed. At loose ends, they dawdled in Central Park. A twitchy sneer directed at Darius was the only sign that Oliver was aware of a failure. And he soon reminisced contentedly to himself about who used to live in which buildings. Now and then he glanced blankly at Darius as if at a limb asleep, not a son. For his part, Darius was too uncertain of his father to make suggestions. Footsore and famished by dinnertime, they ended up at the over-familiar Veau d’Or again. 
Nothing Darius watched his father do seemed quite right. It ran deeper than worldly incompetence, quirky facial expressions and the wrong tone of voice. After lunch at a midtown diner the next day Oliver stopped Darius from taking a pastel mint from a huge snifter by the cash register. He gave a warning jerk of his head. “Not a good idea.” The cashier was watching him and raised her threaded eyebrows indifferently. When they were on the sidewalk, Oliver explained, “Some sly customer could easily have dropped something in the bowl, laced it with something—people really do appalling things like that. Sadistic at a remove. And if I’m not mistaken some poisons look like chalk, so there’s no way to tell.” Evil dangled bizarrely over them in the sunshine, while Oliver fogged his glasses with breath and rubbed at them with a shirttail, then it was forgotten.
No family business came up. The aimless, indelible two days slipped away. On Wednesday morning, Oliver took Darius to Grand Central for the train back to Connecticut. He waved at the ceiling and droned with tour guide dullness, “These constellations are painted on backward.”
They’d come an hour too early for an express. At the ticket window Oliver discovered he had no money to buy Darius a ticket. Darius fished a crumpled twenty from his jeans. A sibilant order from his father made him stuff it back in. “Don’t flash your money!” Something somewhere in the room’s monumental dimness snagged Oliver’s attention. His head cocked like a dog’s. “And let’s not use credit,” he mused. Turning back to the clerk he said, “I’ll draw a bit of cash and be back in two shakes.” 
Riding the escalator to the cash machine, Oliver imparted the following lesson. “Be tremendously careful, Darius, whom you give your credit cards to. I hardly use them. Emergency only. You can be followed. All sorts of information is transferred and stored. And we can’t have that.” As cheery as teaching this lesson seemed to make him, Oliver was irritable again as soon as he paid for the ticket. “I think that’s gone way up again.”
They sat on one of the great wooden benches in the waiting room, Oliver crossed his legs several ways. Full of filial discomfort, Darius studied the down-at-heels magnificence of Vanderbilt Hall. His head dropped back and he imagined this was his own private room. The quintuple-coffered ceiling, the obsessive acanthus leaves, the marble, the over-the-top imperial ornament—it was exactly his style. Dirty, prison-like grilles darkened the five huge windows. The immense space was almost as dim as a basement. Louche types, none with suitcases or even briefcases, idled in front of walls of yellowed tan marble, or shuttled in and out of the building under a shallow arch with the legend, 42ND STREET BUSES AND TAXIS. Something about the acoustics, the dim swimming pool murmur half-metamorphosed into choir, overwhelmed his puny fantasy of ownership, and Darius remembered—suddenly quite clearly—teenagers and a pool party and one of them dying and himself as lonely as a galaxy. This useless loneliness was his true inheritance, he supposed. Over them lapped the wobbly, aquatic clamor of voices: “…heat up that slice…for a copy of the Journal…run to the men’s room…”
Oliver gave every sign of his usual inattention, so Darius was surprised when his father said something that sounded like he’d been reading his mind. “I hate that I’m always drowning in feelings. Useless. I hope you’re not like that. Maybe it’s because travel always feels forlorn. People like us should probably call it forlorn-ing.” His nose hitched at his glasses when he tilted his head back to squint at the gloomy iron chandeliers. “If we happen to be at all alike, that is.” The older man heaved a summing-up sigh. “You do seem almost sad. Did you have a good time?”
“All right,” Darius said, cautiously mundane.
“Was there something you wanted to do that we didn’t get to?”
“No.”
“What did you enjoy best?”
“I don’t know.”
“Did you like Cassie?”
“Yeah, pretty much.”
“Just that?”
“No, I liked her.”
“Did you fall in love with her? Will we have to fight it out, you and me?”
Darius ignored the half-hearted provocation. Conversationally he said, “I wanted to talk more with her about—” He was unaccountably tremulous, liable to tears, even. He forced it out, “—you know—Colin, who used to own our house. Her brother. The artist guy.”
“Colin! Colin?” All bland surprise, Oliver looked down at Darius for the first time. “Huh. That’s interesting. He was nothing special, really. Not that—”
Darius nudged the dirty sleeve of a drinking straw on the marble floor with his sneaker toe. “I liked that thing of his.”
“Why on earth?”
But Darius only shrugged. He stretched to push the strip of paper even further out of reach, and his crotch rose from the bench.
“Do that and you’ll get all these men eyeing you,” Oliver commented. It wasn’t a complaint or a warning.
Darius settled back on the honeyed wood and looked around. An alert, pot-bellied man had paused by the passage to the men’s room, his eyes on Darius. Another man with an over-careful coif and a slippery gaze had been standing there for quite a while. They looked normal to Darius. 
As always in those days, the homeless were everywhere as well—reclining on the other benches, dozing on the marble floors. Human heaps of rags from a differently colored universe, they didn’t seem to have bodies or heads, much less eyes. Was Oliver talking about them? Sometimes something glittered in the muddy folds. Were they watching?
Oliver’s chin did thoughtful calisthenics, rising, crumpling. “You know,” he said. “I could get that Battle of whatsit artwork. Hardly know what to call it. If it’s something you want.”
Darius opened his mouth in wild, orphan-boy gratitude, an expression which, though real, felt fake, so he was glad Oliver didn’t look at him. He suppressed the expression. “Yeah! Yes,” he was explicit.
“I could give it to you. Cassie has started to be a good friend.” The offer appeared to embarrass him. He hurried on, “Do you know what I’m doing right now?”
Darius shook his head. He said No when Oliver still wouldn’t look at him.
“I’m counting the money in my wallet. What I just got from the cash machine. You really have to be careful about flashing money.” He looked around the room to demonstrate alertness. “I have a very sensitive thumb. Maybe beading helps. Anyway, you can learn to do it like this with your hand in your pocket, without ever taking the wallet out or opening it. It’s a rough count, but still...” Soft, demented laughter bubbled from his chest. It sounded not unlike quiet sobs.
“What’s so funny?”
Oliver smiled mischievously to himself and squinched his eyes closed. “How much? How much? How much? I find I have—a lot,” he enunciated. “Rather a lot! Should I tell you?”
“I think so,” Darius smiled.
“Without being specific—” His usual glumness reasserted itself. “I have rather a lot of money.” He looked at Darius narrowly. “Not what I just took out, of course. I don’t mean that.”
“We’re rich?”
“That would be understating it,” Oliver murmured, hardly moving his lips. “If I wanted to, I could corner the market on—let’s see—teapots. Quite possibly, I could afford to buy every single teapot in the world. How’s that for a shocker? Including the gold and silver ones! But hear what I’m going to tell you, boy. This is a big secret. Got to be. Really, a total secret. Here—” He shifted on the bench, turning toward Darius like the most indulgent teacher. “Now. Let’s be very grown-up and serious. You know, naturally, between your mother and me—it’s become something of a disaster. That happens. Just so you know—because I suppose you’re old enough—the two of us, your mother and I, have a sort of a deal. According to this deal, she takes care of you financially—everything—school, whatever. In return, I give her—have already given her—a somewhat vast sum, and we’re quits. I let her and even that Stan creature of hers, camp out in the New Jersey house with me, even though it must make me look like a perfectly sad and indulgent cuckold and a sorry fool. In fact, I gave her the fucking house, too. But, fool or not, we must never care what other people think about us. So. So, anyway, your mother’s entirely responsible for you. She has a house and we’re square. But I’m telling you this secret. Tremendous secret. That I, Oliver, have rather more than everyone believes. It’s quite clever.” He cocked his head at the ceiling. “Secrets are like Midas and the reeds, aren’t they? Midas in more ways than one. Ha! I’m talking about teapot money! And one day—who knows?” He crossed his arms tightly. A gloomy expression tried to reassert itself.
Darius didn’t entirely understand what his father was saying. “Is teapot money billions?”
Oliver put a finger to his lip. “Zillions! But hush about it!” 
If this was family business, and it was, it didn’t sound dramatically unlike Oliver’s usual raving. Darius wasn’t even sure he’d grasped the essential point, though he had. “You mean you have a lot more than you told mom?”
Oliver nodded.
“Is that allowed?”
“I’m letting them live together! In my own house with me! Ex-my house. But still.” Oliver savored the argument. “Seems to me they have nothing to complain of.”
“But now that you told me, what’s to keep me from telling them—her, I mean?”
“Even if you did, they have no argument. It’s all locked up in lawyer language, the hardest substance known to man.” Oliver winked. He looked drowsy with pleasure. His eyes fell closed. He was silent a long time before adding crisply, “But you won’t. Think about it, and you’ll realize why. You won’t say anything.”
Darius did think. The first reason that came to him was sentimental. He thought his father was saying, in a harsh way, “I know how much, in spite of yourself, you love me, and you would never do anything that went against my wishes. You’ve promised to keep my secret.” This reason had the ring of truth.
But Oliver meant nothing of the kind. For Oliver, conceiving himself the object of anyone’s love was as unlikely a mental experience as he could possibly have. He was making a threat. Or, since the whole delicious plot he’d concocted, while real—he was indeed cheating his wife in divorce—had a slight disjunct from reality, like a contact lens knocked afloat on an eye, it was as if he were merely playing when he made the awful threat of disinheritance. Perhaps, he was so rich whatever he played at shaded into truth. Darius would keep silent about Oliver’s hidden riches, because only if he did, would a fantastic windfall eventually come to him. In fact, given the familiar air of madman’s fantasy, the entire secret was soon discounted in Darius’s mind. He was much more excited about The Battle of Desires and Bitternesses.
Oliver thought he’d been brutally clear about the threat of disinheritance. So much so that he felt in his throat the faint pressure of a sob of a fossil emotion. He let his palms fall to his thighs and announced, “Enough of all this dirty talk about you-know-what. It’s good, though.” His smile was a little ghastly. His long-fingered hand rose, but at the last moment, he couldn’t bring himself to ruffle Darius’s hair. His hand plucked strangely 
at the faded, curling collar of the boy’s polo shirt. “Good to chat away and—uh—confide. Whatever. I’ll be off. Your train’s in twenty minutes.”
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MOST TUESDAYS BEA Sayles came into the city for a session with her psychotherapist. That taken care of, she met up with Cassie Vail, an old Miss Porter’s classmate. Companionably, each felt a hint of pity for the other’s path in life. Cassie, the Manhattanite, was unmarried. Enough said. Bea came from an old Catholic family with a wonderful compound on the water in Noroton, Connecticut. They lived off ground rent from the ATT building and a few other ancient plots of land downtown. So, lots of money and history. But Bea had ended up with a philandering lawyer who made her live at his family’s place in New Jersey. Out there all she had for friends were the awful, suburban Westerbrook crowd. And she wasn’t skinny anymore.
Cassie often had tickets to a Met blockbuster, and they would spend an hour poring over Carolingian illuminated manuscripts or Italian parade armor before having a late lunch/early dinner at a perfectly ordinary diner on Madison Avenue. A paunchy Albanian, tipsy with fatigue after a long day, greeted them. “My lovely ladies!” His slightly demented gaze wandered over the floor and the greasy ceiling, but he deftly twirled menus into their hands with the flair of an illusionist. Cassie fretted whether “no mayo” was registering in his brown-eyed inattention. But at the perfect moment he focused and gave her a smug wink. Mostly a lunch place, The New Amity Restaurant was empty at five, except for three exhausted Dutch tourists studying their menus with funereal expressions.
“Maybe people are too much for him. He’s been holed up in New Jersey an awfully long time,” Cassie said. “I knew him for years when we were younger and he just never registered. A dreary loner, I thought. Nelson talked about an imperious streak—always shutting people down in conversation—expecting everyone to listen to him like footmen. Total dominance is still his thing. It seems. Even with the boy, for heaven’s sake.”
“So male,” Bea murmured. “That’s where we have to watch out, Cassie. I see it in you. I really do. You get all—” Pursing her mouth, she made a kewpie doll expression of tractability that caused Cassie to shout with laughter and breathe, “I don’t!” 
“Yes, you do! And you have to watch out, because it just isn’t you. Not at all.”
“I’m almost mad at him for upsetting my life like this. I was in a nice, spinsterish state. Really more content than I’d been in years. Doing things!”
“I’d hardly have called you a spinster,” Bea flattered.
“Sweetheart!” Cassie shrugged urbanely. The Albanian swirled their iced tea glasses to the table as they watched in silence. He plucked straws from a sheaf in his vest pocket and, with another magical flourish, laid them across the mouths of the glasses, totally absorbed in his artistry.
“But I was getting used to my life. And then I just determined—I determined—I determined to spend time with this man. It was perfectly willful. It wasn’t about love, of course. It’s just that he’s interesting. Clubbable. Makes me sound awful, I suppose. But it’s nice to go out as a couple. And it’s nice when the man can pay his own way. More than, in his case. But—well, now I can’t stop. Which I know is the worst possible sign. I’m walking off a cliff. There’s some kind of not-love emotion involved. Oh! And I’ve got rabbits running over my grave just talking about it.” Her shiver resolved in a visible twitch of her shoulders.
“That might be a good sign,” Bea said doubtfully. She’d always disliked Oliver Van Nest. The soon-to-be-ex-wife was some kind of tony foreign bimbo. She knew them a little from afar. Cassie was shaking her head in despair. Bea’s chin jutted. “Poor baby! I hate to see you go through this. What are the rules of the road? You have to have a frank conversation. Get it all on the table. If he won’t bring it up himself—”
“It’s as if I’m going at it on two levels. I don’t mean I’m ambivalent. My two levels are—well, number one: my usual cool fifty-something-year-old self. Her assessment is we can go to some benefits, and maybe there’ll be a bit of money and companionship. Even travel. And then, level two: there’s this on-tenterhooks, afraid-to-speak-up, teen-agery, bad-man-obsessed me. Maybe I never got it out of my system when I was supposed to. Honestly, he can be a bit of a freak.”
“He’s freaky?”
“No. No, I’m exaggerating.” Cassie thought about Oliver doubting Rudolf Hess had ever existed. And the Holocaust business. She knew exactly how awful she wanted her plight to sound, so she tucked those items away. “Though his interestingness is, I have to say, and it’s the same with the boy—a little bit crazy, I do find it exciting. Like living with an artist, though he’s the opposite of the artist type. Except for his beads.” She posed her forearm to display a massive bracelet of loops and loops and loops of tiny black beads. Oliver had strung it for her. After hanging a moment, the bracelet’s riotous ropes of caviar galumphed from her bony wrist almost to the crook of her elbow. 
Bea didn’t have much of a reaction, aesthetic or otherwise. “I thought he was the type who spends all of his time on his investments.” Self-consciously she added, “I wish Preston would get into that. Spend time at the house.”
Cassie admitted, “Actually, No. He has bankers—trust people—who take care of everything. I don’t get the feeling he’s much of a businessman himself. I mean, he reads the statements, probably. And keeps up.” She hid the arm with the bracelet in her lap. “But—and you must know this—anybody who had anything in the market over the past twenty years, they’re rich as Croesus now. You didn’t have to do a thing. I liked buying art unfortunately.”
Bea had indeed seen her fortune blow up since Reagan, but so much of it was roped-off in complicated generation-skipping trusts, it didn’t feel like real money. She fixed her gaze on a yellowing blue photograph of Santorini. “Did someone tell me he was CIA a long time ago? Back when it was all gentlemanly?”
“That would be exciting.” Cassie was surprised. “But I wouldn’t think of Oliver and ‘security clearance,’ not in the same breath.”
“You were the one who said he was exciting. Exciting how? Like exciting—sexually?”
Cassie was casual, “Hah! No. That’s not really part of it.”
“Nothing, huh?”
“Well—” She thought of his bizarre touches. She shrugged.
“Things are allowed to be slow,” Bea reassured her. 
“Right. Slow,” Cassie echoed.
“On the other hand, for women there’s also that awful allure and suffering of not being touched. Not something you want to get into. I’ve talked about it with Dr. Berman.”
“I’m too old for that. It isn’t that anyway.”
“The kid was adopted.”
“Bea! Oliver’s not a eunuch. Supposedly the reason they had to adopt wasn’t on his side anyway.” Visibly, Cassie debated saying more. The story sounded so implausible—implausible coming from Oliver, at any rate. “I have an inkling from what he’s told me that it was her who insisted on adopting Darius back when. Her who couldn’t have kids. He hinted that she had some strange ovarian I-don’t-know-what. Supposedly her ovaries don’t work except to produce huge, huge—excessive—abnormal—amounts of estrogen. Which means—” A laugh escaped her. “She’s—I guess—more of a woman. Her skin glows, and she has this intense sex appeal men pick up on. It makes her ultra-feminine, except, of course, she can’t have children, or couldn’t. Does that sound at all plausible?”
“My God!” Bea stared, delighted. “I think her skin did glow. I used to see her at Westerbrook. Big glasses like Jackie Onassis.”
“For whatever it’s worth,” Cassie shrugged.
“But that means—it’s flattering! That means you’re the successor to the Iranian Venus! Unless it’s just coconut oil or something.”
The two women cackled. The laughter sputtered back and forth in girlish colloquy. “Ishtar!” They howled. They tried to eat, but laughed. Their eyes teared up from the scratch of dry toast in their throats. On the heels of laughter, however, a wounded expression came over Cassie’s face. Ironing her paper napkin against her thigh, she let drop, “I haven’t told you the worst.”
“What?” Bea asked in the smallest possible voice.
“I bought—” Embarrassment stole Cassie’s breath. The bracelet reappeared with a rustle. Her forefinger pressed a crumb of bacon. “I’ve bought him a very, very extravagant present. A way-too-much, way-too-soon sort of a thing.” 
“Why on earth—?”
“And it’s beyond my means.”
“Oh, Cassie! How far?”
“Very far,” she said.
“You have to take it back! Whatever it is.” 
“I’m not going to. I’m going to give it to him.” She broke the crumb of bacon with determined pressure.
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure. Oddly enough.” She gave Madison Avenue a look, her deep-seated hauteur peeping out, directed at nothing in particular. “A couple of days before the boy came down from Choate, Oliver and I stopped by the Carl Hagen gallery? Well, Oliver admired this trompe l’oeil thing—”
“Cassie! You’re off your rocker.”
“It feels right. It feels splashy. I want to be splashy for a change. I’m sick and tired of—”
“But it’s too forceful. You’ll jinx it or scare him away.”
“No. That’s just it. I have an intuition it’s right. I think he’ll be touched. He’s insanely rich. Or so they say. Why is money always rumors?” she laughed. “But rich people feel deprived because everybody tells them they’re not supposed to want anything. Well, for heaven’s sake, Bea, everybody wants. And, I want to make him think of me. In a big way.”
“I don’t know—how could you even afford something like that?” Bea fretted.
“I couldn’t. Carl said he’d take something of mine, one of Colin’s things, in trade. So really it cost nothing—”
“You actually did a deal with Carl? Carl himself? That’s so high-powered somehow! Cassie, I love that.” Bea crossed her arms in admiration.
“I just asked him.”
“But it’s so sophisticated. I love that. I would never have dared bring it up. People always look at me and think ‘retail’ or ‘Short Hills Mall’ or something. Mom was never that way, but I am. I think you’re a marvel. Of course, the other part—with Oliver—a present like that—you’re also totally insane.”
“Jibbering! Whoo-hoo!”
Bea said carefully, “You do know they’re only separated? Oliver and the Iranian Venus?”
“Oh, of course.”
“And that they still live together? I’m just making sure. Since you do know, I wish you’d please tell me what the story is. They’re separated and together and another man moved into the house?”
“Stan, yes, the other man.” Cassie waved away old news. 
“What on earth is that about? That’s exciting, I suppose. In a sex comedy way.”
“No, it’s just a convenience. Oliver and I have talked about it.” They hadn’t, really. “I mean, everybody involved is grown up. It’s just a kind of overlap while people are divorcing and rearranging themselves. Oliver doesn’t seem to care in the least about Stan. Or her at this point. Admittedly, it’s awkward in a gossipy, suburban sort of a way, but isn’t the place enormous?”
“It certainly is,” Bea said, a little wounded, feeling that Cassie had lashed out by using the word suburban. 
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OLIVER CAME BACK into the city a month later. He saw his dermatologist about a keratinous something on his forehead. He met with a portly, throat-clearing banker at the Hell’s Kitchen offices of a private trust company—the Van Nest family bank, as they called it. The fact that the offices looked like a fly-by-night travel agency bothered him not at all. Oliver was considering moving the business to Philadelphia anyway, because New York was getting too expensive.
He was invited to dinner again at Cassie’s. Cassie bought cold salmon this time. She was taken up with her plan to give him the trompe l’oeil painting. Buying the dinner at a traiteur and serving it from the cartons, opting to wear blue jeans and an untucked white blouse, downplayed the munificent ceremony of the gift.
On entering, Oliver clasped his hands in front of his belly loosely as if accepting congratulations on a sermon. Cassie’s mwah was awkwardly thwarted by his posture. His distracted babble of pleasantries was almost too soft to hear. “Well! Didn’t notice this rug last time.” He narrated his slightest actions. “Drink the drink. Take a couple paces and sit down—here or here? Do you—? Well, here, then. And try one of these rice crackers wrapped in—seaweed, it looks to me. Sort of a papery taste. Not peppery, ha!”
At length Oliver looked at Cassie with extreme gravity. “No,” he seemed to disagree with everything he’d just said, even with the way he’d behaved for most of his life. “I’m thinking. I had a drink before coming over here and was thinking about the boy. What you said.”
“What I said?”
“Last time I brought him down to the city—the only time, to be honest—I started to have a little talk about money with him,” he continued slyly. “And I found—I found I was quite moved by—well—everything you said about him. That is, I noticed I wasn’t thinking, Oh, this is a terrible chore—weekend in the city—father, son.”
Cassie felt a flicker of unease. When Oliver had been quiet for a long time, she tried changing the subject gently. “Am I crazy or did someone tell me you used to have something to do with government? The CIA? That can’t be right, can it?”
“Yes. Oh, yes, yes, yes. How I met Sohaila, actually. Bombay. Not something I can talk about, of course, but there it is.” He sounded like a terrible liar. Like he was riding the opportune story as a surfer catches a wave.
Cassie’s skin crawled. Trying not to sound skeptical, she asked, “You met in Bombay? Mumbai, I guess we have to say now.”
“Right. Her family was exiled by the Shah. They were quite grand and made the Shah nervous politically. This was long before any of that later business—revolution, Khomeini, what have you. But that’s beside the point. What was I—? Oh. It occurred to me I’m not the best father-professor-teacher in the world. I mean to say I could do it, and rather brilliantly, but I don’t. I’m talking about the boy. Because I’ve never thought it’s right to impose your way on others. Nothing outrages me more, speaking for myself. So I don’t do it. But because Darius seems fairly well screwed up in a rich boy sort of a way, I thought maybe I should tell him being rich isn’t so bad. If it isn’t, that is to say. This all came from what you recommended.”
Left an opening, Cassie started weakly, “I’m not sure—I wouldn’t like to think I was butting in.”
“But you said I shouldn’t treat him like an orphan boy. I should spoil him.”
“I did?” She recouped. “Well. Clearly the key is being kind. But also getting the privileged kid to have a sense of responsibility towards others. Make it clear the whole thing—money—just depends on luck. Which—I’ve found—” she slowed. “Well, a lot of rich people don’t seem to believe that in their hearts. They think they deserve it. Even if they learn how to say, I’m just lucky. You know—to make themselves sound good.” She eyed Oliver nervously, “You know—Ha, ha, it’s all dumb luck. I’m just like you. But I’m lucky.’”
“You are?”
“No. I mean that’s what they say. Or they learn to say it without truly believing it in their hearts. Often. I don’t mean to say I’m lucky myself.”
“You’re not lucky?”
“No. Wait. What are we talking about? Of course I’m lucky, but I’m not rich. Not rich rich.” She waved at her sumptuous apartment irritably. “Weren’t we talking about money?”
“Ah. So you think with Darius the idea should be, Don’t spoil him! Chores, job, not getting anything he wants. Discipline.”
“Well, no. Of course we spoil people we love. But you have to give a kid a keen sense of... of the difficult position of others in the world.”
Oliver made a fish-lipped show of consideration. “I hope I didn’t do everything backwards. What I wanted to convey to Darius—last time, when I began having that money talk with him, well, I wanted to show him I was generous, I think. I was tough on him as usual—but not in my usual hands off way—and I found he responded. I thought he was quite touched as a matter of fact.” Oliver, a creature of fantastic reticence, thought any confidence, any secret shared, was a sign of love. And because the secret he’d imparted to Darius involved money, the greatest form of information possible, the love had to be greater, too, overwhelming. Oliver believed even his bizarre threat of disinheritance bound him to his son like the perfect kiss or like the shared ordeals of brothers in arms.
Cassie broke off the strange conversation and excused herself. She went to the kitchen to pour a second round of drinks. She’d put the open cartons of salmon and tomato salad on Majolica serving platters. The expectant array looked forlorn. The gloss on the dill sauce had clouded. Her plan was going awry. Not only the timing but the emotions were all wrong. She fixed the drinks mechanically. She searched herself for the best possible of a small clutter of emotions. 
Oliver was chuckling complacently to himself when Cassie returned. “Funny to talk family with you. Feels like we ought to be beyond that.”
Cassie frowned.
“I know you think I keep a very odd household. Sohaila and Stan in there.”
“Frankly, yes.”
“I could even bring you into it if I wanted.”
“No,” Cassie laughed. “No.”
“It’s separate apartments in a manner of speaking. And Stan is contemptible, which helps.”
“But doesn’t it bother you sometimes?”
Unlike himself, Oliver was thoughtful. “Maybe it’s just the way I am. Passive, fatalistic, shut down. All that probably helped when I was in the spy biz,” he joked. “But that’s not my focus anymore.”
“Oliver,” Cassie breathed with real uneasiness.
“Cassie, now it seems a lot—too much—to ask, but I had in mind—part of the reason I wanted to talk about all that with the boy—”
Cassie’s cheeks grew hot. Haughtily her finger stroked the inner corner of one eye. Was she wiping away or inducing a tear?
“I was thinking, because, as you’ve hinted, I’m too hard on Darius.”
“No,” she whispered.
“Well, I am. And I was thinking I might want to get him a little something he loved, really loved. I was maybe tough on him about the money, and, I don’t know, carrot and stick is the idea. So I was thinking—something he loved—why not that artwork he flipped for, Colin’s thing, the Battle of I’m-not-sure-what? Amertume? And Hopes?”
“Oliver. I don’t have it. I don’t have it anymore.” She blushed even more intensely. She averted her gaze. She smiled stiffly through the tender concussion of a wave of drunkenness.
“I’d want to pay,” he murmured, fascinated by how hard it was to ask for something.
“No, Oliver. I don’t have it.”
“No, that’s fine.” He frowned curiously at his failure.
Cassie gestured across the room. “Look!” The white prism on which the Battle of Desires and Bitternesses had been sitting last time was bare. She stood. “Come. I’ll show you. This is the most hideous irony. I’ve got—” She stopped herself from swaying. “Oliver?”
Giving him the painting was anything but splashy. Cassie was at sea emotionally, but she didn’t think generosity was one of the emotions. She forced a smile as small and precise as the clear-eyed disquiet she couldn’t ignore. Even with all the other emotions in her, she couldn’t ignore this small disquiet. She’d meant to take Oliver’s hand, so hers rose. It wilted back to the thigh of her jeans when he failed to take it.
“Are you all right?” Oliver asked, confused. His glasses had slipped to the tip of his nose. He looked back at the painting, staring vacantly, his mouth unclosed like a carp.
“A little present I got for you,” Cassie explained. “Nothing, really.”
Mouth still agape, Oliver put his hands on his hips in polite astonishment. “Oh, Cassie! Cassie, my goodness!”
She tittered in agony. It seemed the whole thing might work for a moment. Or at least not be a disaster. He was evidently touched.
“I’m—” A hand patted his belly. He let out a happy fragment of a sob. But he also frowned, shaking his head. He reached out to touch her shoulder but missed, stroking the lightly perfumed bedroom air.
She’d expected him to be tight as a drum when it came to thanks. She tipped her head to look at him.
“This means a great deal to me.” His voice was momentous, low and slow.
Cassie spun the black bracelet on her wrist. “Not something I made, but—you see, I traded the other for it—the Battle—absurd irony, if it turns out that’s what you really wanted.”
Oliver picked up the small painting. He held it at arm’s length—surprisingly possessive about it already, Cassie thought. He marched a few steps and rested the painting gently on a slipper chair. Turning back, he made good on stroking her shoulder. The ceremoniousness of his movements was peculiar, as if he’d blocked the scene the day before and was a terrible actor, besides. “You’re tired of all my blah-blah about Darius, aren’t you?” He gave her a yellow-toothed grin, unsettling at this point. 
“I meant to wait till after dinner. Are you hungry?” Cassie asked evasively. He’d embraced her. He was abnormally shy physically, always twiddling at the back of her neck or poking her in the nipple and then no more. But now he held her in a vise grip. He kissed her on the lips: peck, peck, peck. Peck, peck. Peck.
“You, madame, are delicious.” He swatted a cheerful rhythm on her buttocks.
Cassie let out a virginal peep. Then a more surprised one at the sudden, lewd wetness on her neck. It tickled. He smelled of smoke and salt, low tide almost. Her hands faintly bongoed a response on his lower back. It was uncomfortable the way he was squeezing her.
He threw her to the bed and came tumbling atop her with a gruesome, “Ha ha.” It hurt. For a moment they were all middle-aged bracings and knocked elbows until he got her in his grip again.
His ashy breath wheezed over her. He shook her roughly, playing at tiger seizing fawn. Cassie’s disquiet had exploded. The scene was disgusting. She hated Oliver, at least for the moment, and she experimented with a few seconds of laxness, a feint with escape as its object. Oliver knocked his hips against her, uninhibited and inept. He worked his fleshy, loose-seeming erection against her thigh. Though his glasses were unhooked from one ear, he smiled directly at her, yellow, proud, blind, humping. 
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IT DIDN’T HAPPEN often, but when Jane Brzostovsky and Barry Paul had sex, her eyes closed, his didn’t. She could only bring herself to look at him in partial glimpses from under an arm, over a pillow. Or her eyes, precisely when she’d averted them in shame, caught a close-up of her woodland-creature’s pudendum. Unlike her own bushy blur, his was flat and pale. Like grass crushed under a lost sandal for a month, the hair clung to a slight puckering of his abdomen, obscuring nothing. Only a tiny Hitlerian patch had gone dark. Directly under that, the plumbing hung out abruptly. A chrome sink trap couldn’t have looked more bare. The lumpy cravat of scrotum did nothing to dress things up. Its ruddy crinkles were also bare. It too sprang from his smooth abdomen with a pipe fitting’s abruptness. Then Jane would shut her eyes again. The idiocy of this pastoral peek-a-boo threatened to wake her from her dream. She couldn’t let that happen. As if he were a minor deity whose beauty teetered between enchanting and grotesque, she pretended that, as a mere mortal, her risk was blindness, but it was death. 
She knew they’d have to stop. She’d leave her job. She’d ask to teach third-graders or much older students at the upper school. Because she was so weak, yet so arrogant, instead of simply stopping, she thought she’d cleverly arrange for it to be impossible. It was all flailing. She wondered aloud to a colleague whether less mothering and more teaching might prolong her career. She brought up the time she’d slapped Darius Van Nest. “Could I be burning out already? I certainly don’t want that.” Her efforts proved hopeless when Satan personally got involved, whispering mischief into Jeanette Paul’s ear. 
Jeanette called, begging Jane to start seeing more of her son outside of school. Apparently the chimo joke from years before had been, on balance, more joke and less gimlet-eyed intuition. Jeanette wanted Jane to tutor Barry. “You’re the only one I know who lives close enough.” In case that sounded like she cared about convenience most, Jeanette wheedled, “I really think you’re the one teacher he responds to. He’s told me that. I swear. He says, I love her. I just love her.” Barry had never said anything of the kind, but Jane’s heart fluttered despite her recognizing a lie. “It would mean so much to him. He’s such a dope,” Jeanette pleaded.
Jane said she’d call back. She had to play at reluctance at least. The handy extra pay enticed her, not the sinister convenience, she told herself. She shook her head in rough scorn after hanging up. She pretended to be repelled that Barry had used that word, love. If he’d used it. This was not love. She wasn’t naïve. She slapped her hands together hard to make her palms sting. She noticed the dim, cold self that turns up when passions are playing out. The mind lurks in the wings like the star’s accountant with a backstage pass.
Jane began to tutor Barry on Saturdays. Their sessions weren’t the orgies some might imagine. Having engineered the delicious teacher-student premise, the great Pornographer moved elsewhere—on to pizza delivery boys and run-of-the-mill adulteries. This teacher and this student really studied. Jane taught at the kitchen counter with Jekyll-like civility. On warm September days, she and Barry met in the front yard and were full of innocent waves for the elderly neighbor who clapped feebly to scare off a housecat stalking songbirds. 
When they met indoors, Jane was inhumanly patient with Barry’s flirting, which was sexual in a formal sense only. Among children, imitation precedes feeling. The tickling of his sneaker toe under the table, the sudden bouts of exhaustion when his head and arms fell to the counter and his overgrown child’s fingers accidentally brushed her shoulder or trapped her hand—all of that made him seem more like a restless kid than a seducer. He was pushy and humorous, pumping his eyebrows when an obstreperous erection showed. It didn’t seem to involve desire in the least. Only rarely, when Jane misted over, did she respond to his fidgeting, usher them away from the kitchen counter, slow things down until they got to real sex. At times like that he acted shell-shocked, awed by her methodical step-by-step.
A little experience seemed to go a long way with Barry. What he was after, or what he played at being after, was still a bit much for him. He wasn’t panting constantly for a roll in the hay. Maybe Jane’s game of indirection, of warm and cool, wasn’t that different from what it always feels like to be a child, and Barry assumed this affair was the natural sequel to childhood.
The dislikeable mother, Jeanette, stopped in for chats at first. Her casual falsity was breathtaking. She let slip, “He didn’t want to do it! As usual he fought me and fought me. I told him, Barry, don’t be an idiot like you always are. This is your favorite teacher! Or was. And she’s nicely offered—” Barry shrugged hugely and gave Jane, blushing with shame, a raffish smile. “Furthermore,” Jeanette waved the envelope of cash aggressively in front of Barry’s nose. Then, all demure sweetness, she presented it to Jane, “I really wonder if this idiot’s even worth it.” 
The first time they really had sex, Jane had no greater inspiration—no thoughts in her head at all, really—than to heave the mannequin Barry into position with her hands. Her hands were more aware of what was going on than she was. They did the bulk of the work. Propped on his elbows, he got to work, swaybacked, arrhythmic, eyes closed. After a while he stopped. He rolled off her. With a pleased grin, he wiped his brow and lithely sat cross-legged. He flipped at the erection still rising behind his ankles. It was as stiff as ever, gleaming and full of promise, not fatigue. Barry made an uncertain stab at humor, “Boing, Boing.” He seemed to feel the same friendly companionship for it as he did for Jane. “That was—amazing.” He lowered his voice, certainly quoting some joke or movie. Jane didn’t dare suggest they go on. The boy seemed not to realize there was more to it. Was he too embarrassed? The next few times sex ended with the same childish and abrupt change of subject. Since he never made the first move (beyond his general, constant flirtatiousness) Jane was confused by the decisive yet inconclusive way he kept breaking it off.
Then Jane grasped something awful. He was so painfully innocent that he thought of nocturnal emission as a rude mess. He knew of no connection between his own splurting at midnight, asleep in his bed, and what it was he and Jane had started to do in hers. He knew nothing! 
Barry could have lived with sex or without it. But now that it was happening to him, now that Jane was making him happy on the whole and he was getting all the adoring attention he could want, he tried to reimagine it as something he’d pursued. Though he had no gift for fantasy, he came up with an enjoyable way to think of their relationship. He adopted a cool, James-Bond-like persona. In bed he made odd facial expressions, amused or supercilious, which mystified Jane but were supposed to drive her wild. When given an opening, he stroked Jane’s chin with avuncular tolerance. “Yo, bitch.”
When he started opening his eyes during sex, there was a lot for him to admire. The breasts with their forbidden, V-shaped pallor lurched in drunken, separable ways. Their sponginess needed so much restraint that it worked on his nerves. Even the slightest touch sometimes made her cringe. And the miraculous tubular muscle her hand usually had to lead him to!—when he did look at it for the first time, leaf upon leaf upon leaf parting, until she had him just graze the Jack-in-the-pulpit with his callused forefinger, he wore no expression at all, his heart in his throat. The thing was like some minute dungeonmaster secreted behind pink curtains that were half-animal, half-fluid. He tried raising his chin to give her a taste of Bond-like arrogance, but he couldn’t stop staring. He was under her power. He couldn’t conceive the extent of her power. After pulling his hand back, he reached out again, covering the apex of her legs with his palm as if to calm his mind. For a moment his eyes rested on the blue ink stamp on the back of his hand, leftover from admission to Frightmare Asylum, a Halloween attraction. His mind couldn’t take in so much detail all at once. Or he was so young he didn’t know the words for the details he did see. Which is probably the same thing.
To a surprising degree Jane was still his teacher. She refused to “play” at anything for Barry. He got no Miss Moneypenny or Mrs. Robinson. She calmly stared at him across the kitchen table’s piles of dog-eared worksheets, until she was sure he really didn’t know whether a comma was needed before a prepositional phrase. “It’s not. Generally, the fewer commas the better,” she smiled. In bed, with the very same calm, she’d pull his hand away. “Don’t be a brute with a girl’s clit, Barry.” The uniform matter-of-factness went over well with her student and lover.
As long as it was tutoring, as long as they only met in the parallel world of her house, Jane could bear it. Not that the situation didn’t take a toll. She had occasional attacks of nerves. She had an ominous bout of hilarity when she and Barry once opened her front door and startled Lynn Paul standing right there. He drifted inside as Jane and Barry retreated. He wangled a cocktail, pretending to solicit the teacher’s thoughts about school board elections. The truth seemed to be right there on the surface, obvious to anybody. Apparently, it wasn’t. 
But school was a problem. Jane was in a constant agony of indigestion, waspishness and gloom. She mistrusted herself. She self-psychologized wildly. Another teacher commiserated with her about having a tough year. Was Jane trying to get caught despite herself? She skydived from unconsciousness to panic, from passion to unawareness.
Barry was insufferable. She tried to walk past him in the hall. “Yo, B! That Coke for me?” His insolent hamminess caused no particular surprise with the other kids. But Jane’s grip made her Diet Coke can emit an aluminum ribbet of annoyance. She said, “Mister Paul,” in a wry and severe singsong and swept past. She told herself Barry was an incautious ass. She tried to disparage him. He wasn’t even attractive compared to the obvious standouts. The standouts left her cold. 
Then again, she and Barry might cross paths at school and it would be just them. Alone together at the end of the day, reduced to black flickers in the consuming glare of an over-waxed floor, like wisps of soot in a candle flame, they shared a gaze neither could actually see. Only a voice, Jane reminded him gravely, “Barry, I have total confidence in you.” The way he nodded in the dazzle could have been manly. His smile, too faint or unclear to be cruel, struck her as impossibly sexual. Appalled, rapturous, she worried he could hear her heart kettle-drumming through her blouse, or see it. The over-stretched collar of his navy T-shirt was washed out in the glare and hung like a lasso around his neck. His messy, stripped and dyed blond hair caught the silver light like a staticky glory. He looked more apparition than real, and it was easy for Jane to return to her dream world for an hour.
The following summer Jane took a cruise of the Chilean fjords by herself. Life-vested, she was shuttled by Zodiac to a briny crag colonized by seals. She ignored the Iowa retirees in the boat with her, even the handsome guide. She studied the seals. What animals animals were! This wasn’t a virtuous nature show. The seals stank. They bleated. They farted. They fought. They bled. Long yellow fingernails twisted over their flippers. But all around, the crushing sublimity of the fjord remained somehow unaffected by their uncleanness or their crimes against each other. Since this lonely trip was a trip away from Barry, Jane couldn’t help holding up her own crime in comparison. Strange to say, seeing how it, too, had no impact at all on the sublime inattention of Nature and Time made her guilt seem less pardonable to her than ever before. Judge and criminal both existed in a single vessel.
A few days after she got back, Jane heard Barry rustling in the lilacs outside. He was hiding his bike from neighbors, a pretty much pointless habit from the early days. She opened the door and backed up without greeting him on the stoop. Also an old habit. She sat him down on the couch next to her, and his knees fell apart in the cocky way he had, though he could tell it wasn’t going to be that kind of a visit. And if it had been, oddly, a breath of shyness would have come over him.
Jane addressed something they’d never mentioned before. “Our—friendship, Barry. You know, people don’t think it’s OK. They really don’t.”
He asked how dumb did she think he was. Of course he knew that.
“No, Barry, if this happened in—I don’t know—in China, and someone found out, they might whatever-they-do—execute us, cut off our heads. I don’t mean to be terrifying, but on the other hand, of course, if we were in a different time and place, like Rome, ancient Rome, I guess, maybe it wouldn’t be a big deal at all. But we are where we are, right?”
He gave her a shrug. He looked off. Jane had a horrible reminiscence of justifying a failing grade to another student. 
“We know we have to stop. Absolutely stop. Don’t we?” Jane collapsed against the couch pillow with a sigh of regret and unpleasant clarity. Barry crossed his arms. He uncrossed them. For a second she thought he was going to hit her. Then she smiled at her ridiculous alarm. She’d relaxed again completely when his hand floated toward her as if involuntarily. He pinched her thigh as hard as he could, a strange, witchy or infantile punishment that made her jerk away. It really hurt. She shrank against the cushion, so shocked she couldn’t not laugh and frown. She rubbed the sore spot. She looked at him. “Barry! What’s that about?”
“Nothing.” He pouted but raised his chin, Mussolini for an instant. His eyes—Jane stared with incomprehension—watered up. “You’re done with your toy, so you throw it away.”
Jane couldn’t speak. The idea that he had feelings, or such strong feelings, had never occurred to her. He was a kid. A nauseating pang of guilt came when her heart and stomach spasmed at once. Might he betray her in anger? Was that something electrical with her heart, a palpitation? But his grief was sure to blow off in an afternoon. He was a kid. Besides, he was the one who cheerfully switched moods on her, who played Boing Boing, who got under her skin in the Lawrence halls. She was the only one of them with a full set of adult emotions in play.
His eyes narrowed. Tears bulged like glass matchsticks. He was a child. She felt an iota of anger and tried to crush the feeling, all feeling, because wasn’t it intolerably selfish of her, an adult, to think she was the one who was going to suffer? 
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WHEN SHE’D LOOKED over the sublime fjord and it dawned on her that the world is indifferent to crime, Jane had experienced a subtle form of growing up, a summer change of heart. For her students, two years, a season, or even a month involved shocking transformation. They re-costumed themselves, became hairy or gangly or sullen, slouching, flamboyant, impenetrable. The young grew and weathered at the same time. By the time Jane ended things with Barry Paul, he too had changed. The difference had made her uneasy with the lines she’d prepared. Partly she had to remind herself he was still a child, because on seeing him, his being bigger, greasier-haired, lower-voiced and more tender made their whole secret history seem not quite so bad (and his pinch much stranger). But exactly their sort of relationship had become public in several recent cases. And had not been shrugged off by the world. Even in Tierra del Fuego she’d spotted the scandalous headline “Mujer Monstruo de Maine—Maestra-Súcubo acecha en el aula!” tucked into that handsome guide’s orange backpack the day they toured a former prison camp near Ushuaia.
Darius Van Nest left Choate under a cloud, drug use or Bartlebyism. Jane heard he was coming back to Lawrence Academy. When she actually saw him in the first day rabble, his transformation was astonishing. She realized she’d been hoping time and trouble might have tempered him. After all, it wasn’t his fault that godawful people had once upon a time pointed at him in an orphanage or in a cryoservices catalogue or wherever. Since change was inevitable, why couldn’t he have become modest and amiable by now? But the only thing that hadn’t changed at all was the flood of dislike Jane felt when she saw him.
His face had thinned, his features becoming dark, sensual and accusing. His head was still overlarge. His body was easily a foot taller and looked emaciated, almost anorexic, in the baggy clothes he wore. Half-laced yellow work boots had been repaired with duct tape. Jane felt a touch of middle-class contempt for that lordly affectation of squalor. The unbuttoned cuffs and collar of his white dress shirt, impeccably laundered, had a paradoxical dandyism about them.
Darius stood unnaturally erect as Jane critiqued him from afar. He looked like he thought he was enduring fascinated examination from all sides, Jane thought sourly. Maybe tony Choate lingered in his deportment and his fashions. His meek superciliousness repelled her. 
Jane turned away. She couldn’t approach him and hoped he wouldn’t see her in the thronged hall. A second later, he was in front of her, taller than she was and a bit too close. Long, glossy lashes curved back on themselves and almost touched his skin. He tucked a stringy lock of hair behind his ear. The effeminate gesture caused the cuff of his shirt to gape like a lily. But in a manly, if over-precise, voice he said, “Nice to see a familiar face.” 
Jane welcomed him back. Briskness covered her distaste.
He made a mildly ironic comment about being forgotten over the past years. His vocabulary was a touch overblown. His flower-petal cheeks and the blackheads nestled along the crease of his nostril made the middle-aged refinement of his manners feel like a bad school play.
His irony annoyed her, but somehow he got her to respond in kind. “Fear not, Mr. Van Nest. We’ve read your transcripts. We know all about you. I hope you appreciate we’re giving you a second chance.”
Darius nodded uncomprehendingly. The idea that readmission to Lawrence was a chance or a privilege or important to his future or even particularly notable, had never occurred to him and meant nothing. “Naturally,” he murmured. “And I have to say—” The old knowing, presumptuous, too-intimate smile appeared. What gave him the right to stand so close? “I’m looking forward to many a long talk with you.” Pathetically sincere, he added, “I really am. I’ve missed our—”
“Why rehash the past?” Jane blurted out. She feared a long first conversation with Darius would necessarily be all about Barry. Was her coldness lingering jealousy?
Darius stared at her blankly. Jane asked herself if Barry had let something slip over the summer. Maybe an investigative poise was hiding a millimeter under the surface of this arrogant kid’s blank expression. He was imitating the false innocence of the detective, the eyebrow raised just before the truth is unsheathed with steely certainty. Maybe Darius was going to seduce that dope Barry and find out. Jane would more than pay for slapping him after all. “Any time, Darius, any time,” she said with what sounded like villainous bravado.
By now Jane Brzostovsky should have been aware of her blind spot. She had no idea what went on in the hearts of young men. Darius wasn’t out to destroy her. He still loved her. Or he still liked her very much in a way that made a self-conscious frost of poise settle on him whenever he came into her office. His remarks gleamed with ludicrous pomp and frigid curlicues of Vincent-Pricean diction. He crossed his legs and canted his hips in the chair. The toe of a yellow work boot tipped up and down with cavalier elegance. A few weeks into the semester, he drawled apropos of nothing, “Might I ask whether you’re surprised?”
Jane leaned back. Head tilted, withdrawing behind crossed arms, she asked, “Surprised by what, Darius?”
“Surprised by—” He made a flowery, dilatory gesture. 
Jane swiveled, her eye panning across the Lego bonsai Barry had given her, many of its tiny plastic blossoms dropped or missing by now. A second squint at her color-blocked schedule taped to the wall wasn’t a big enough hint for Darius to cut things short. 
“Well, by me. By what I look like. You certainly haven’t changed in the minutest degree. As lovely as ever.” 
“What a crock! Obviously not what you came to talk to me about, Darius.” She made her bark of laughter raucous. She had a weary inkling that Darius was leading up to some kind of I-think-I-may-be-gay admission. That could easily take him weeks or months or forever.
“I just have to learn to trust you again. We both do. Aren’t we heading in that direction?” Darius looked unhappy about sounding earnest.
Jane gave her forehead a headachey massage and grimaced, guilt and annoyance in perfect balance.
Darius continued with his pushy visits. And she continued with her taut smiles. Polished eccentricity was the least appealing form of nervousness to Jane. Darius managed to be peremptory as well. “I need you to look at something.”
“What?”
“And I want to talk about it with you.”
“What?” Reluctantly Jane backed into her office.
After his usual dithering small talk, he opened a beribboned cardboard folder that he’d posed on his knees. With a forefinger he centered a large, brightly colored square of origami paper on one face of the open folder. Having gone through these preliminaries with trembling hands, he immediately began reciting, “Love I do him? Fell I waste it was too or?—”
“Darius, what is this? If we’re going to discuss poetry—”
“But this is important.”
“Why don’t you ask me to read it when I actually have time?”
“Please. It’s incredibly short and important. Yes, a poem.                    ‘—breast apple fresh her kissed I and love made we after, tears her to said I go must I. House my dark into backwards walked I. Eyes mine from streamed blood of years. Fell I? Love I do him? Death in avails                   nothing—’” He stopped. The origami paper made a faint skitching under his fingers. He had raised his eyes to her knees. His mouth was open, but his breath was gone. His whole face flushed, ears to clavicle, an all-encompassing blush, unlike the small red flags that showed on Barry’s camellia-white cheeks sometimes—after sex.
With an impatient sigh, bouncing a pencil by its eraser on the desk, yet as kindly as possible Jane wondered, “Darius, do you want to tell me something that might be clearer in a more prosaic form? Not that that doesn’t sound nice. Rhythmic. And I get the backwards syntax, I think.”
“Inverted,” he corrected her in a pitiful voice.
“Ah,” she breathed. Tensing her buttocks she allowed the spring of her office chair to straighten her up. “And I hear some waffling as to gender.” 
His face shot up. He told her, “I’m not saying I’m a pederast. The author isn’t. Is that what you were thinking? That’s not what this is about at all. And anyway the reality of sex is far, far more complicated in my experience,” he said with abrupt condescension.
“But. Well for one thing, I’m not sure I buy the author’s experience in that department. I wasn’t trying to over-analyze. But you did tell me this was important to you personally.” Bemused and at a loss now, because he had seemed so obviously on the brink, Jane could only shrug.
“You know, all need not be read personally,” Darius informed her. “Anyway, love isn’t important? Art isn’t important?” A fragment of a knowing smile perked on his lips, despite his redness. Jane readied herself for hostile irony, but he said, “I mean this could be about you as easily as me, not so? That’s assuming it’s even a personal lyric. Maybe it is. Maybe it isn’t. I think part of the reason I’ve always—felt fondly toward you is that I think we’re a lot alike on an emotional level. A lot.”
Jane felt like snapping, not in the least, but settled for a hollow, “I’m not a poet.”
“Nor am I. But, for people like us, aren’t there some experiences in life that—you’ll have to admit there are—that seem to come from a—parallel universe of—more intense experience? And they need to be expressed. They have to come out.”
Come out? A slip in phrasing? What a jumble. He couldn’t be suggesting this was really about her. She’d long ago gotten Barry to swear he would never gossip with Darius. “Darius, I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about. I’m a working-class girl from Queens. I’m not a poet. I’m sorry. And I’m not sure we’re that alike. I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I think you do,” he insisted. He composed his hands atop the now-closed folder. Jane’s heart raced. She leaned her chair back so slowly the spring creaked. Though still blushing, frowning at his lap, Darius still seemed like the glibbest of detectives on TV. His gaze flashed up at her for a second. Were his eyes wet from the rawness of reciting his poem? “I think you do know what it’s about and I think we do share an important experience.” Did Darius know about Jane and Barry?
Darius had no idea what effect he was having on his teacher. For him all this was badinage, even the weepy embarrassment. This wasn’t a conversation about anything definitely real. “I think you do know what I’m saying,” he repeated, looking up at her in the most challenging way.
Sometime after this meeting Jane crooked her finger at Barry Paul as he shuffled past in the hall and gave him a stern nod. She led him into her office. She was more nervous than he’d ever seen her. She held her hands in isometric prayer. She made them bob mechanically in his direction.
“I don’t want you having anything to do with Darius Van Nest,” she announced in a strident whisper.
“What are you talking about?” Barry asked, astonished. “We’re not—what gives you the right anyway, you know?”
“Look. What can I say? This is not about me or anything—us-related. I don’t want to alarm you about him—or make wild accusations, but that’s beside the point. Let me just say I think he could influence you in ways you wouldn’t like. We have his transcript and we know there was some drug use at boarding school.” Barry snorted in laughter. She held a hand up. “It may sound old-fashioned but the power rich kids have—have you ever heard the expression the primrose path?”
“No. I’m totally laughing,” he said. “If anything, I’m much more—”
“Please! Would you just keep an eye out for him,” she whispered sharply.
“What’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing!” 
“I’ve never told anyone anything, if that’s what you think.” 
She begged him, “You mustn’t, mustn’t tell anyone, Barry. I hate it, of course, but that’s how it is. But that’s not what this is about.” 
“You think he wants to give me a blow job?”
Jane looked at him in shock. His instincts stunned her.
Barry shook his head. “No, you just think I’ll end up being a loudmouth asshole about you. You think I’m such a—” 
Now her own eyes were wet with confusion. Their liaison was one of those things, thoughtlessly begun, that hobbles you for life. The law expects you to recognize snares before they come along, but you never do. Once the snare is tripped, the sentence has already begun. “For now, anyway, be careful with Darius. You’re the one I care about,” she added in a soothing tone they both found unpleasant.
Barry frowned at her. He mustered a chilly expression. She was obviously freaking out because she couldn’t make him go away or put him back in his box. “I’m not a thing,” he said.
So why was her incredible, deceitful feebleness still arousing to him? His heart pounded. His muscles released his expression, and his brown eyes took on a wounded clarity. He had to turn his head to the side—pure melodrama—so looking at her wouldn’t put him under her power. He jumped when he felt her hand on his thigh. “What are you doing?” he asked with a child’s helpless shock, not quite pushing her away.
She leaned forward to smell his hair. Barry was making a panicky noise, a droning in his chest. “We’re in school,” he warned. “What are you doing?” 
“Nothing,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I’m not doing anything. I’m not doing anything.” She lifted her crippled-seeming fingers from his leg. 
Infuriated, he watched her notice how the crotch of his pants had inflated. He crossed his arms over his belly. “I really can’t believe you!”
Jane glanced up at the little square windowpane in her door. Every so often someone peered through it to check if she was in. “People are blind to what’s going on in the world around them,” she philosophized. “You have to know something to notice it.”
“I have to go.” Barry stood and turned his back on her. He remained motionless in front of the door for a time, explaining bitterly at last, “I’m waiting for it to go down.”
 
 
…
 
Jane needn’t have felt jealous or fretted about Darius. Barry and he weren’t able to restart their friendship. It hadn’t ended, but they couldn’t help noticing how unalike they were as types go. Barry now had too many friends who wouldn’t naturally get along with Darius, and Darius didn’t naturally get along with anybody. Still, neither of them forgot their old intimacy. They felt a puppy nostalgia whenever they spotted one another across a sea of other students. The nostalgia was surprisingly sharp for people so young.
Even when they exchanged mere passing up-nods, their gazes twined. Darius thought Barry’s eyes betrayed a strange, limpid but manly surrender, something he’d never seen in another person. Barry realized his haughty, biddable old friend wasn’t the most easygoing person. But when he thought about Darius more closely, Barry’s interest in the life and friends he himself was choosing trickled away temporarily, as if he registered a faint vestige of a heroic alternate life with Darius. Neither could make sense of it, but they relished their separation, the feeling of elevation tinged with sorrow.
Smoking wasn’t allowed at Lawrence, but the stunted woods outside the main classroom building were, by tacit agreement, not policed. Paths weren’t needed. The woods were sparse as well as stunted. For early December the trees seemed over-garnished with shriveled, ashy leaves. Students walked until they couldn’t be seen from the school, which meant everyone ended up at the same slight dip in the ground. They called it a ravine. At the bottom, the earth was polished, saplings were broken or stripped, and beer cans had weathered almost to bare aluminum. 
Barry and Darius happened to meet at the smoking spot out in the woods. By way of greeting Darius indulged his habit of world narration (you-me-here). Barry reminisced about something or other, then a slavish bit of flattery from Darius interrupted everything. “I can really see you becoming the head of some big corporation or a famous politician.”
Barry smirked and shook his head at the ground. “Oh, buddy—man—” He couldn’t respond to the absurdity. “You’re killing me.” Barry was almost as tall as the trees. He hid his cigarette in the meaty hollow of his palm. To exhale, his cheeks puffed like a Botticelli west wind, and his jet of smoke ruffled into the low azure sky.
A third boy, a handsome, taciturn friend of Barry’s named Dean crouched, head bowed, wrists dangling over his knees. He came alive to suck at his cigarette, snorted the smoke out in laughter at Darius, then wilted again. It wasn’t hurtful laughter, more like an older brother’s distracted mockery. 
A girl none of them knew blundered into their midst. She rubbed her bright magenta hands and shrugged hello. She seemed to be going for a neo-seventies look in huge clogs and a furry-lapelled yellow jacket. She fussed through her leather shoulder bag for Newports. 
She begged a light and eyed Darius critically when he proffered his mini-Bic lighter. 
The tip of her cigarette bobbing up and down in the flame she commented cynically about the school literary magazine. “You see that Ovum piece of shit came out? I swear every kid in this hellhole thinks they’re some fucking Allen Ginsberg.” Eyes pinched almost shut over her Newport, she went from incurably bitter to ecstatically sensual with one inhale. 
“I actually have a poem in it,” Darius smiled. “Not that I disagree with you, really.”
“Ouch,” Dean said in the seemingly relaxed silence that followed. 
“Ouch,” Barry laughed.
“Sorry. That sounded so...” the girl sounded like it was hard for her to apologize. She tapped her Newport in an unwoodsy way.
“Please.” Darius shrugged.
“It hurts him because it’s a love poem. Darius is in love with Barry,” Dean said without raising his head. 
The girl looked uncertain and sniffed. She blew on her fingers.
As if ironically, Darius said, “Yes. As you can see, I’m madly in love with him.” He was smiling.
Still crumpled next to her mouth, one of the girl’s pink-blue fingers pointed. “Oh, you’re Barry. Yeah that’s what I thought.”
Nothing felt especially awkward, but Barry changed the subject anyway. “You see much of Ms. B this year?” 
He was asking Darius, but the girl exclaimed, “Ukh, yes, I have her in English. You guys aren’t fans of hers, are you? I’m only asking cause our class decided like she’s some kind of bitch underneath it all. Even though everybody loves her. Maybe it’s us. I don’t trust the ones everybody else loves. L-U-V.”
“It’s not you,” Dean confirmed.
Darius decided not to say he was indeed a fan of hers, because he didn’t want to come off as contrary. “I guess I see her,” he admitted to Barry. “I don’t have any classes with her, though.” 
“She’s out to get you, man,” Barry said to Darius. He started chuckling. 
“I’m not out to get him,” the girl complained.
“Ms. B,” Dean corrected.
“Out to get me?” Darius frowned.
With smoky words, the girl said, “See now, this is good information. Kind of what we thought. She’s got this tight-lipped thing going on like she wants to be tough. But think about it. What does it do to you if you spend your whole life with kids, you know? It’s some kind of power trip.”
“Tough?” Darius wondered scornfully. “What are you talking about? She’s a sweetheart.”
Dean squinted in pain at the word “sweetheart.” “Don’t say sweetheart. It sounds so gay.” 
Barry kept laughing about Ms. B. “She’s got your number, Dare. She’s out to get you.” 
“I never thought of her as tough,” Darius repeated.
“Who cares?” Dean said.
“Really, she’s out to get you,” Barry said. “You want to know what she said? She warned me to watch out for you. Barry, watch out for that Darius Van Nest!” He couldn’t imitate Jane, so he made himself sound generically shrill and stern.
“Wait, that’s not out to get me, Barry,” Darius argued.
“See, but that’s sort of—I don’t know—” the girl mused in a whisper.
“You’re saying she told you to watch out for me? Right?” Darius was flummoxed. “Isn’t that nice?” He shrugged indifferently for show, then started kicking a maple sapling. Its few crisped ochre leaves shuddered. “She means, because—what?—she doesn’t think I can handle myself here? New kid on the block? That’s weird.”
“No,” Barry insisted. “No, man. Not watch-out-for-you-take-care-of-you. Watch-out-for-you, because she thinks you’re evil. Like you’re a bad influence on me or something. I don’t know.” He couldn’t help laughing at the expression of shock on Darius’ face. Everyone laughed, in fact.
“On you! Me?” Darius said.
“I know,” Barry confirmed the crazy misreading of their relationship.
“Obviously, she’s not your friend, either,” the girl said. “Really, these teachers spend all their time with kids, so in this sick way they end up more childish than we are. Not that we’re not pathetic, loser kids with no idea what it’s really like out there in the world.”
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DARIUS WAITED MONTHS but Barry’s watch-out-for-Darius remark was still nagging at him just before Christmas break. Finally, slyly, he asked Jane whether she observed anything dark or evil in his personality. Jane’s lips worked in a way that could have meant yes, but she said, “Of course not. You’re too innocent to be evil.” Darius persisted with his questions—me, me, me, she noticed—like every emotionally stunted rich kid. It sounded to Jane like someone had accused him of being evil. Somehow Barry came into it which aroused her suspicions. She became more inward, more distracted, more self-interrogating and even more clipped in her responses to Master Van Needy.
The weather had gotten cold. It had already snowed. Tonight was clear, though. A huge pink sun cast a glow over everything, wrong-seeming because it was warm to the eye. Pink snow and golden-quoined Georgian brick façades shone on the west-facing houses along the Van Nests’ street. Darius snapped tiny icicles from the gutter of his personal school bus shelter, built by a gardener long ago and never really used. Everything was so quiet and empty he might have been the last person left on earth—and it was more enjoyable than lonely! Time itself felt like it was winding down. 
Darius remembered being drawn to the evil Borgias as a child and wondered if that meant something. Maybe he had a tendency to darkness and had never noticed it. This was a surprisingly disturbing thought. And surprisingly surprising.
He’d always been in trouble at Choate, racking up a fantastic tally of demerits for going on strike in various classes. If that wasn’t exactly evil, he’d also been called up twice before the somber-faced cherubs of the Student Judiciary Committee (for dorm burglary and vandalism). His concerned English teacher had noticed how the blood and gore continued in his writing even after Life Sliced. And now Sohaila complained that he was always gloomy, though he suspected, in her case, it was her own guilty fretting. The New Jersey household had an outlandish, depressive atmosphere with ignored son, deranged father, mother and mother’s lover, all living together for years at this point. 
Stunned to hear from Barry an hour ago, Darius had come down to wait at foot of the drive, the midpoint between his house and normalcy. He didn’t want Barry to drive up and see the single garland of aqua lights Sohaila and Stan had strung over a bay window of that bloated, embarrassing Tudor monstrosity.
At the Paul house earlier that afternoon, a friend of Barry’s had showed in a Malibu with an untalkative girlfriend. The three decided on an evening together. They practiced spinning out in the snow of an empty church parking lot. Barry suggested they invite Darius along. 
On the way over, Barry, who happened to be at the wheel, made a skidding detour down Jane Brzostovsky’s snow-muted street. Emboldened by his companions and weed and a novel car, he skied the Malibu to a stop in front of Jane’s pinkened concrete stoop. The entry had been kicked free of snow, not shoveled. He started a merry honking. 
Jane opened the door, rebounded inside to get her Chilean vacation parka and strode toward Barry, stalked rather. A ridge of snow fell when the driver’s side window glided down. “Hi!” 
Jane’s lips compressed. Without using words at all, she made it plain she was furious. Animal hums or snorts accompanied her fierce get-out-of-that-car gesticulations. She squinted impatiently at the puttering elbow of exhaust rising from the tailpipe of the rusty Malibu. After she’d drawn him aside, she hissed, “What the hell is this, Barry? Who’s in there?” 
“Just friends.”
“Great. Who?”
“No one. We were going to pick up Darius and hang out.”
“Oh, that’s lovely. Bring ’em all by. Get a load of the teacher I fucked.”
Aghast with pot-headed slowness, Barry whispered, “That’s not what I was doing!”
“Oh, really? As a matter of fact, we need to talk, Barry. I don’t know how you want to handle it with your gang here. But I can’t stand this anymore.”
“Gang?”
“Come in. I’m getting cold.”
“Wait a second. What do you mean? Talk about what? I’m supposed to be doing something.”
“Hanging out? Please, come in. Now,” Jane said frigidly. Her lips were nearly white.
With a put-upon sigh, Barry turned and called, “Go ahead, you guys!”
A townie scrambled across the front seat. He stuck his head and a shoulder out the driver’s side window. “Huh?”
“I said go! I can’t go. I can’t go. I’m staying.”
Jane snorted at the loudness of their voices. Everything in her life was teetering. She turned her back ostentatiously and yanked the parka tight. Barry explained to his friends how to find the Van Nest house where Darius would be waiting.
“You want me to come back in a while?” the townie asked.
“Maybe. I’ll call Darius.”
Jane laughed bitterly, softly.
“No,” Barry said. “Just forget about it. I can’t go tonight. Not yet. I’ll see you later.”
“How are you going to get home?”
“Just go!”
The townie was perfectly OK picking up a stranger, whose fancy bus shelter and driveway he eyed appreciatively. Darius was full of mild-mannered hesitation, which the townie found amusing. Jittering in the driver’s seat, he ad-libbed cajoling arguments and promised they’d pick up Barry later. “Hi,” the girl peeped when Darius got in. Darius sat in the back and watched them. The townie was a touch manic, which made the drive frightening at first. The girlfriend got a tiny ruby-barreled pipe of strong weed going. 
Though Darius couldn’t understand much that was said in the front seat, he kept right-right-ing and smiling agreeably. The girl smooched the little pipe’s mouthpiece and shrank against her side of the car, so the smoke silently splashed against the glass. She was leaning as far as she could from the townie, but from the way she kept looking at him, glancing haughtily down her nose at his thigh, tugging on her bangs, snickering rudely when the back seat guy (Darius) said anything—from these clues Darius guessed at an intense, unhappy infatuation, which he was alarmed to recognize and identify with completely.
When a seed in the pipe popped, burping red sparks, they all laughed immoderately. Darius handed the pipe back to the front seat. He sank into a silence almost as deep as the girlfriend’s, cheerfully lethargic, a vision of black woods purling alongside the car.
They ended up at a large park. They lowered a chain which blocked the snaking main road, plowed at some point but snowed under again. The townie eventually swerved onto a different snow-shrouded surface. Lawn or road or bike path, it hadn’t been plowed at all. The Malibu handled the terrain better than expected, and they made it through a treeless opening in the woods to a dilapidated picnic shed, which the townie tried to set afire with his disposable lighter and hanks of vinyl torn from the back seat of the car. Stolen, the townie confided rather shyly. Darius was enjoying feeling less and less scared of him, but the townie’s wild sense of fun also had his stomach in knots.
When the sun was gone, the frigid night felt as alert as the inside of a kettle drum. Silence twisted off the snowy squeak of their steps. The coughing of their lighters and their stupid remarks fell quietly dead in the vast, cramped-sounding park. They listened to their bodies’ noises, to their heartbeats, which thrummed like a downpour thanks to drugs and the seething of blood in their ears 
Later, the townie tried backing out at speed. Almost at once the Malibu slipped out of its wheel tracks. It fishtailed slowly, tires spinning, and lodged askew three feet from the original path. The tires beat up a froth of mud and snow. The woozy boys tried pushing the car while the girl took the wheel. They were outraged and laughing and a little worried. The car slithered a foot or two farther from the path and stuck fast.
All three went off to gather brush to wedge under the rear tires for traction. They tore branches from smaller trees and discovered several dead logs outlined under a pristine layer of snow. They uprooted an entire bush. Loaded like peasants, they trudged back to the car in single file. They didn’t talk. They were caught up in the sensual mixture of exertion and drugs.
Inward-looking as they were, they were slow to register a man standing by the Malibu. He jingled and held a high-powered flashlight. Though dim behind the foggy glare, they could see he was wearing a uniform. Everything about the drug-addled scene was strange. Was the man speaking to them or singing in a lovely baritone? When the light glared from side to side across their faces, the kids saw the black pallor of a ghost horse looming directly behind him. Shaking its head, its snout jerked up. Its tackle jingled. It blubbered a puff of breath at the stars with velvet nostrils. 
The ranger pointed his flashlight where he wanted them to drop their branches. He’d already laid a field-testing kit on the hood of the Malibu. Letting go of his branches, the townie ran. His running turned into a high-stepping waddle when he got to patches of deeper snow. He hit an open ridge, where the snow had drifted away and rimed straw showed through. He hit his stride. He headed for the woods, away from all paths.
The ranger was slow to react. He muttered in annoyance. He bobbled the flashlight. Darius felt the glare of it on his cheek. His eyes squinted shut. He thought he heard a terse question or two. “You OK? Don’t you move, you hear me?” And the ranger pressed the reins of his gorgeous, half-real horse into Darius’s hands. Hips clattering with the implements of his trade, the ranger jogged after the townie for a short distance. Stretching her neck, the ghost horse tested the firmness of Darius’s grip on the reins. She lowered her eye to him, as bulbous and black as the night. Their breath misted together in a hay-scented cloud. 
Evidently the ranger didn’t want to leave his horse for long. He returned. Neither Darius nor the girlfriend betrayed the townie car thief, but they were arrested themselves. Parents were called.
 
 
At exactly the moment the ghost horse chucked her head at the night sky, Barry Paul was stalking Jane Brzostovsky’s living room in his underwear. He felt betrayed. He paced with a bouncy bowleggedness and threw his arms in the air like an angry basketball coach. But he wasn’t trying to look funny. He really was angry. His pacing came to a stop when he noticed a wet spot darkening the front of his jockey shorts. He pinched it between thumb and forefinger, slimy rather than wet. Therefore from sex, not from peeing afterward. He started pacing again, wiping his fingertips on his belly, then on the small of his back.
Jane was wrapped in her comforter, curled in a stuffed chair. It bothered her how withdrawn she was. She was exhausted almost beyond feeling. Not that she didn’t have compassion for Barry, but it was hard to watch him like this. For herself: nothing, not even regret just at the moment.
She said, “Of course I knew—I should have known—sex would make you think what I said earlier didn’t hold anymore. I’m sorry. It’s shameless the way I keep putting so much pressure on you, Barry. But, among many other problems, the age thing is impossible. It’s sad, but it’s real, and insurmountable, and I’m just—I just let myself pretend sometimes. I’m sorry. You’ve got to understand, or at least trust me that we have to, have to, have to do something to get out of this, and—”
“You were just—” Punching the air, he cut her off. “You were just willing to do anything to weasel it out of me. Did I talk to anybody? Did I tell Darius about it? That’s the only thing you cared about.”
“No. They were two separate issues. Yes, I wanted to know. Yes, maybe I had a panic attack about it. That’s why I made you stay. But—and I know it’s unfair of me to claim this and it excuses nothing—but, Barry, with you I’m helpless. I just let it happen without thinking of you. Or thinking of anything.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Well, look, have I asked you what you and Darius did talk about in the end? No. Am I asking now? No. I don’t care anymore. Because I can’t help seeing there’s something much more important we have to address.”
In a dull, defeated tone, Barry mumbled, “Of course, I didn’t tell him. I never told anybody anything.”
Her relief sickened her. She opened her mouth. Then she turned to the window. Or rather to the cadaverous blur of herself on the glossy blackness. She could make out the faint, cheesy odor from his sneakers, which he’d self-consciously left at the foot of the stairs so they wouldn’t offend her.
“What’d he even say that made you think—”
“Oh, Barry. It doesn’t matter.”
“It does. If you want me to fuck up my life to solve your problem, I’d like to know what started the whole thing.”
“Nobody wants you to fuck up your life, Barry. We just have to find a way of dealing with this finally and absolutely. My only idea for how to do that is what I was talking about before. But my idea did not, did not, come about just because Darius talked to me. Even if I did flip out and get angry at you.”
“And then seduced me. I didn’t want to have sex.”
“I know.”
“This time. And now you’re throwing me out like—like Trotsky.” He made a grousing sigh.
“Barry, I’m not sending you into exile. We can talk about it. It’s just an idea. Mexico was only a for-example.”
He flopped onto the couch and complained, “Just tell me what he said.”
“Oh, Barry it was nothing. He asked whether it was true that I didn’t like him. Or if I thought he was evil.”
“You don’t like him.”
“I’ve never said that.”
“Well, but what did you two say about me?”
“Oh—”
“Say! Tell me!”
“He asked—was it true that I’d asked you, Barry, to watch out for him? And he told me he thought I had it backwards. He said you influenced him more than he did you.”
“I don’t think that’s true.”
“Oh, Barry, who cares? It was just the same maundering, self-conscious, me, me, me whining that he’s always done. It’s what he’s all about. Am I evil?!” she scoffed.
“See, I told you, you didn’t like him.”
“He’s just a child. A kid still. I’m sure he’ll grow up.”
“So, what do you want me to do? What am I supposed to do?”
“I haven’t really thought the whole thing through,” she admitted bitterly. “It’s probably a crazy idea. And you’re right. Maybe it is unfair. The idea was that if I left suddenly, it would look strange. Everyone would ask questions.”
“I wouldn’t tell.”
“I know, Barry, but people may have noticed something. I don’t know. It would open up a whole can of worms, because it would look strange for me to disappear. People would wonder. But then I thought if you went off for a while. Not forever. You wouldn’t be fucking up your life or anything of the sort. And I’m perfectly confident you can handle yourself. But if you went off for a while. Then, say, at the end of the school year, you come back, and by that time I’m gone. I can tell them I burned out. But it would look more normal for me to leave at the end of the year, easier to find another job. I could drop hints about being tired. People will have forgotten that you left. No one will make the connection. And then you can come back and start again at school, and it’ll just be this blip for you. This tiny blip.”
“But where do I go? How am I supposed to live?”
“I have money.” She lost her composure. Out of nowhere a wracking sob burst from her chest. She belched and panted for breath. A sore, hiccuppy flexion paralyzed her abdominal muscles for a while. She pulled the comforter to her jaw. Her hands smarmed her face, the nails pricking a nostril and an eyelid. Where did this ocean of grief come from? And where were the tears? Nothing trickled between her fingers. When poor Barry got up and tried to reassure her, stroke her hair with awkward manliness, she shoved him away. She shoved him roughly, though not as roughly as she wanted. She held back, because in some recess of herself she knew that, even at her weakest, even grief-stricken, she had much more power than was right.
 
 
After phone calls from a ranger’s station outside Camden, Darius and the girl were picked up by the girl’s tight-lipped father, a former Navy Seal. He assumed Darius was the instigator, basically a rapist, a case of mistaken identity that should have been laughable. In seething silence the not-so-old soldier dropped Darius off at home. Though a lot had happened, it wasn’t late, only midnight or one. 
Darius came in the front door. In the tiled vestibule, he kicked off his boots. In the extravagant heat, snow had melted from the laces and the duct-taped seams. Stray clots of snow dropped from his wet socks as he padded into the front hall. Overhead, the big lantern cast a yolky blur of light, its lowest setting. As always Darius registered that this was where Colin Vail had hanged himself, and as always, without real thought, like telling the rosary, he ran through the possible mechanics of that confounding suicide. Had the rope been tied to the lantern or to the wrought iron ring above or to the balustrade of the landing? How long was it? Had Colin jumped or lowered himself? The idea of a counterweight was absurd.
Plaster ribbed arches intersected over the lantern and were supported by oaken corbels carved with the Wales, Medici, Bourbon and Barberini crests as if the pudgy industrialist who built the place had planned on a renaissance summit meeting. Could the corbels have supported a rope? Koechlin’s dreamy Nuits Persanes blasted from the front drawing room. Sohaila had turned up the volume of the CD in order to blot out everything.
Darius spotted her partway up the stairs, hugging her knees. She was hardly larger than the banister telamones. She wore a satin robe the color of skin, collar and cuffs embroidered in gold. She slapped her hand to the banister and pressed herself to her feet. She came downstairs heavily. Making a tense, snaky, after-you gesture with her forearm, she ushered Darius through the front drawing room. Les Nuits Persanes swelled and subsided.
At the far end of the room, past a shallow Tudor arch, was a further large sitting area. In enfilade beyond that was yet another room, a library, which was now outfitted as a bedroom. This apartment was Sohaila and Stan’s realm. The door to the library/bedroom was open, and Darius could see, as if through the wrong end of a telescope, Stan propped up in bed reading. Even in miniature, Stan’s Mephistophelean Van Dyke and flyaway, mad professor hair were unmistakable. The bedroom was bright, and Stan probably couldn’t see them in the dimness. He shook a fingertip in his ear with violent unselfconsciousness.
Sohaila sat on an upholstered bench outside the door. She couldn’t bring herself to look at Darius. Her gaze wandered the floor, the chair legs, his floppy socks. “Dah-li-ush,” she kept repeating his name. “I’m so mad,” she whispered. 
She wasn’t wearing makeup, and half-erased, she didn’t resemble Sophia Loren or herself. Her suffering anonymity was impossibly poignant for Darius. 
The arrest was meaningless to him. And it should have been meaningless to her. He tried explaining it. “Listen, Mom, I promise you this was a nothing—truly no big deal.” He couldn’t fathom his mother’s particular bleakness. He hated the spacey music.
She opened her mouth and stopped, as if she remembered only her first language tonight. She leaned forward and tugged a rumpled Kilim flat on the beige carpet. “You would say that,” she whispered. “Nothing touches you. A nothing, Mom,” she muttered in a mocking singsong. “It’s a nothing, Mom!”
“Can we turn the music down?” he complained.
“I need it on.” Her eyes glittered over tightly crossed arms. She briefly uncrossed them to touch the top of her forehead, a tragic gesture from antiquity or from beyond the Caucasus. She said, “I know you hate this life of ours. And so do I.” She stood up and turned her back on Darius. Now she was looking into the bedroom at Stan, who couldn’t see her and wasn’t looking back.
Darius’s childish American crime made her own crime all the more obvious to Sohaila. She felt an antique self-disgust about divorce, adultery, concubinage, even about the unnaturalness of adoption. The steps leading her to this emotional midnight looked shallow, despicable, un-Islamic. Oliver’s blandishments, her taste for sybaritic tranquility, Stan’s protective energy. Poor Darius, a whim of her husband’s originally (each of them believed adopting a child had been the other’s idea) would end up being destroyed. 
Without turning around, she said, “You can’t imagine what it’s like having a foreigner for a son. I don’t ever understand. I don’t ever understand.” A sob or chill caused a long tremor. Her spine and shoulders moved under the satin. Sohaila despised her own luxurious sense of guilt, her inability to act even the tiniest bit American. “I don’t understand you at all,” she repeated as monotonously as Koechlin.  
Darius, petrified by his mother’s anguish, finally came up with words that were particularly American and inadequate. “Mom, Mom—Jesus, this is really not serious. I’m not involved in anything you need to worry about. I’m telling you.”
Sohaila looked past him through the front drawing room, back into the front hall where she’d glimpsed Oliver. She made a minuscule noise of revulsion. “I know. I know. I love you,” she sighed. “Now you have to talk to your father. Or he’ll talk to you, of course.” She lifted a rigid, recurved palm, touching but not cupping, her son’s cheek, a final, exotic gesture before she returned to her bedroom.
Oliver stood on the hall threshold, backlit by the yolky lantern, his drink tinkling in a languid grip. “Don’t get down here much,” he said when Darius came to him. He seemed perfectly calm. Before Sohaila had quite closed her door, he waved and called, “Yoo-hoo, Stan.” The tiny figure in the bed leaned forward and squinted. The door closed.
Oliver sat on an Elizabethan-ish side chair in the hall and crossed his legs briskly. He rested the musical highball glass on his knee with an odd sprightliness. He seemed cheerful. “Can we turn that off?”
“Mom wants it on. I think it helps her sleep.”
Oliver peered across the hall threshold at the stereo-CD set up and more generally at the recently redecorated drawing room. “They’ve made a mess in there, haven’t they?” He made a face. “Not my style at all.”
“She’s so upset.” Darius breathed. “It’s like I died.”
“You fucked up. Arrested.” Oliver snorted. “But I’m not sure—” He interrupted himself with a bland noise of disgust. “Euch, I loathe big speakers and TVs, all that techno—more suited to a bachelor pad in a high-rise, if you ask me. But all this is more your mother than it is Stan.” He waved at the drawing room décor professorially. “Look at that mirror. Iranians are obsessed with gold. This isn’t Stan’s taste. He’s a Slavic peasant. That’s an odd thing about your mother. She sort of yields her way into getting her way. An enviable trait, I guess, as far as it goes, but then the man always goes crazy in the end. I used to have quite a lot of trouble—” his tone changed to one of suggestive amusement. “—exercising my rights.”
“Dad.” Darius’s eyes fell closed.
“What? You think I’m going to bawl you out for this? Undignified is probably what we should call it. The Choate what-all was much more serious. Not that I was immoderately angry about that, was I?” His gaze jumped around the hall and back toward the drawing room. Horny and yellow, his bare foot wagged with adolescent energy.
“Dad—”
“I rarely worry about your behavior. Maybe not at all. Drugs? Look!” He held up his drink for a second. “Go out. Have fun. You and I have a deal. You’d never damage our relationship. Your mother doesn’t know that. I think you even love me. We both know what you’re probably after in the long run.” He smiled. The glass was tinkling very loudly on his shaking knee. “It’s comforting. Like a pact.”
Darius argued irritably, “We don’t have a pact, Oliver. What are you talking about?”
“Yes, we do. We both know what you’re waiting for. And why you’ll always be an obedient bad boy. It doesn’t matter if you give your mother and me trouble along the way. In fact, I’m often glad I decided to let her get you in the first place. Does that surprise you?” 
Oliver’s cryptic remark stopped Darius cold. “Get me? Like—an espresso machine? And I know you’re talking about money and your secret stash.” Almost involuntarily, Darius had lowered his voice. He glanced up at the lantern. Still seated, Oliver followed his gaze dumbly. 
During all these years the notion of Oliver’s fantastic wealth had come to seem more like his mother’s dreamy Qajar connection to the Peacock throne, a fantasy. He knew his family were what most people considered rich. But that was it. Oliver’s jiggling gaiety tonight didn’t make vast secret wealth seem any more plausible. Nevertheless, Darius was shocked to notice his father’s face drop from the lantern wearing an extremely crafty expression. Darius seemed to snap the pieces together in his mind: it all might, might, be true. His sudden silence was humiliating.
“I see you see,” Oliver chortled.
“Dad, watch the glass.”
“Ah,” Oliver said. He screwed his giddy mood tighter by a turn. He crowed, “All part of the plan! All part of the plan!” He waved an arm around, perhaps gesturing at everything, the house, his hidden piles of gold. He particularly wiggled his fingers toward the drawing room and Sohaila and Stan’s door beyond. The manic hand returned to his thigh with a slap. With a little twist of his other wrist, he emptied his glass on the front hall rug. He looked blankly at the dark splotch flecked with ice. “Don’t tell me to watch my glass,” he argued dully. “Marking my territory,” he explained. 
“You told me you gave the house to mom.” Darius made an appeasing sort of a challenge. Then he looked scared. 
“And I did.” Oliver sobered up a bit. He waved away Darius’s sudden alarm. “Oh, come on. Don’t nursemaid me. It’s a little vodka and ice water. No stain. I’m just playing.” Unable to suppress the insane change of subject, he lowered his voice and went on. “You know, Darius, I’ve never understood why everybody thinks Mutually Assured Destruction is a crazy system. I mean, why do they think that’s such a bad way to live with nukes, if you 
have to live with nukes? It always seemed perfectly sensible to 
me. That’s the way people really do deal with each other most of the time, isn’t it? As long as everybody does the right thing and behaves, everybody else withholds their terrible power.”
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BARRY PAUL’S DISAPPEARANCE got surprisingly little attention. The school authorities and certain teachers checked and rechecked with the parents. Their skeletal explanation sounded odd but nothing to fuss about: their son had moved in with relatives out of state. Some paperwork had to be taken care of. A small portion of the tuition was eventually refunded. People whispered about Jeanette being a vicious mother and Lynn an alcoholic father and supposed they’d figured the whole thing out. 
Despite the moribund state of their friendship, Darius missed Barry terribly. The only uncomplicated fondness he’d ever felt was finished. He moped and reminisced sadly about the wild night in the stolen Malibu with the townie and his girlfriend, a joyful experience. It had been a valedictory gift from Barry. Not something he could ever reproduce on his own. Feeling diminished, he returned to his affectless and boring routine.
A few weeks after Barry vanished, Sohaila round-abouted to Darius, “Darling, you know—” She was trying to snap a CD onto its jewel box spool with a refined grimace. Her hands seemed almost too weak. Stan took the CD and box from her and squeezed them together. Uninvolved except for his usual remote, ironical grin and close attention to Sohaila, Stan perched himself on the arm of a couch. Sohaila continued, “The fact is I don’t actually know Jeanette Paul. I doubt I’ve met her even once. And if your father dragged me to some school thing and I did meet her, I can’t remember. I’m sorry. That’s the truth. I don’t know what to say to her.”
Uncomprehending, Darius frowned. 
In a faint Romanian accent, Stan put in cheerfully, “She’s social climbing. She wants to be your friend.” 
“I don’t think so. Who am I? She isn’t even particularly friendly.” Sohaila shrugged. Jeanette had been hounding her with phone calls, by steps more confiding, about her “Barry disaster.”
“But why would she be calling you?” Darius asked.
Sohaila made an expression of confusion. “Oh, Dah-li-ush! I somehow thought you knew about it or that you’d talked to her already. It’s difficult for me to put together what she says. She was talking about you. You and Barry.”
Sohaila and Darius were both startled by a satanic yelp from Stan. “She rattles!” he exclaimed. That lofty, ironical grin reappeared as he waited for their complete attention. Traian (Stan’s real name) had a Slavic eye for melodramatic clandestinity and lies. After waiting long seconds, he revealed, “She also tried talking to me. She thought I was the butler. Probably. But her theory is that you, Darius, gave Barry a large amount of money, and he’s run away with it. Also, you, Darius, know where he is! She thinks.” Stan’s lulling accent was always pleasing no matter what.
“That’s ridiculous,” Darius said. “First of all, I don’t have any money. Second of all I’ve barely talked to him all year.” 
“Oh, I’m relieved,” Sohaila sighed. “Not that I didn’t trust you.”
“I didn’t,” Stan accused matter-of-factly. He smiled. He wasn’t shy about terrible teeth. “Until I realized this woman is insane and dangerous. Rattle, rattle, rattle. I put her rattling all together. I think Barry came up with the idea to go away himself and told the evil parents what they had to say to the school to get back their tuition money or locker deposit. And you see what that means, of course. The parents have no idea where he is or how he’s supporting himself. Everything they’ve been saying is a scam to get the tuition money back.”
“Not necessarily,” Sohaila cautioned.
“That almost sounds like her,” Darius admitted. “Mercenary. But—”
“You see!” Stan crossed his arms triumphantly. 
Darius called the Paul home. Lynn handed him off to Jeanette immediately. Jeanette’s condescending politeness was as precise as tweezers. Darius stammered that he was as much in the dark about where Barry was and what he was doing as everyone else. He hadn’t been involved. “Of course, of course,” Jeanette murmured. “That’s what your mother’s friend told me. You have to understand, Lynn and I were desperate when I called at first. You and Barry were always so cute together. I only wish you were his best friend still. You could have kept him from going off like a blockhead. But don’t worry. Lynn and I have a notion what it was all about now,” she lied convincingly. “And it’s nothing too serious. A private thing with some family members. Out of state. We were just a teensy-weensy bit upset at first. Your beautiful mother was so generous and so…”
In the late spring, Darius had to appear in juvenile court about his marijuana charge and “unauthorized use of a vehicle.” Sohaila insisted on a lawyer. Darius ended up over-represented by a Manhattan law partner, an old Yale classmate of Oliver’s. The lawyer seemed to enjoy the trip to New Jersey as a sort of professional bagatelle. Darius found him terrifyingly cheerful and glamorous. 
From the outset, Oliver was in poor form. He was twitchy, unsteady, silent. If necessary, he uttered a single perfunctory syllable when the lawyer reminisced about something. Listening, walking and talking all at the same time seemed beyond his mincing powers of attention. After the three of them met at a bar called Schooners, they strolled toward Juvenile Hall, Darius a step behind the two older men. The lawyer wasn’t put off by Oliver’s strange distraction. He chatted on, every so often turning around to fix Darius with an ironical, picket fence of a smile that seemed to say, “Let’s be wolves and hunt the weak together.” He was able to bring out a hint of savage humor to things that weren’t so funny on the surface—like the time he and Oliver as young Yalies had seen a man’s brain propelled from his skull after a seemingly minor car accident. “Yah,” Oliver remembered.
Darius was smitten by the lawyer’s insinuating heartlessness. In the gentler female world of family, suburbia, and school he’d never met anyone like him. Darius couldn’t help sounding eager: “My dad never told me that about the brain! You never told me that!” 
Oliver fell behind without their noticing. Even in a small city like Camden, people handed out flyers or cards or special offer coupons on the sidewalks, a kind of ultra-local advertising important before email. The flyers were offered with a card dealer’s flick of the wrist and rapidly disappeared if someone was just blundering past or was a bad prospect. So men wouldn’t get sale offers for women’s shoes, women wouldn’t get two-for-one drinks at a topless bar, kids wouldn’t get ads for bulk office supplies and aging businessmen wouldn’t get notices for a local club’s 60s night. Oliver hated—really hated—having any of this ephemera withheld from him, as if he were being kept from a secret. When Darius and the lawyer noticed they’d lost him, they saw him half a block backstabbing his open palm at a teenager with lime handouts. With ill grace, the kid finally handed one to Oliver, who folded it in half, then in sharp quarters and eighths. Darius couldn’t think of anything mitigating to say to the lawyer. “Dad likes to be in the know,” he tried.
Inside the courthouse, the lawyer swung into action. He clapped every shoulder in sight. Darius was dazzled. Everyone knew the man. He buttonholed a judge, leaning into her body with a cozy respect that seemed to delight her just because it was transparently false. He whispered a word or two, shrugged intimately about some other case or scandal, then laughed at a brilliant joke she hadn’t made. Off she went, unresentfully seduced.
Pin-striped rubber runners hushed the green marble. The anthropology of the visit was riveting to Darius. Court was full of caricatures he recognized from TV: the smartly dressed clerks, the obese mothers of wayward sons, the sons themselves, the fatigued, slouchy public defenders, the occasional peacock of a cop flashing his gold bracelet and finely honed rudeness. His cloistered ignorance was inexcusable, but Darius looked at everyone as if famished. In the same way the lawyer’s savage curiosity or the raw friendliness of that townie car thief (who was nowhere to be seen today, of course) charmed him, the sheer density of personality was delightful. It didn’t matter that almost everyone here was miserable or tense, lives hanging in the balance or crushed by routine, Darius could hardly keep himself from laughing in twisted pleasure.
Oliver’s behavior started to become a problem. The crowd agitated him. He flinched from passing strangers. Abandoning his bland syllables of attentiveness, he muttered snippets of commentary. “She’s a fat one. He’s got to be a killer. Ugly mug.” 
The lawyer jovially warned him off criticism. “Oliver, don’t incite the natives, for Chrissakes. We want to act like sweethearts.”
“They can’t hear.”
The elevator faltered and wobbled on the way up like a loose clapper in the shaft. Oliver began patting both his thighs and humming aloud. Oliver had always been claustrophobic, but Darius had never seen him suffer like this. 
In alarm, Darius gripped his father’s forearm and whispered, “Hey.” The soothing instinct, Darius realized, might have been the first time he’d ever initiated physical contact with his father. Even stranger, Oliver didn’t shake him off for a moment. 
Darius looked at the lawyer, who smiled reassuringly. “I think your father hates the courts. Like any sensible person. Otherwise he would’ve been a lawyer like me. But the law’s all bullshit talk. And Oliver likes the truth. Right, Ol?” He clapped Oliver’s shoulder. “More of a history/natural sciences sort of a mind,” he finished, sounding frankly worried.
“Ha, ha, ha,” Oliver said in an artificial voice. “Ha, ha, ha,” he echoed himself softly. 
The family and juvenile courtrooms were basically just offices. The momentous pantomime of the law took place without robes or stately wood paneling. The bailiff was a balding gent in a mustard polo shirt, and the beeper on his sagging belt didn’t give him much in the way of official gravitas. He came into the teeming hall and droned names from his list in a high tenor. The crowd shifted. The disorderly rank of Eames-y plastic shell chairs creaked, or the chrome legs shrilled against the marble. Only the wait was momentous.
Darius was called in for a preliminary interview with a psychologist. Then a wait. Then Oliver was called in. Then they waited. Then both were called in together for a chat about drugs (No), sports (No), and chores like mowing the lawn (“I have pretty bad allergies.” “We have a gardener.”) 
After another wait in the hall, the lawyer jumped up and had a chummy word with an official he saw walking past. They waited some more. Oliver sank into psychic dormancy. His eyes squinted shut. From time to time his fingers felt for the beating of his heart under his jacket lapel, or checked on the lime flyer in his pocket.
Darius didn’t mind the waiting at all. Shifting his chair slightly, he could look out a window, across a dismal courtyard and into another wing of the building, its windows severely grated—juvenile detention, the lawyer explained off-handedly. 
Darius studied the windows and the boys, mostly flickers, beyond them. He could sometimes make out the bright jumpers, tattooed hands and necks, a scarred pallor, or an all-over Italianate posture he recognized from his earliest leafings through Masterpieces of World Art. 
The idea of people in cages, now that he saw it in actuality, stirred him in a way he barely comprehended. He wasn’t so stupid that he didn’t recognize something was off about the interest he felt. He liked the fact that the boys were in cages as much as he liked anything else about them. Why this was so, he conjectured, was either that he sympathized with evil or that he had great compassion. Evil, more likely. Spying on them over there felt as bad as it did wonderful.
The moment of truth was cursory. The psychologist who’d asked about drugs, sports and chores stepped in to give Darius a thumbnail treatment for the judge: “Definitely not an organizer. Not someone to stir up trouble. I feel Darius is more of a follower or a loner.” This deflating opinion was quite painful. When he had an opportunity, the lawyer leaned intimately toward the referee’s steel desk. He dropped a legal term or two into a commonsensical-sounding murmur. He said sir often. He sat back obediently at the right moment. And at exactly the right moment, he cajoled, “Come on. Kids get in trouble.” He mentioned that Darius had been trusted with the horse. He alluded to a probable cause ambiguity about the ranger’s search for drugs. Darius was dazzled. Afterward, they had to wait again in the marble hall. 
The lawyer asked Oliver if he was feeling all right. Oliver put him off with a terse shake of his head. He didn’t open his eyes. Darius tried to ignore the lawyer’s concern. This wait seemed especially long. Between the alluring flickers of the inmates and the lawyer’s sophisticated, man’s man harshness, Darius was in heaven. “What did the brain actually look like?” he asked. 
“A dollop of gray jelly. Just sitting there on the asphalt,” said the lawyer with warm gruesomeness. 
Darius still thought, as children do, that the world is tamer and better regulated than it really is. He enjoyed the strange liberty of laughing at the poor dead idiot who’d lost his brain. He even leaned forward in vulpine excitement. “You know, a guy hanged himself in our front hall,” he whispered. “I swear.” The lawyer gave him the same formal attention he’d have given a judge. Darius went on, “I didn’t see it, but Dad knows about it.” A puppy-like mewl of assent or pain came out of Oliver. “He was an artist. He owned the house before Dad,” Darius hurried on. “I don’t think anybody ever knew why he did it, did they, Dad? Dad knows his sister pretty well.” 
The lawyer remembered the story. He turned to Oliver. “I think someone mentioned you were seeing a bit of Cassie, Ol.”
Oliver managed, “Nnnnn—” 
“I’m not sure if they’re still—” Darius warned. 
“Well, that was a grotesque, tragic business with her brother.” The lawyer’s compassion sounded entirely conventional, so he added a hard-hearted chuckle for Darius’ benefit. He grinned and twinkled at the boy. “In the midst of life we are in death. Ever feel like the place is haunted?” 
Darius shook his head.
The lawyer scanned the rabble around them with cool pity and returned his gaze to Darius whispering, “We are rams, and they are sheep.” His look of fraternity soothed Darius, who hadn’t liked being pegged as a “follower” by the insulting psychologist. 
“I’ve always thought it was amazing,” Darius said, returning to the Colin Vail story. “I slept in his bed growing up! Amazing in a creepy way, I guess,” he added weakly. “But when I look up in our hall I can’t figure it out, because he couldn’t have done it from the lantern. Maybe from one of the bannisters?” Darius realized the lawyer couldn’t see the architectural details of their front hall or imagine the perverse difficulty of trying to hang oneself there. “Dad, you never knew, did you?” he asked, more as a conversational fade-out. He wasn’t expecting his father to respond, and Oliver didn’t.
A spell of probation was the verdict, delivered after a stern lecture against thuggee and dacoity. The lawyer and Darius were both pleased. A youthful error dispatched. Lessons learned. Darius didn’t even have to write a personal statement. Oliver patted his pockets for the lime flyer. The lawyer went off to Manhattan never to be seen again. 
The pressure to behave well had suddenly lifted from Oliver. During the drive home, he started acting, frankly, like a lunatic. He bobbed violently over the steering wheel. He tried to yank the wheel from the steering column. His lips compressed in fury. He snorted until a glistening needle of mucus materialized on the back of his hand. He looked back and forth between that glinting needle and the road ahead for a long time. “We were never really friends.” Oliver meant the lawyer. Darius said nothing. His father’s behavior was far too disturbing to be all about a phony old friendship. Or about anything, really. The thread of mucus went dull under an increasing overcast, Oliver finally slapped at it like a mosquito. “I hated that,” he hissed.
“I did too. A wasted day,” Darius agreed. “I completely get that it was too much for you, for me, for—and my fault. I get that too.”
“No!” Oliver’s head jerked negatively. He was in a rage, but the rage wasn’t directed at Darius until he barked a sidelong, “How would I know that? How he hanged himself? I wasn’t there! You think I spent all these years mapping it out?”
“Of course not. I was just talking. Sorry.”
With relief, Darius felt his father’s anger passing on from him like a sweeping lighthouse beam.
“I can’t stand having it thrown in our faces what a pointless life we lead!” He paused contemptuously. “I lead!”
After they’d drawn onto the highway, it started to rain, lightly at first. Large drops fragmenting on the windshield looked like the glass paw prints of some tiny animal. There got to be a lot of these tracks, up and down across the glass, back and forth. They turned prismatic when the sun peeked through clouds. Oliver didn’t turn the windshield wipers on, even after Darius pointed out it was getting hard to see.
Oliver began pumping the accelerator slightly. The car sped up and lagged in a queasy rhythm. Keeping to this variable speed, Oliver passed more timid drivers. Darius was getting nervous. Instead of complaining, he repeated the only explanation he could think of. “You’ve been under a lot of pressure. This didn’t help. I’m really sorry.”
Oliver interrupted his bobbing just long enough to say, “No! Are you crazy? What do you mean, pressure?”
“I’m talking about the situation at the house, I guess. Obviously.”
“Oh, that!” Oliver exclaimed in a comical way, his voice light suddenly like sunshine in vinegar.
“Dad, please, could we just—turn on the wipers.”
“No! If you concentrate on shape—and momentum—it’s kind of like a video game.”
“Dad, we can’t see a thing.” Through the windshield other cars appeared to be warped and speckled blurs of burgundy or black. When they passed a white van, Darius made out an alarmed face turning to look at them. “Dad, this is way too fast. Let’s get off, please,” he said quietly.
Oliver pumped the accelerator some more. At this speed the engine was too slow to react. His fists turned the wheel back and forth in a kind of tantrum. The car lurched. The burgundy and marl blurs dropped behind them with an audible lowering of pitch. Their own tires made screeches, left and right. The engine wheezed, and a jack or tire iron tumbled in the trunk.
Bracing his feet in terror, Darius pressed himself against the seat’s back. As unprovocatively as possible, he reached over and twisted the wipers on. The right-hand blinker came on, too. He left it, saying nothing.
They made it off the highway in one piece. The blinker stopped by itself. Things seemed a little calmer. They drove a mile or two in tense silence. Then just as Oliver started his back-and-forth with the steering wheel again, he braked. The car slid onto the berm and crashed nose-first into a locust tree. The tree was ancient and had grown so close to the road its roots had raised the pavement. A known hazard apparently, red and white chevrons had been painted on its trunk at some point. Before the crash Oliver managed to slow the car to about ten miles-per-hour. Even so, the air bags exploded. Their deployment had the shocking as well as the physical effect of a punch in the face. 
Time recommenced slowly—reproachfully—as if, unlike Oliver, it had gently braked at an intersection like a proper driver. The car was centered perfectly against the trunk. The engine was still running. The white bag at Oliver’s chin had mostly deflated. When Darius patted his own down, curlets of a chemical-scented white smoke came out. The same smoke had risen from Oliver’s bag but didn’t last long enough to suggest a fire. It wasn’t smoke. The bags were packed in talc which had gotten all over Darius’s hair and fingertips. He expelled talc or nitrogen from his nose with repeated snorting. 
Unbuckled, Darius found himself almost unable to stand next to the car. He seemed to lag behind himself. He’d uttered a curse and now said something he could hardly hear about his door still working. 
From his side, the car didn’t look too bad at all. The grille was dented in a V, and a raised ridge ran down the center of the hood. But the hood hadn’t popped. The fender appeared—somehow off. Shards of transparent and amber plastic littered the berm. Darius remembered the soprano shattering and the metallic baritone occurring at once like a crude demonstration of stereophony. He leaned on the top of his door. His legs trembled, which made him think of cartoon knock-knees, and he laughed when he couldn’t make them stop. He felt needle-like twinges in his racing heart. His cheek was sore. The bag had socked Darius before he’d been able to react or raise his hands. 
While he was still gripping the door, the whole car shifted back a few inches. To avoid getting caught or crushed by the open side door, Darius jumped back into his seat, a cringing tumble, really. 
Incredibly, Oliver had put the still-running car in reverse. A patch of white talc on his flushed cheek, he flattened his air bag by rubbing his forearm up and down against the wheel. He didn’t appear disconcerted in the least. The accident seemed barely to have interrupted his train of thought. Darius squawked, “No!” but pulled his door closed anyway when Oliver shifted into drive. Darius sat in rigid terror as if the vehicle could blow up now. It lumbered back over the root-crumpled asphalt and gained speed. 
“Dad, you’ve got to stop,” Darius said in a sort of hysterical calm. He tasted talc on his lips. The car pulled left rhythmically. Something was being lathed against a front tire. Oliver continued to the house as if nothing had happened. He parked and walked to the kitchen door as usual, Darius trailing in a legless stupor.
Father and son paused inside the door. The atmosphere in the kitchen was strained in a way that had nothing to do with car accidents. The whole household was there. The broad-shouldered housekeeper Tina rinsed something in the sink, her back to the room. A thin old man was standing with a mug of coffee or tea. Oliver thought he recognized him but not well enough not to treat him like a stranger. Sohaila and Stan both noticed that Oliver and Darius were inexplicably disheveled. They said nothing about it as if to avoid causing embarrassment in front of the visitor. 
With an air of forced pleasantness, Sohaila stood at a counter stirring a batch of hummingbird nectar—red sugar water. At the far end of the counter, a small TV jigged from shot to shot on mute. No one was watching. Stan sat at the kitchen table. In front of him were spread the parts of the hummingbird feeder: glass vials, metal rods, a big plastic sunflower with a hole for a vial in each petal. A finger with a dirty nail pinned down the crumpled instructions for assembly.
Stan looked the most serene and was, perhaps, even genuinely pleased to see Oliver and Darius. The sun hit his handsome face and unwashed hair making him look like a hero of the Danubian hinterland, all gallantry and failure. “Ah! The master of our house,” he greeted Oliver.
“Sorry I’ve burst in on you,” said the old man. “Now I really do feel this was ill-timed.”
Sohaila warned her ex-husband, “Our guest is visiting from Lawrence Academy.” Darius had never seen the man at school. “And everything is my fault, because I told him you’d be right back.” She paused pointedly. “Like a ditz.” This word, so carefully pronounced, only made her sound more foreign and more refined. “Mr.—”
“Drinkwater,” the old man put in.
“—works in development?” Sohaila sounded politely unsure.
“Board, actually. Though it amounts to the same thing. More’s the pity. Good to see you, Oliver.” He raised his cup and chuckled before setting it down on the counter. “I honestly thought I’d called you and set up a chat. But it looks like I was a complete surprise—very graciously received by your wife—” he blustered on.
“No,” Oliver ordered. “You should stay, Drinkwater. We were longer than expected—car trouble. And it’s ex-wife. You’ve been living under a rock?”
Stan raised an eyebrow at Oliver’s accommodating snarl.
“Oh, of course,” Drinkwater apologized. He opened his mouth but thought better of going on.
Sohaila interrogated Darius with a stare. Her stare became more and more probing until Darius breathed (about his court appearance, not the crash), “Everything’s fine.” 
Sohaila reached out to brush something from his hair and pat his shoulder. “Did you fall?”
The housekeeper dried her hands on a rag and slapped it across the edge of the stainless sink. When she turned, she surveyed the room yet somehow avoided everyone’s eyes at the same time. To get out, she navigated among them at a half-crouch like a polite moviegoer.
“I come to call on a friend, but it’s also all about money,” the old man joked. “I guess we’re not quite tax collectors yet, but almost as bad. Isn’t that so?” The man’s hands and face were liver-spotted. Milky spittle was drying at the corners of his mouth despite the tea or coffee, which he must have sipped through the glistening midpoint of his lips. An ex-ambassador, he was considered a trophy member of the Lawrence Board. “Course it’s all highly important. Are you sure, Oliver, I never rang to set us up for—?”
Oliver peered at Drinkwater, apparently making an effort to recognize him. Instead, he snapped, “Did anybody get him more coffee?” 
“Not allowed, not allowed. Regrettably.” The old man held up two tremulous hands. He greeted Darius, “My goodness, my goodness, my goodness. Mr. Van Nest the younger. Now you have a special sort of a connection with our Ms. Brzostovsky, don’t you? I don’t mean a crush!” Drinkwater smiled. He looked grateful for his flicker of memory. Everyone else in the room was stunned a stranger would know a detail like that. “Pity she seems a bit ill-at-ease among us sometimes. Takes time to acclimate. Gifted teacher, very gifted, of course.” He shrugged. “Did she take it badly, I wonder? That student of hers leaving?”
“No. Well, I don’t really know. I didn’t have her this past year.”
Stan shifted impatiently. “So. What’s the verdict? All’s well that ends well?” he asked Oliver. Sohaila minutely, crossly, shook her head at her paramour. He was always too blatant.
“Are we doing something later?” Darius asked about possible dinner plans. He was anxious to get to his room. Stan was looking at him now, so he answered him aloud, even loudly, “Fine. Everything was fine.”
The housekeeper looked back in at the door, and Sohaila exclaimed, “Poor you! This is impossible. I’m sure you can’t get anything done in here with all of us—with all this—” She flung her hand dismissively at the unassembled hummingbird feeder. “Come on, let’s—” she urged.
Mr. Drinkwater made an obedient shuffle, but no one else budged. Stan watched Oliver, who, Darius noticed with alarm, had begun patting his thighs.
The Romanian asked, “Not driven mad by this morning’s duties, Oliver?”
“Oh, please,” Sohaila laughed uneasily. “Everything went well, I’m sure.”
With a light in his eyes Stan asked, “Did you two get in a fight?” 
“Fight!” Mr. Drinkwater exclaimed in humorous alarm.
And Sohaila whispered dismissively, “Fight!”
Oliver rolled his eyes, fixing them over the kitchen door on the non-functioning bank of arrows now forever pointing servants to the absurd “Front Drawing Room.” His show of patience looked difficult for him. He grumbled, “Don’t irritate me. I’ll be busy. I’m giving all my money away.” 
“Oho!” Mr. Drinkwater cooed. But he was frowning in concern. With surprise, he watched Stan lean forward in his chair and pluck the lime flyer from the side pocket of Oliver’s jacket. Drinkwater’s hand rose to draw gunk from the corners of his mouth nervously.
A minute clap of paper sounded as Stan shook open the folded sheet. “What’s this?” He pinched the lime paper by its corners and read, “‘RAVE!!!! TONIGHT 11 till 4EVER AFTER.’ This must be yours, Oliver. A note to self, maybe?”
 “Ah,” said Mr. Drinkwater. Then he closed his mouth, and his cheeks ballooned as if he were literally swallowing a remark. Self-effacingly, he looked at the floor. 
“A rave is a dance, Stan. Even I know that,” Sohaila said briskly. “Come in, come in, Tina! We’re sorry. We’ll all be getting out.” She made a complicated Thai dance-like gesture of come-in and right-this-way. 
To Drinkwater who wasn’t looking at him, Stan lowered his Van Dyke confidentially. “He collects huge quantities of these.” He waved the green paper. “Usually it’s just Buy one, get one free! A key concept in this country. Even for someone like Oliver.” 
Oliver took the flyer languidly proffered and refolded it. “As you know better than anyone, two for one is always my deal.” Nothing sounded triumphant about this come-back. Oliver seemed confused, in fact.
But Stan spilled his ironical smile into his lap and said, “That’s very good, Oliver. That’s very good.”
“If no one needs me...” Darius touched his cheek gingerly. “I’m going up to my room.”
“Everything went well!” Sohaila affirmed. 
“What? Darius, yes, goodbye,” Mr. Drinkwater said. “Oh, Darius, I meant to tell you, you know, your father and I—he ever tell you?—we were both in The Gridiron. That’s not football. Old style social club we used to have for Lawrence graduates. (St. Lawrence on the gridiron.) It kind of fell off, but now there’s talk about starting it up again, if you ever have any interest.”
Oliver obviously hadn’t recognized Drinkwater as an old classmate. The expression of confusion that drifted across Oliver’s face made Darius worry about a minor stroke or dementia, a consequence of the accident, or of quietly drinking his evenings away for as long as Darius could remember. 
When he was trudging upstairs alone Darius felt a retrospective shock over the crash. The trembling restarted in his limbs, faintly this time. He imagined the Oliver situation getting so bad his mother would be forced to do something. With real alarm he understood immediately the doer could never be Sohaila. It would have to be him. The notion of taking care of his father was a total blank. Darius thought of himself as the least decisive person in the world, a follower, so what kind of authority would he have, anyway? He had no power to think. He jogged up the last flight to his room, got his shoes and clothes off and pulled on sweatpants. He could smell the chemical airbag odor on his pants and dress shirt before he threw them in the closet. Darius had junked the bamboo curtain and put a real door on the closet long before. His murals and beaded patches of glue still decorated the walls in there, however, and the chain still hung from the ceiling. 
Thinking rationally may be especially difficult in the room one grew up in. Even ignored, the objects around Darius were balky with significance. The emanations as heavy as a narcotic.
Looking in a mirror, he prodded his cheek. It was red, a touch swollen, but no bruise showed yet. He tried desperately to think in that momentous, hopeless way people do sometimes: right now, I must come up with a solution! Now! His effort resembled how he’d tried to get close to art once upon a time—pushing himself with nearly physical concentration up to the imagined boundary between here and grace. He was heading toward the same or some other boundary right now, close to thinking something tremendously important. 
People say age adds depth to our understanding of the world. A better way of putting it is that age adds layers and layers of surface. Which is the same thing, of course, except that most people can’t hold more than that single layer in mind at the same time. Darius was as close to deep understanding as he could get. But “deep” was a useless sort of a surface thing to him, a feeling. Nothing had changed since he’d stared at the Battle of Desires and Bitternesses at Cassie’s apartment, feeling exquisite pain that he couldn’t get close enough to the art in it.
The vestige of terror after the car accident, the tremulous fatigue in his muscles, were powerfully erotic, strange to say. But Darius kept trying to think. It seemed all-important not to give up and masturbate. This thought he was after, if postponed, might have to be postponed forever. He stood at his window looking down at the pool. Pool-gazing was his characteristic behavior, the area by the window his typical habitat, where he was likeliest to forget himself, evanesce or become pure thought.
Leaning forward, Darius pressed a difficult-to-ignore erection against the windowsill. The pressure was slightly gratifying but also slightly hostile to himself. He still wanted to make the final push across some boundary to some unreal and eternal world of order. But he was sure he was going to break down and masturbate soon. Not that he’d feel the least bit guilty about it ordinarily. He loved the closed-door bizarrerie of beating off. The cool weight of the chain around his neck. But right now, perversely, he was after something else. His thoughts attacked the obdurate thought he was after like projectiles of ribbon.
The longer he stood there, the more his mental world fragmented. Boredom, exhaustion, indiscipline, sexual feeling, hammered his consciousness to pieces, insisted he wake up from thinking altogether, and he knew when that happened he was going to feel like a failure. He reached into his sweatpants and idly grasped the handle of himself. His fingers compared the spongy underside to the girder-like top. Now sensation had almost completely overridden thought. He was starting to see the trees, to feel the heavenly leaf-scented breeze through the distended black window screen. The antique fan was off, so he could hear the crepitation of sycamore branches, a sound he’d grown up with, and the whispery thud of a nut falling to the lawn. Past a steep slope of chipped plum and gray roof slates, the swimming pool glowed in the middle of the lawn, as still and perfect seeming as the eternal thought he was trying to dream up.
 
 
The wrecked car was hauled off, a new one appeared. The impossible, triangular situation Oliver had engineered at the house dragged on. Oliver himself withdrew upstairs more. Stan became a little freer downstairs. What should have been a single scene of sex comedy surprise—you’re in bed with my wife!—was prolonged for years. Eternalized, it became the institution of the family. 
“Dah-li-ush!” Sohaila called. He jogged to the house and found his mother’s arms crossed. “A collect call. I took it. I don’t know why,” she commented. She’d gotten a tiny bit waspish with Darius lately. He suspected she was disappointed by his depression, which she read as lack of enterprise. He hung about the house, full of a diffuse unhappiness, secretly clinging to Oliver and Sohaila, and even Stan, as another looming, planless summer commenced. 
He blundered past her. “I’ll take it in the basement!” He thundered down the stairs into his old outlandish private world amid cool odors of mildew and laundry detergent. “Hello?” 
He’d spooked a house centipede, which purled off in silence across stained concrete and into a drain. He caught Barry Paul’s name. He arranged his breath. He held the phone with the tense concentration it takes to remember a dream.
Barry was perfectly casual about his disappearance. Darius detonated with lame exclamations, repeated them, interrupted himself. Their former conversational rhythm was completely broken. Barry would have passed over the subject of his absence entirely, but old rumors about where he’d gone and what he’d done made him laugh. “Yes! True!” Darius panted in pleasure. He thought of telling Barry more—about the night the Malibu got stuck and about his arrest and sort-of trial and probation, all of which he was a little proud of. He was, for some reason, nervous when Barry started taking the reins of the call. But it was Barry’s call, and Darius had to risk listening. 
“Darius, man. The thing is, you’ve got to loan me some money. Can you do that, buddy? It’s a lot. A grand.”
“I don’t have it, Barry. I don’t, but—”
“Shit.”
“But I can get it. I’m sure I can,” Darius insisted. The loveless subject of loveless money made his insides lurch for a second. But his surprise and unworthy doubt were easy to quash. Darius didn’t ask what the loan was for. He didn’t even allow himself to ask where Barry was calling from.
As Barry rambled on, avoiding any satisfactory explanations, Darius was leafing madly through his own story. Caught up in this urgent form of self-consciousness, Darius hoped to prolong the baritone scintillation of Barry’s voice or his own purely physical response to it. Darius shut his eyes in enjoyment and pain. He leafed through the book of himself wildly, backward and forward. 
In haste, Barry dismissed his own recent experiences. “The truth is just boring. It’s embarrassing, even. Except for this girl.” Darius felt his cheeks warm. “But she’s the whole problem now. She’s why I need the money. She’s in a motel at the moment.” 
“Oh. So, it’s for the motel bill?” Darius hurried to add, “Not that I care.”
“No, no,” Barry was saying. “It’s much worse than that. Shit! It’s fucked up.” As a mere change of subject, he asked, “Whatever happened to Ms. B?”
“She left right after you.”
“End of the year?”
“No. Closer to the same time. Months. She just went off. People wondered, as a matter of fact.”
“What? Like there was a connection?”
“To what? You? No. They thought it was weird is all. She quit, I guess. She disappeared. They were angry. Some of her students—” Darius gulped as an irrelevant detail came to him. “—I think she was tutoring them for the SATs, and she just abandoned them. They were crying all over the place. But why is—are you in trouble?”
Barry laughed and pressed on. “The best would be if you don’t mind racking up a cash advance—”
“What?”
“On your credit card.”
“I don’t really have one.”
“What! Are you fucking with me? The rich kid doesn’t have a credit card? Man, what’s going on?”
“I have one, but it’s just for emergencies. I mean, all the charges show up on my parents’ bill. My mom’s. I don’t even know where it is. But I do have a checking account.”
“A check wouldn’t be so good. Maybe a money order?”
“What’s that? How do I do that?”
“Take it out at the ATM and go to the post office—or you could have the bank do a teller’s check maybe.” Barry sounded unsure about that method. Darius listened intently to Barry’s breathing. A shifting, staticky sound came through, too loud to be stubble. “You know, buddy, it’s sad we weren’t more friends the past couple of years. You know what I mean? This last part wouldn’t have been so shitty.”
“You mean—now? Asking me for help?”
“No, of course not. No. I’m talking about the last part of the year. How it was so shitty. It would have been nice to see you more is all.”
“That’s what your mother told me when I called. I called her. Have you? You’ve been in town?”
Barry snorted—his entire ambiguous response. After a moment, he waxed nostalgic, “I loved how you always had us do the strangest things. Like, you were my most creative friend. You were the best.” 
“No, I’m not. I didn’t. It doesn’t matter.”
“The money’s for this girl’s abortion,” Barry said.
“Oh.” Partly because he was adopted, Darius liked to avoid the subject of abortion. On the one hand he resented the foolishness of his birth mother, who must have been too silly or holy to have a fetus sensibly taken care of, and he hoped he hadn’t inherited that trait! On the other hand, he couldn’t really consider her silly, holy foolishness worse than the alternative: his own personal and eternal non-being. “Oh.”
“Yeah.” Barry’s murmur sidled past the politics of abortion. 
“I’m not against it, obviously,” Darius assured him. He was obscurely offended.
“No. I wasn’t saying that.” Things had gotten awkward fast. “It’s just...I wanted to talk about how we used to have good times.” Barry was stolidly nostalgic, like someone who rarely experienced emotions but found they were nice now that he’d tried one.
“Well, let’s figure the money out,” Darius said warmly. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad about that other stuff. Or about the money, of course. At all. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad about anything at all.”
Darius had to beg the money from Sohaila. He told her it was for Barry, but he was discreet about the reason. He used “motel bill” as the excuse. 
She grumbled pleasantly about the money to prolong negotiation. Having Darius suppliant instead of remote was sweet, and she wanted to linger over it. She was confounded that he couldn’t answer questions about Barry’s disappearance. “I don’t see why you couldn’t find out more. A girl. What does that mean? Was it Romeo and Juliet? What will they do when they move out of the motel? I know you were excited to hear from him, but you should’ve asked about more than just the money, no?” Sohaila rarely asked questions herself. She wasn’t incurious, exactly, but she sometimes enjoyed the placidity of not knowing things. Even as she reproached Darius for not asking more questions, she seemed to smile about the enduring mystery of it all.
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DAVID CAPERINI, EX-FRENCH tutor, was the son of a Princeton professor whose life’s work was a mind-numbing concordance of The Faerie Queen. David had been expected to do something in the academic line. He was physically tremulous, precociously a heavy drinker and could be fawning and evasive in argument. But he balked at things like final exams, requisite credits and graduation. In fact, he had trouble finishing anything, even his brilliant midnight conversations with friends. Fueled by beer and braininess, they lasted until total exhaustion set in at dawn. David had ended up unemployed in his late twenties without any laurels or prospects whatsoever. “Pity our ambition didn’t trickle down to the next generation, thine or mine,” was his father’s jowly aside to a fellow academic who had a similarly wayward son. David considered himself a writer. He had a sixty-page manuscript proving it, but he was now writing almost nothing at all.
As a boy, David had the bad luck to have a slight spinal deformity, which left him on the short side. One futile treatment kept him flat on his back in a brace for a year. Since he couldn’t raise his head, he’d used prismatic glasses to read. That year of voracious inactivity set the tone for his life. To this day, he nervously dipped into everything from Kant to Aquaman to Vanity Fair. Time, whole days or months, lurched past. He felt a sickroom inability to concentrate on anything more involved than forewords and afterwords, lists, a bit of critical apparatus, liner notes, glossaries, squibs and droll literary gewgaws of the Punch-New Yorker variety. Aphoristic Pascal was his current enthusiasm. Reading him kept his French up.
After leaving the Van Nest household, David found work at a New York non-profit. The organization provided living wills and lawyer-vetted DNR orders to anxious older people all over the country. The mailroom where the wills were put in envelopes and addressed was called “Fulfillment.” The head of Fulfillment was a woman, single and surprisingly young, who had decided to start a family in vitro without the active involvement of men. She now had an eighteen-month-old. Intrigued by her co-worker’s erudite tameness, she invited him to move into her tiny Tudor City studio to form some kind of relationship. David agreed. Now, while his partner was at the office, David watched over the baby and tried to write. As always he read snatches of this and that. A stack of books and magazines rose every day next to the padded play cage. 
 
 
When Jane Brzostovsky ran into David again in New York, she sized him up and decided he was her fated companion, at least for the present. He could be both a friend and more punishment, a reminder of how far she’d fallen. Like the head of Fulfillment, except not amorously, Jane judged David to be indefinably masochistic, bully-able yet astute, socially passive. When he could get away from the Tudor City apartment and the baby, David would go along with Jane to see any movie or gallery show she liked. They gossiped about the Van Nests and Lawrence Academy at first. Jane dragged him to bars, paying for his time with drinks. After a banal first meeting at a Columbia University watering hole, they saw each other constantly for weeks. David teased her that his hard-working partner was getting jealous. One groggy pre-dawn, he asked Jane to marry him but backed down immediately. He pretended he’d been joking. 
Jane called David on one of those summer Sundays when so little is going on in New York that the natural world almost shows through like an underpainting. The sumac trees nod, and huge red-brown dragonflies slalom in from the Hudson so fast their flight appears to hang in the air behind them for a second like string. If the buildings and pavement could go just a little transparent, the silence increase just a notch, the underground streams rise out of the storm drains—the original Mannahatta, the world of the Lenape, seemed ready to snap into focus, their canoes gliding below Riverside Park.
Jane had chosen Poco Loco, a Mexican restaurant popular with doughy young corporate types, who were working at the New York office for a year before transferring back to Dallas. For Jane’s purposes, it was as obscure as it was popular. Being seen with David in front of real New Yorkers somehow embarrassed her. Poco Loco was like meeting at a provincial mall.  
They had to wait outside for a table. David was agitated. He rooted something out of his eternal plastic bag full of newspapers and magazines. The New York Post. The paper was damp from the sweat of his palms, and the outer page tore softly when his forefinger prodded it. 
David started telling Jane about a column by a conservative pundit he’d found a perverse way to admire. The syndicated blowhard wrote philistine op-eds foreshadowing the hammy politics of Newt Gingrich. The current column recounted a story about a teacher fired for using the word “niggardly.” Students didn’t recognize the word but protested racism. “Can you believe that?” David chuckled at the column title, Three Syllables, Sounds like Racism.
 Jane was meant to laugh. Was David twitting her? He knew her politics. “To me,” Jane said. “That’s just some piggish white guy claiming black people are dumb. I hear him saying—”
“No! It’s about the ignorance. Their completely impoverished vocabulary!”
“Come on. Who cares?” Jane scoffed. “How important is niggardly? Do we even need it?”
David’s mouth hung open as if niggardly was Amen.
Jane suspected a catastrophic depression was coming for David. She’d seen it looming from the moment they reconnected. The Tudor City setup was unsustainable. Jane found it hard to believe David didn’t see the falsity of the relationship himself. Of course, her own self-ignorance when it came to Barry Paul had been virtuosic. But this was different. Maybe David just wasn’t as smart as he’d seemed at the Van Nest’s table. Or did screaming babies really oxidize intelligence as she’d always suspected? 
After a handful of visits Jane had observed that David wasn’t much of a father figure. Holding a glass of scotch in one hand, he inattentively tried to quiet the baby with a fistful of colored pencils. The baby knocked the rainbow kindling from his hand with several uncoordinated slaps. Without lowering his eyes from the ceiling David finished his witty story about Darius Van Nest, the closet mosaicist. The story was only slightly embellished.
Today, David brought up a conversation he and Jane had had months ago. He got excited. “Don’t you even remember?” he cried, red-faced. Jane, exactly like the blowhard columnist, had said something scathing about political correctness. He quoted her. How did he remember these things? Making an effort to be no more argumentative than a drifting leaf, Jane pointed out they hadn’t been talking about niggardly.
Animated, David said he wanted to write an article elaborating how the left-right divide was a mirage, because here, among many examples, was something you yourself said that’s perfectly in line with the thoughts of a notorious conservative. His emphasis made Jane wince. She couldn’t help eyeing the slab-like bros in off-duty golf shirts. They were also waiting for brunch tables. Were they listening to this raving? “Why not do an article like you said—get it out of your system?” Jane agreed softly. 
“Ha!” David scoffed. “Maybe if the milieu of influence weren’t so closed!” he challenged bitterly. “You haven’t tried publishing anything lately.”
People kept entering Poco Loco and coming back out to wait amidst the growing crowd. David continued his stuttering tirade about how the world works, how you had to know people. Rhetorical questions were posed, grabbed out of the air and flung to the gum-spotted concrete. Fate, it seemed, had chosen Jane as company for self-repressed David at the very moment of his breakdown. 
Condensation dripped onto Jane’s scalp from an air conditioner hose overhead. When she shifted, David flared, “Stop—stop moving away from me!” She’d never seen him so aggressive. His domineering spasms were usually comical, if she noticed them at all. Other people really were eavesdropping now, whispering intermittently in sham conversations of their own. David said, “It just bugs me that everything has to be so false. Why—I don’t know why people can’t—whatever happened to criticism? Why is it always bad to be critical? Why can’t people say something is—well—shit, if it is? If they think it is?”
Jane hummed in a soothing pretense of engagement which caused David’s eyes to narrow.
In the brick wall next to her, the kitchen’s gray metal street door squealed open. One of the dishwashers appeared. He balanced on the doorway’s raised threshold on the balls of his feet and propped the door open with an elbow while he lit a cigarette.
“What are you thinking, Jane?” David demanded. “And the worst—well, I think the worst is in friendship. When friends don’t tell each other what they really think. Fuck irony!” he exclaimed.
Jane’s embarrassed casting about must have made their conversation seem slightly public, open to anyone, so the dishwasher smiled cheerily at them. Jane smiled back. The dishwasher kept butting the door open with his shoulder or elbow. He blew smoke upward and out like a fountain. Whenever the door fell back against his shoulder, the jet of smoke flinched from his lips.
Jane tried changing the subject. “Except for this place, the city’s completely empty. Why do they all come here?” She fanned her chin. “Balmy. Wouldn’t it be better to be lonely on a beach—I mean, on a lonely beach somewhere?” She was half-addressing the dishwasher.
Peculiarly, David asked, “Have you ever stolen anything?”
“What?”
The dishwasher spoke up. “You got that. About the beach. I like to be at the beach today.”
David decided to conceal his rage. He put on a wooden grimace and echoed, “She got that right. That’s for sure, man.”
Still, tipping playfully on the balls of his feet, the dishwasher ignored David and addressed Jane. “We got the best beaches in my country, Mexico. You ever been?”
“Of course,” Jane said, friendly but brisk. She couldn’t tell whether the dishwasher was a jerk. She mentioned getting lost at a teocalli as a child and being afraid the feathered priests would find and gut her. “A few years ago I was in Chile. Now that was beautiful. The fjord country.” She mused aloud, “That’s what New York reminded me of today. Strange to say.”
The dishwasher said, “We’re a very ancient people. Most people don’t know that stuff like what you said. Teotihuacan, our capital, was the largest city in the world.”
Jane stared at him. Her gaze must have loitered on his face too long, because his dark eyes appeared in an odd way to hunch expectantly. He was about to say something more when David’s hand touched Jane’s shoulder. She hated it when David touched her. A table had opened up. 
Once they were seated, David began complaining about the world again. He even pulled his much-underlined copy of Pascal from his filthy plastic bag. He opened the book on her plate and translated a passage about untruthfulness word for word. 
Jane simpered and asked after the baby.
David said, “We’re a bit worried. He hasn’t grown for a while, but that doesn’t—it doesn’t mean a thing, because they grow in spurts—very normal. Supposedly.”
“Ah.”
“We took him to a party, and I think—I think he’ll be a great socialite. Much better than either of us at it. He was so at ease—letting people pick him up and crawling around their legs.” David suddenly asked, “Am I being hostile? About what I was talking about before? Tell me if I am, because I’ve heard—some people have said I’ve been a bully lately.”
“Just depressed or something. But who knows?”
“Wow. Depressed. Tell me. Because I don’t see how talking about things—I mean, don’t you want people to be honest with you?”
She eyed him. “Sometimes I want them to be—yeah—a certain way.”
“What do you mean depressed? I don’t feel depressed. Fed—fed up with bullshit maybe. Anyway, what do I—I don’t have anything to be depressed about.” He looked at her sharply. “For god’s—don’t try that still-in-the-closet bullshit. I’m sick of that from people—always.” New acquaintances often assumed David was gay. 
“Did I ever? I wouldn’t. And as a matter of fact, I get it, too, sometimes. But I didn’t mean to suggest your behavior cancelled everything you said. About the world being difficult. The no day job and the whole apartment-kid situation is enough to drive  anybody—”
“What?” He wasn’t listening.
Thudding hollowly, the kitchen door swung open. Two fast-moving waiters, tall and short, passed through it, one into, one out of a cloud of steam. Both were holding oval platters which swung high when their bodies briefly twined together. Then a brown hand stopped the door. The dishwasher peered out, looking for Jane. She was careful not to return his gaze, but she felt it when his eyes found her. Even from the corner of her eye, she could tell he was more beautiful than he’d seemed outside, his face glazed almost to tears by the mizzling kitchen steam. The door fell closed, equal parts blow and sigh.
“Explain to me what you’re worried about again,” Jane asked David.
“I don’t know,” he groaned. “I just hate the idea—money’s become—money’s become this huge problem. I hate it. I can’t stand having low, normal problems.” He glanced at Jane to see how this was going over. “I was always afraid I’d turn out to be—I think I might be a failure.”
“Way too young still. Come on. And I doubt you have to worry about turning out at all,” Jane said drily. “Ever. Sorry.”
“Is that a gay crack?”
“Oh, please!”
“No, but I did have this one idea. To do with money. It was something I thought we could talk about.”
She guessed he was going to ask her for a loan. It was something he’d do.
“I’m—what I asked before—I’ve actually done that.”
“What?”
“What I said. What I said when we were outside. I told you I’ve stolen something.”
“I thought you were asking me if I had.”
“Whatever. I stole something from the Van Nests. Sort of. It was a—it is a serious—anyway, this is absolutely—you can’t—confidential.”
“Of course,” Jane said, compressing her mouth in a teacherly way.
“Do you know Colin Vail?”
“Maybe.”
“An artist.”
“No, then. I don’t think so. May have heard the name.”
“Anyway, he was from a very grand old New York family, and he had the house that—later the Van Nests bought it from him—or after he died—I’m not sure. It’s a little weird him owning that hideous place. Because he was sort of a cousin to the Pop movement. When I was staying there—I took—well, I took a box of his drawings. Left in the basement.” He became his old, obsequious self, chuckling with shame, leaning back for the waiter to set down his quesadilla.
Jane wondered noncommittally, “Are they worth a lot?”
“There’s a—you’d be surprised. Amazed. There’s a revival—”
“Problem solved for you.”
“No, because the thing is—the catalogue says—supposedly he didn’t do any drawings. More like assemblages were his thing—and these would be the only—which would make them even more valuable.”
“Are you sure they’re his?”
“Oh, definitely—but I would need to get them authenticated.” 
“That’s a problem.”
“Well, yes. Because his sister—Colin Vail’s—is still alive. He’s dead—killed himself—but she’s alive and has a ton of his work, and she’s started riding this revival. So she would be one obvious expert—the best one, really, in terms of money—her imprimatur. But I could never go to her myself. Do you get it? She knows the Van Nests. Or they know her. So it would be—Where did these come from? And who did you say you were?—and obviously I worked there. Everybody knows. Or what if she recognized them? On top of that I think, there’s a remote chance Darius would remember I might have taken the box to my car one time. But you’re in a completely different position. You’ve never had anything to do with any of them. Except one teacher dinner, right?”
“No. I’m sorry, David.”
“But I—”
“I could never do that for you. If that’s what you mean. Take them to the sister for you.”
David was stymied. “I didn’t—” he tried. His leg had started bouncing so violently that when his knee accidentally hit the underside of the table, everything jumped. He looked around wildly. 
“I don’t mean that I’m Ms. Virtuous,” Jane allowed, wondering if she was about to confess her own crime. She felt her brain make a dizzy quarter turn. Vision went shadowy for a bare second. The moment hadn’t been well-prepared, though for a long time Jane had probably needed to tell somebody else—somebody a little sleazy—what had happened between her and Barry. 
Why now? Like snow slumping from a fir branch, the indelible words came out, “I even had a thing with a very young student of mine one time.” She immediately feared telling David every detail. 
David was hardly able to weasel the bare facts out of her. “How old?” 
“Same age as Darius. But completely mature, of course. No, a little older, I think.” She laughed at her defensiveness. David being weaselly, not entirely trustworthy, felt just right to her. This was a jailhouse friendship, low punishment. But she didn’t want to risk telling him too much. Surely David had seen or met Barry, so no names. 
Now two people knew. The other was far more unlikely than David Caperini. Oliver’s friend Mr. Drinkwater, the ex-ambassador on the Lawrence Academy board, put it together one day with a breathtaking guess. A week or so after he’d made his fund-raising call on the Van Nests, Drinkwater still mulled over his pleasant feat of memory in the family’s kitchen. He could see their amazed faces. It was such a tiny thing, but he was proud of his enduring sharpness. Ms. Brzostovsky and Darius. Darius had a crush on loveable, popular Ms. Brzostovsky. After the tenth time the little triumph flitted through his mind—Ms. Brzostovsky and Darius—another presence joined them. The boy who’d disappeared. His memories of that boy intersected and braided into his memories of the other two, and the shocking idea came to him. 
“Ms. B,” Drinkwater quavered. His craggy finger rose to stop her in a hall at Lawrence. “Ms. Brzostovsky. Please. No, right here. Yes. So.” He crooked the finger and had her follow him outside. She was irritated. Being led to a surprise was the form of passivity she most disliked. Drinkwater stopped in a courtyard formed by wings of the administration building. He looked around him, making sure they were alone. He bent his head tragically. At their feet, a dusty puddle covered the rectangular basin of a defunct fountain. Hairy with floating seed husks and shreds of glinting cobweb the black water reflected their heads, the overarching trees and sky. 
“So! Yes! I have a notion things may have gotten out of line? The board had several talks about our missing student a little while back. Barry Paul. It was a poser for us all—what really happened. The parents, too. No, no!” Jane had gone sunburn red. Her eyes filled with tears. She was confirming everything before he even finished. Drinkwater hurried. He didn’t want her to speak. Returning his gaze to the motionless puddle of water he tried to be firm. The wrinkled pouches of his cheeks wobbled when he clenched his jaw. “Far out of line, and I really—really, I’m going to ask—I think you might need to break camp. Strike the tent. Sooner the better. I think you really must, because otherwise, I have a duty to the school and—of course… I’m sorry. There.” His hand reached out to her upper arm to steady her. She really looked ready to topple over.
Jane wasn’t grateful in the least for Drinkwater’s discretion. His misplaced kindliness itself irritated her. She wasn’t blind. She could see. This was a kindly man. So what was off about him? Did some types of innocence call for harshness in response? Should she have tried to lie? “Bug off, you’re mistaken.” That, Jane, is your usual impulse, isn’t it? Treating innocence roughly? But what if it was how she was made? A born teacher, molding, demanding, controlling, caressing, punishing. And what about men like Drinkwater? If kindliness was just his species, what credit did he deserve for it? She pretended she’d have preferred shackles, a noose and snare drums, but she wouldn’t have, of course.
That her fucking a kid was the ultimate cause of Drinkwater’s awkward courtliness by the fountain made Jane’s muscles tense in anger for months. She didn’t hate innocence and kindliness. But she could never find her way to them. Her ecstatic crime and the tormenting guilt about it didn’t lie at opposite poles of the moral universe after all. They were the same. Sin-guilt was apparently a continuum like space-time, and innocence and kindliness were inaccessible for her outside the cone of her experience. 
David Caperini looked frustrated that Jane had burdened him with something so momentous. He frowned. He pouted. He tried to absorb a story that, for the time being, was mostly dead weight. 
“Because you confessed to me, I confess to you, I guess.” Jane sounded sheepish. With a sidelong glance, she chased the dishwasher back through the kitchen door where he’d appeared again, clumsy and persistent.
“But we never finished what we were saying about the drawings.” David emerged from calculating bemusement. 
“What?”
“Let’s think about it some more.” Sounding reasonable, he continued, “My situation wouldn’t—except for the not-enough money—it wouldn’t hurt so much if I had a little emotional support. But nobody cares about straight families anymore. Not that we’re a family. I’m more like the babysitter. But you should hear what he says about us—my dad. And my mom never calls. Neither of them ever asks me any questions. Or only, If you’re gay, we don’t care.”
“They say that?”
“Well, not in so many words. No. But a lot of people have that attitude. Why do they all think I would care in this day and age? That’s the last thing worrying me. Maybe the problem is I’m so relaxed about the gay stuff. I mean, I wish I was gay. Everybody would be—Oh you poor baby—!”
“I don’t think it can be that easy.”
“It is! Or if I was a transvestite. I wish I was. I love transvestites, transexuals, whatever. I wish I was a screaming fruitcake! Nobody believes—nobody believes you are what you are if you’re not something unbelievable. Everybody’s—”
“Poor baby. Things would be so much more complicated, David, if you were a transvestite. Or transexual.” Jane felt oddly deflated that her Barry news hadn’t held its ground.
“I could make money performing,” David joked hysterically before going all at once sour, pettish. “I don’t want to talk to you about any of this. We have to go back to the Colin Vail drawings.”
“No.”
“Yes, because like you said: You confess, I confess. What you just told me changes everything. It means we’re in it together in a way and we can help each other, right?” He stopped her before she could answer. “Wait! Listen. What you said is important. I don’t want to sound like I wasn’t following you. But you should know I don’t blame you either.”
Jane felt herself going heavy and small.
“But now I just—I think—based on what we’ve talked about—what you’ve just told me you did that’s sort of worse than what I did—sorry!—now we each know something, and it would be—it’s in our own interests that no one ever learns—” He raised his eyebrows to complete the proposition. He pursed his mouth with contrasting primness. Under the table his palms ran slowly down his thighs, half-childish, half-lewd. It took Jane quite a while to understand him. He was threatening to betray her over Barry Paul, if she didn’t help him with the Vail drawings. 
The plot was too outlandish for her not to doubt her understanding. No. Jane looked at David’s empty bottle of Corona. “Are you drunk?” she asked mildly.
It may have been the shortest blackmail plot in history, though probably not the least serious. David’s eyes winced closed. His head fell back then forward. He started stroking his chest and belly. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It’s just that—Jane, I’m so desperate,” he mewled fluently.
“Listen,” Jane said. “Forgetting about whatever insane threat just popped out of your mouth—”
“No threat! No threat. Come on. Don’t!”
“—I’m thinking you should pay attention to this depression. You’re wrong about no one caring. Think about Prozac or even psychotherapy.”
“How would I ever pay?” He snorted.
He really didn’t have any money. That simple truth made Jane reconsider his seriousness. She wondered if him wanting to blackmail her wasn’t an absurdity after all. It sounded like a joke. But that’s the way real crime usually sounds at first. In her experience, anyway. That, in turn, reminded her how vulnerable she was. Truly vulnerable. Someone would say something one day. When she was in her seventies, perhaps, the way it was happening with decrepit bishops and coaches. She started to get terribly scared for herself. This sometimes happened nowadays.
“Clinics? Or I’m supposed to get a pity shrink?” David moaned. The thought was outrageous to him. “Maybe I should be daycare-ized. Yeah, put me in Davey Day Care, why not?” 
“I’m not surprised you react that way.” 
“This is—”
“OK. OK. Forget it. It just occurred to me. Because I was worried.”
“I don’t seem that bad, do I?”
“No. Of course not,” she lied. 
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JANE APPROVED. A RUN-DOWN New York bar, mid-afternoon—early mid-afternoon at that. Near the door, a well-dressed young alcoholic put away shots, furtive and efficient. A tobacco-stained graybeard at the deep end of the bar kept scratching under a Stars-and-Stripes necktie he wore as a headband. One couple was almost lost in shadow in the back. The girl, in tears maybe, bent over her knees. She looked sickened by something her boyfriend had told her. The boy was torturing a matchbook, staring at it with clockmaker’s concentration and an air of contempt. Jane sat at the bar. 
Her elbows rose weightlessly when the bartender wiped the gouged wood before setting down a beer for her. The wood was just as sticky after a pass of his rag. 
Jane had to wait a long time as usual. The Stars-and-Stripes codger exploded in argument with the bartender. His outburst turned into laughter. The boy in the back whispered tensely to his matches. Jane nursed her beer but was almost finished by the time Raimundo appeared, scrupulously neat, smelling of verbena and himself. His weighty hand, plaster at the cuticle of the thumb, skittered over the placket of a denim shirt, an orator’s dignified hand-on-heart. He said, “I don’t like this place so much.” The plaster on his thumbnail meant he’d been doing construction instead of manning the industrial dishwasher at Poco Loco.
“I was just thinking it’s nice. Unpretentious.”
“The rich girls always love trashy.”
She laughed happily at this crazy mistake, which he liked to insist on. Dutifully she repeated, “I’m not rich at all. I’m poor. I’m from Queens.”
To order, he held up two fingers in the slightly showoffy way he had. The bartender brought two beers, wiped and set them down. Raimundo appeared satisfied, happy to be with her, to complain, to be served promptly. He swung around on the barstool and slouched back against the bar on his elbows. His hand tolled lightly against her shoulder, then grasped it for a moment, feeling the material. “That’s soft. But look at these lights.” He nodded at the cheap string of Christmas lights kinked across walnut-stained plywood. “That’s like in Mexico. That’s like what the poor people put up.”
“Who cares?”
He shrugged. Then he insisted, “No. Me. I like clean. In fact, I like to have a bar one day which would have—mmm—like diffused light, little spotlights. Everything glass. Maybe with light under here.” He spun back around and tapped the underside of the bar. “You ever been to Miami? Everything is very well designed.” He gave his fingertips a Sicilian kiss. “Very clean. Very nice people. Look, nobody’s happy here.”
“I am.”
“Mm.” He grinned, nuzzled, kissed her. Despite herself, she stiffened, twittered. He could veer to the physical so suddenly. He flung a loose hand at the room, which meant, “Who cares what we do here?” He slumped and stuck out his lower lip. Then unslumped and crowded her again. “I wanna come to your place.”
“What? No conversation? No night on the town?”
“You never like it. What? You like to now? OK, me, too. Let’s go,” he countered.
“I don’t like going out. You’re right. I’m too old. Or just not into it at the moment.”
“I am. The bar I’d like to have—you ever see that Captain Morgan ad in the subway—with all these friends? A big poster of everybody being friendly?”
“Maybe. On the subway car?”
“No. Station.” He smiled, paused, then barreled ahead. Even if she thought him fatuous, he took the risk. “No. I know it’s stupid. But I imagine my bar is like that. With everybody very happy. Dressed very elegant. Very elegant place.”
“I thought you wanted to do more contracting. You said you wanted to incorporate—licensed, bonded, the whole shebang.” She made a face because she heard teacher in her voice, high school career counselor. Sudden as faintness, she relished intensely the obscurity of this bar. Of him. Of her. No one would ever look for her here. No one would ever guess she had anything to do with this man. 
Raimundo noticed the startling gravity of her expression. “That’s right,” he admitted. “Maybe I would like to have the bar in the long term. Because I know how I can build it myself.” He was wondering if her expression meant she was lonely or bored with him and longed for someone more intellectual, more aggressive, passionate about politics, like a romantic trade union organizer. “Look, my mom was just a party girl in Mexico. Me too. I gotta tell her some time you never go out, you always talk politics and you hate fun. She’d like you a lot more.”
“That would impress her?”
“Yeah, she’d say, Good, Rai, you’re getting serious.”
“I’m not really political. Not anymore. How could I be? I’m American. America has no politics.”
He opened his mouth.
“If you want a bar, you should do it. I’m all for doing what you want now. You know, unless it hurts somebody else.” 
He shrugged as if he wasn’t serious about the bar.
“And I don’t hate fun. If you’re wondering what I was thinking about a second ago, I was trying to decide if we were in love.”
He made a comic expression of surprise. “This you never decide.”
“Oh, really?” she disagreed.
“What do you think, then?”
“Are we in love?”
“It’s something,” he negotiated. “In a way,” he allowed.
“Have you had sex with other women since we’ve known each other?”
He merely smiled, though he hadn’t.
“I could’ve, too, I suppose. But I haven’t. And I hadn’t for a very long time before you. I do feel tender about you. Especially when you have nightmares.”
“I don’t have nightmares.” He did. The few times they’d fallen asleep together, he invariably started mouthing words in the most pathetic voice. They didn’t even sound Spanish. 
“Whatever. I do feel tender. But it was a huge mistake us going over to see your mother.”
“She never said you were too old for me.”
“But she did say—well, it’s sort of plausible what she said. It’s been making me depressed. I hate being forced to think what other people are thinking.” Raimundo’s mother had given Jane a look like she was an erotic tourist who couldn’t afford airfare. She’d told Rai Jane was slumming. “You know what I mean, don’t you? It is plausible, what she said.”
He was visibly uncomfortable. “I should never told you.”
“Not that I think she’s right, but how can I know?”
“You just know.” 
“No, I don’t! It’s like being raped, isn’t it? People looking at something you thought you were doing for your own reasons and calling it whatever they want. I thought I liked you—but no, according to your mom it’s erotic tourist. You were supposed to be my thing—this was our thing, I mean.” She stopped when he sighed. “I’m sorry, Rai. Look at how hurt I was by her.”
“Why’d you want to go meet her, my mom?”
“I just did. I wanted to be up front.”
“Why do you care what she thinks?”
“I just do.” She almost asked him, “Don’t you?” But she could see the subject was making him unhappy.
He smiled and slyly interposed. “I do love you, I think. Because you have perfect tits, you know that?”
Her horsey guffaw startled him. “My best feature.”
“Yeah, yeah, they’re not too big but perfect, you know that?” He’d slotted one of his big knees between hers. Careful as a seamstress he pulled the hem of her green silk skirt over it. He leaned forward to whisper something. She felt the side of her face bathed in a murmuring cloud of beer, verbena and thoracic heat turned into words. “It’s good we don’t see each other too much or I’d never stop fucking you. I’d do no work. When I see you, I think I cannot be at rest till I fuck you.”
“Well, I like fucking you, too,” she answered matter-of-factly, which made him smile and shake his head a little at their conjoined lap.
They did end up at her apartment. And though they fell into a long embrace as soon as the door closed, they broke it off. Raimundo walked around the studio trying light switches, none of which worked. 
From the kitchen, Jane exclaimed à la Mexicaine, “Ai! The freezer melted all over everything.” Raimundo could hear tinkling steps as she hopped through a vast puddle of water on the floor. She slipped two beers from the dark refrigerator as quickly as possible and slammed the door shut. She tinkled back to him.
“What’s going on?”
Jane explained, “They shut off the electricity. Not really my fault. The idiot I’m subletting from was supposed to pay the bill. Plus—” She lit a cigarette. She’d started smoking again. “Con Ed treats you like some naughty high school kid. They want you to go down to their office and grovel. It’s insulting. And then they try to charge this outrageous penalty. I’m not going to pay for someone else’s mistake.”
He gave her a look. She was sounding arrogant. In the streetlight that barred the studio, his head hung forward slightly with a calm stare like a tiger’s.
She argued, “No. I’m not a snotty rich girl. And, you’re right, it would be a thousand times worse for somebody with no recourse, no money at all, but I don’t really have money, either.”
“It’s harder for them, because those people don’t mean to forget to pay the bill. They’re just stupid.”
She didn’t catch his smile and protested, “What, do you think I let this happen on purpose? I didn’t. She was supposed to be paying the bills, remember. I didn’t do this on purpose.”
“Partly it must be the way you like everything that’s trashy. So you trash this place. Even me, you think I’m this trashy, macho—and you’re only using me to crush you.”
Jane laughed. “Are you smiling? You’d better be.”
When he moved to show her he was, the shadows of the blinds moved across his body like a dancer’s tights being tugged on. They both wore this same sensual cloth of shadow and streetlight. Jane turned on a crank portable radio her father had given her in case of nuclear winter. The charge was nearly gone already, and she didn’t feel like cranking. Faint music settled behind static. The static, or the vaguely familiar tune she thought she recognized from a long time ago, made the lightless assignation feel even more obscure than the bar had.
“You want me to do your favorite thing?” Raimundo asked.
“What? Oh! Yes, I do.” She set her bottle on the floor next to the futon and flung herself down, corpse-straight and fully clothed. 
Raimundo dropped to his knees. Slowly he lowered his body onto hers, transferring his weight little by little. His tiger face gleamed. Jane closed her eyes, enjoying the pressure. He quoted his romantic line again. “You’re just using me to crush you.”
With the little breath she could draw, she peeped, “Yes.”
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A MONTH OR TWO later Raimundo and Jane were about to run into each other on a thronged sidewalk below Union Square. Each had spotted the other when they were still almost a full block apart. As they got closer, though their eyes locked, and curious, involuntary smiles appeared on their faces, it seemed they were actually strangers. What could they possibly have to do with each other? It was disconcerting to surface from public solitude like this. Their intriguing unalikeness didn’t pop and hiss when they came together like acid-plus-base, but they cautiously avoided kissing or even touching. 
Raimundo was carrying a brown paper bag too tiny for any purchase Jane could imagine. She got the upward half of a nod and gave him an indecipherable wave with her right hand down by her hip. They laughed. Jane indicated the subway entrance. “I have to go in two seconds.” Still, she strolled a ways in Raimundo’s direction before coming to a stop.
Raimundo held up the tiny bag. “I’m putting a new carpet in my mom’s apartment.” When he shook the bag, carpet tacks jingled like jewelry. “My mom wanted this gray industrial style. It’s fairly cool.”
Their glances kept catching on passersby. Both felt a touch proud, because each was happy to see the other’s desirability stand up in a crowd. Partly for this audience of strangers, Jane seized on wild confession, exclaiming, “I was starting my life of crime this morning, but it seems like I’m having problems with my accomplice. Or rather he’s having some issues that need to be smoothed over.” She narrowed her eyes. “What? No, not you! Rai! Ha! Never you. I’m talking about that semi-friend of mine, David. You’ve met. I think he was there the day I met you.”
Raimundo formed a sly limp wrist as a question.
“Rai,” she scolded. “That’s never been decided. And actually I think he’s not gay. Just one of those newt-like low testosterone types.” She laughed in surprise at this slashing caricature. Where had she gotten it? “You’d have a problem with that, incidentally?”
“No, no. They’re everywhere. Me, I don’t care.”
“You must get harassed all the time. You have such a great ass. And you’re awfully pretty with those pink lips.”
His cheeks darkened. His embarrassment seemed to delight him. “Hey, watch that!” He laughed and mimed punching her shoulder with a meaty fist. “What makes him a criminal? What makes you a criminal?”
“Ah!”
“What crime you planning?”
“Oh, just your average forgery/fraud. No. I’m kidding. He said he was depressed. Some huge psychodrama is brewing with the woman he lives with and her kid. I’m his only regular friend, sad to say.” She shuddered. Out of the blue, she begged Raimundo, “Why don’t you come? Please?”
“To him? No. I got to—” He held up the bag of tacks.
“Please, Rai. I never ask anything. I don’t want to see him alone. What if he goes crazy and tries to assault me? He did ask me to marry him one time. He’s unstable.”
Raimundo resembled a bull, considering. “You serious? That little guy scares you?”
“Disturbs. You know how some depressed people feel like they’re drowning and they might drag you down, too? It’s harsh, I guess.”
“That’s supposed to make me want to go?”
“Please.”
“Can we work?”
“Work on what?”
“Wark. Can we wark?”
“What—?” Furiously he raised his foot and pointed at it. She cried, “Oh, walk! Walk. No, he lives at Tudor City. But we can take the express. What? No, I swear. I just couldn’t understand what you were saying. That was all.”
The stiff flat of his palm caressed her cheek, a pantomime of a slap. People glanced over. Jane didn’t love the joke violence but felt she should hate it even more than she did. He was clearly well-brought up, but playacting violence was a constant tic of his. She was grateful he was coming, though, so she didn’t feel obliged to challenge him this time. Her annoyance may have showed. He laughed at her expression and pantomimed cringing from her attack. “Yeah, watch it,” she said. “I’ve been known to slap little children.”
The décor of the tiny Tudor City studio where David Caperini was living combined disarray and obsessed storage. Steel shelves ran floor to ceiling against three walls. These were densely packed with boxes, stools, scuba masks, winter clothes, broken lamps, Tonka toys. What gaps remained were tightly stuffed with empty fast-food cups and clamshells, crumpled Kleenex, painted river stones, rubber-banded bank statements. The whole had a jumbled neatness about it like an outcropping of fossiliferous rock. Identical clear plastic boxes lined the floors at the foot of the shelves. They were stuffed with baby things, hats, board games, cheap plastic earrings (hoops and triangles) a rubble of crumpled acrylic paint tubes, empty prescription bottles. Atop the boxes rose stacks of books and magazines. A bed and furniture were just emergent from throws and comforters, shawls and pillows. The padded play cage was empty. 
David was obviously displeased to see Raimundo. He made an effort to withhold an ingratiating greeting and almost succeeded. He apologized for his rudeness before being rude, but he did finally manage it. He avoided meeting their eyes and crossed his legs tightly in the apartment’s only undraped piece of furniture, a tan corduroy wing chair. A castoff from his father’s Princeton office, it was ink-stained and the left wing flapped when touched.
David answered Jane’s nervous, chatty questions with monosyllables. Stubbornly he looked out the window at a dismal view of tar-papered rooves under an ashen sky. He was pretending Raimundo didn’t exist. A red filigree of capillaries showed at the glinting corners of his eyes.
Jane’s not-so-secret shrugs of incomprehension and eyerolls did nothing to put Raimundo more at ease. He’d broken a sweat. The atmosphere felt asthmatic, lukewarm despite an air conditioner. Jane had been exactly right. This was like drowning. He would be dragged under. He could almost feel the manic order and disorder of the apartment tighten around his shoulders and belly like Lilliputian cables. 
“Where’s the baby?” Jane asked.
“He’s with my wife,” David harrumphed, looking at her for the first time, a flat stare.
“What? Wife?”
“Oh, didn’t I mention it? You haven’t called for a while. Yeah we got married, and it lasted—” He looked at his wrist where he didn’t wear a watch. “Three days, it would be, as of last night. So three and a half.” 
David’s angry gravity couldn’t keep Jane from one obvious cough of laughter. The whole thing was too strange. “You got married? And it’s already over? What about—?”
“You had your chance. I wanted to marry her.” David produced a gruesome smile and addressed Raimundo, or the shelves behind him. “But it looks like she was lucky she didn’t. It seems—it seems I’m not very—not very easy to live with.”
“What!?” Jane demanded. “You weren’t serious, David. He was never serious!”
Raimundo’s heart started racing.
Jane barked, “Are you saying she just left or something? With the baby?”
“Not just. Last night. It’s been building up, I guess.”
Raimundo and Jane glared at each other. He couldn’t have looked more put-upon or she more abject. David caught the stare and turned, chin up, to the window again. “Sorry—sorry to inflict this on you,” he told Raimundo with the politesse of the damned.
Raimundo uttered a soft, animalistic syllable and tipped his head toward the bathroom door. “You mind?”
“Please. Just jiggle the—the flush thing until it catches.”
“My God! David, I had no idea,” Jane breathed. “What happened?”
“She says I attacked her. She claims I hit her, and she says she absolutely refuses to stand for any violence. Because of her father or something.” Bitterly he explained, “She claims he hit her too. And her father’s best friend used to feel her up or something.” Jane couldn’t think of a word to say. David hissed, “But nobody ever believes her, supposedly. Of course. Actually, I’m not sure I do.”
“David,” Jane said gravely.
“Oh, shut up! I didn’t hit her. I mean, maybe—I was just—I got so frustrated, I grabbed her by the arm. That was it.”
“Oh, David. No, of course you didn’t. I mean, I know you.” She couldn’t help doubting him, though usually she was as quick to doubt the victim’s tales of abuse as he was. So, for the moment Jane doubted everything. She could hear the torrent of Raimundo’s urine, seemingly inches away. She had to close her eyes to concentrate on judging David, who’d tried to blackmail her, after all, and was generally a dodgy person. But violent? If Raimundo had meant to efface himself by vanishing into the slightly less storage-packed bathroom, it wasn’t working. His basso burbling out-puttered the wan air conditioner. It filled the room with noise and prompted a hysterically magnified thought-picture of his penis.
David smiled wryly at the sound. “Small apartment.”
“I don’t know what to say. Your family? Do they know about this?”
“She’s probably there now. For all I know. They feel sorry for her getting stuck with me.”
“What?”
They heard a boulder being moved in the bathroom.
David looked annoyed. “Hey!” he called. “Just—just jiggle the thing, and it’ll—it’ll work!”
“I’m fixing it,” Raimundo muttered through the wall.
David’s eyes closed in a ladylike pique. His words quietly goose-stepped, “It needs this plastic piece.”
“He’s a contractor,” Jane explained. “He knows this stuff. He really knows what he’s doing.”
“I thought he washed dishes,” David muttered insultingly, the first indication that he recognized Raimundo.
After a moment, they heard a perky-sounding flush. Unruffled as a surgeon, Raimundo emerged and announced in a quadruply strong accent, “Now I work. Bye, Jane. Now I’m going to do my mama’s carpet.” He didn’t sound like he was losing his English, so much as recoiling from it.
“Thanks for the toilet. I think.” David wore an ungrateful frown. He stuttered less the bitchier he got.
Raimundo ignored him and motioned Jane into the hall. Not for a hug goodbye. He was stony, unforgiving. “I don’t ever wanna meet any more of your friends.” 
“That’s mean,” Jane whispered, pounding his chest once, light as a feather. Raimundo gave no quarter. His hands ran over her body lasciviously when they kissed. This caused Jane to shiver out of his arms. She stamped her foot in girlish frustration. Raimundo tipped her a cocky wave from the elevator. He was deliberately playing the jerk.
Jane was a hair less compassionate with David after Raimundo had gone. “We’re going to have to go someplace I can smoke.”
“You can smoke here. As long as the baby’s not around,” he trumped her. “I don’t—feel like going out.”
She sighed, unwilling to commit to the draped bed or the ottoman, if that’s what it was. She jerked open a window in a brown aluminum frame. With a few pulls and shoves it rose fully, and she rested her hip on the sill. She used a dry Popeye’s cup as an ashtray. 
After rising to punch off the air conditioner with frugal resentment, David shrank into his chair again. “I’m glad he left.”
Jane mumbled, “I just bumped into him. I couldn’t not bring him. Sorry.”
David’s eyebrows rose. “Am I right, he worked at that Mexican place? And now you’re in a relationship—or something with him? I didn’t know that’s who you meant when you said Raimundo.”
“Does that matter?”
“I find it interesting you would bring him. It’s revealing. A glabrous cheek, I noticed, which should probably be a danger signal for you.”
Jane didn’t get how snarky this jibe was at first. She misremembered what glabrous meant and thought David was talking about the color of Raimundo’s skin. “I think the question is about you and your bizarre marriage. Is it for real or is this some freaky performance piece?”
“You bring a young, handsome—young guy to meet somebody who asked you to—who wanted you to marry him. Seriously? You do that even after you called this morning and that person made it perfectly clear that he was feeling—I don’t know—depressed? But I’m the one putting on a performance piece?”
“You said you were depressed. I admit it. But I had no idea what had happened. And don’t pretend you were ever serious about marrying me, David. I don’t even know how serious all of this really is with—”
“My wife?”
“Stop! Do you think this is recoverable?”
“I don’t think so. And no. The problem isn’t just her and me. It’s bigger. I probably said OK to getting married because I’m sick of being such a side issue in everybody’s lives. You know, my father—my father told me—as if he’s being nice—he said he was considering putting aside some money for the baby. It’s not even my fucking baby! Thanks, Dad! How prudent! How dynastic! I feel like my fate is in the hands of incompetents. My dad is like a baby himself. Money is his toy. He would never trust me with a penny!”
“David.”
“I swear they have more respect for that drooling shit-tube! Can you believe it? I’m sure she went out there. She took the baby to Princeton to be with my family!”
“You’re really angry,” Jane noted gently.
“Of course I am. I have no money, no prospect of any money, except for those fucking drawings. And I guess—I guess I’m a wife-beater. What do I do?” He shook his hand at a paisley-covered surface on which lay a very pale manuscript. It was twenty pages or so—printed until the ink ran out. “Everyone thinks my stuff is shit. And he says—my dad—he’s putting aside money for a kid he’s met maybe two times. And I’m supposed to be grateful? Thanks for keeping the money from irresponsible me, Dad. Because—because he thinks I’ll drink through it. Or I’m sneaky. That was always their word. Don’t be sneaky, David!”
Jane raised her eyebrows. She followed a flight of pigeons spooked when a cable guy a few buildings over dropped a tarpapered roof hatch behind him. “Listen, David. With families. We’ve just got to lead our own lives.”
“Right. That’s easy for you to say. You rely on yourself. You’re like a man—the way you run through your bimbo boyfriends. I’ve got—I’ve got my whole family conspiring—against me—and you can go, Oh, maybe I fucked up some underage kid? Well, I’ll pop a Prozac. That’s what you—you’re the one who told me. Go on Prozac. See a shrink.” He blanched. “I’m sorry! I’m mad about—about the drawings, still. I guess.”
Jane sighed, too hurt to be angry, unsure how to tackle this. “First of all—I mean, what’s the problem right now? If you’re right that she went out to Princeton, what would she be talking about with your parents?”
“Who?” David’s gaze flashed keenly. His expression made it plain. He’d suddenly realized that Jane couldn’t remember the name of his head of Fulfillment, his wife. Jane tensed aggressively and looked him even harder in the eyes. But David looked down, deciding he couldn’t afford to blow up at the last person willing to endure him. He answered softly, “She’ll tell them I’m a wife-beater!”
“No. Come on, David. That’s the whole story? There’s something you’ve wanted to talk to me about for a long time. I just haven’t been picking up on it.”
“I doubt you could understand. I can’t understand. She—she thinks I’m overbearing.”
“Really? I always assumed—you made it sounded like she’s much more—”
“I know. Ha-ha! She’s the one wearing the pants, really. Everything gets done her way. Then it’s me—sissy boy parasite—I’m the one who’s violent and uncontrollable. Probably because I really need to—want to be some—he-man’s bitch. Deep down,” he snorted contemptuously. “I’m supposed to be gay, remember?”
“Look at your situation, though. You’re living in this tiny room. The pressure of dealing with a baby. It’s inevitable people are going to fight, isn’t it? Isn’t that part of marriage under the circumstances?”
“But what can I do now?” he whimpered. “She—she—won’t talk to me. Like my parents—she has this way of—she just cuts you off.”
“She won’t discuss it?”
“No. That’s the whole point. That’s why she left. Because she says I always twist discussions my way. So there was no point in talking anymore.”
“Well, you can’t do anything. You have to take care of yourself and wait for her to make a move.”
“But that’s unfair. I’m left in the position of—in everybody’s eyes—it looks like I’m the wife-beater. And I can’t say anything about it. I’m not allowed to respond. It would be different if I could appear suddenly with a huge pot of money from the Vail drawings.” He sniffled. 
“Does she know you have those?”
“Why did you call this morning? You never call me anymore.”
“No reason. I admit I’ve been a little worried. But it had nothing to do with changing my mind about your drawings. What I meant was, if she knows about the drawings, she might tell your parents. Then—”
“She doesn’t know I have them. Or what they are.” Emotion draining, he eyed her. Then a wave of frustration crashed over him. “See, this all so unfair! Everybody else decides who I am. You can’t handle money, little boy. I’m a fag. I’m a fuck-up drunk. And this is going to be the worst. You’re a woman, so you don’t understand. I have no say. Now I’m the wife-beater. I’m beginning to doubt it myself. Am I violent?”
“Nobody ever hit anybody in your family, did they? It’s an inherited thing. You’re under pressure is all.”
“Have you ever hit anybody?”
“No,” she lied. Her finger brushed at a tickling on her cheek. Funny, she’d just been thinking about the time she slapped Darius Van Nest.
“But maybe there was some secret violence in the past, and it’s coming out in me because I’ve sunk so low—socially. My dad is insanely systematic. Isn’t that a kind of violence? Kind of—ingrown?”
“That’s crazy, David.”
“No one talks.” He hopped in his seat. The corduroy wing fluttered. “So—so—I start thinking things like that! Jesus! Even—look at your expression, will you!” he demanded with a hint of a sob. “You look like you’re scared of me! I can tell you’re thinking, Who knows what he’s capable of?” 
 
 
One stormy afternoon a couple of weeks later, Jane’s apartment seemed to be rising—rising straight up in the air—so much water was sheeting down the windowpanes. The wind spit rain through gaps in the frames, and the droplets caused a spider plant’s leaves to nod on their stems. The old futon had been unfolded. Jane and Raimundo lay naked on the dirty canvas.
Raimundo was peaceably describing the décor of his mother’s apartment, on which he worked when other contractor jobs were lacking. They’d turned the volume down on a trash talk show but still occasionally heard the mob-like audience jeer or applaud over the thrumming rain.
Jane was listening to this awful human noise and may have sounded uninterested when Raimundo described shelf brackets designed to look like little outcroppings of crystal. So, he inquired calmly, “You think my taste is not so great.”
“That’s not true.”
Without taking offense, he pressed her. “Yeah. When you say I like that song or I like that shirt you’re wearing, it’s not really true.”
“Of course, it is, Rai. And even if it wasn’t, or if I didn’t like that stuff, what would it matter? It’s just taste. There are more important things.”
“Maybe. Or it could be that you’re intimidated by the world, and it makes you go for everything low. What you think is low.”
The way he looked at her was something of a challenge. As if his brown eyes dared her to call him a wetback or worse. 
“I’m friends with you because I want to be,” Jane said levelly. She turned away and leaned back against his terra cotta shins, nicked pink in quite a few places. She felt his broad feet wriggle under her buttocks. When she didn’t say any more, she sensed that he shrugged. “You know more about me than anyone,” she argued disingenuously.
He was silent.
“You know, a guy tried picking me up—not bad-looking or a creep. I told him I was in love with someone else. Maybe not that word, but I told him about you. I think it was clear.”
His silence may have been a tease. Or proof that she truly was, in the final analysis, alone with him. She turned her head and caught his mischievous smile, reassuring in a way.
He sighed—for himself, from the sound of it. His knees parted, and he tried to pull her back between his legs. His great fingers looked monstrous to her, ugly, for an instant. “Ai,” he grunted when he found her immoveable. “Getting a little fat?”
She brayed in delight. “Nice try. One-twenty-three! Saggy maybe. Crepey-skinned, a little.”
“One-twenty-three? You sure about that? You know, it’s not bad for the woman to get a little voluptuous.”
“You’re the big elephant.” She reached around the small of her back and tweaked his trunk.
“Ai!”
With a playful scream, she jumped up. “No, Rai!” She was marvelously, helplessly happy—almost as if she’d never experienced happiness before. She tottered on the futon, put her arms out for balance. The happiness only lasted a second or two. “Here. Let me read you something weird. This is a case where I really need to know what you think.”
Lifting a messy stack of bills from a dresser, she smiled when Raimundo remarked, “Mm. Nice ass, but I’m telling you, it’s starting to jiggle.”
From a thick envelope under the bills, she slid several carefully folded pages. She jumped back on the futon. Standing over him, she touched his cheek with her finger and said admiringly, “Glabrous-cheeked boy!”
He knew what she meant. “I’ve always had lots of hair down here, but nothing up here. You mind if I can never grow a beard?”
She fell to her knees and pushed Raimundo’s legs together, shutting a casual erection behind his muscular thighs, which, unlike his cheek, had a dense pelisse of black hair. She settled against his shins again. Unfolding the pages, she felt a flicker of nervousness for some reason. “Letter from David Caperini. See, it’s all decorated.” She wagged the first sheet over her shoulder for him to see.
“No. Come on. Let me see.” He grabbed her wrist. He examined the letter for a long time.
“I feel like I’m drowning,” Jane said idly about the rain. Still, Raimundo held her wrist and studied the letter. She was as nervous, almost, as David himself would have been. “Or like a deep-sea diver coming up. I’ll get the bends.”
Each of the letter’s paragraphs was framed by colored pencil foliage from which peeped mournful faces and humping putti. 
“Shit,” Raimundo said. “This is amazing. Really excellent, I think.”
“Really? I don’t know. I’m not crazy about that cartoony style,” Jane groused, still nervous. “It’s good, I suppose.”
“No, it’s definitely good,” Raimundo said. “Come on.”
“I guess so, but listen. Blah, blah, blah. He begins with some irrelevant stuff. Then he says, ‘But now I don’t mind the marriage and everything flying to pieces. Maybe everything else will fly apart too, including the vicious and humiliating resentment I feel toward dad, and even toward that unhappy mouse/phantom, mom. Her for not having any strength. Him for being an asshole. Both of them for not being rich like the Van Nests. That, honestly, feels to me like pure stupidity on their part, which is totally unfair, but there it is. I hate them both for damaging me beyond repair. But I’ve decided there’s no point in suppressing the constant burning envy I feel toward anyone who knows how to function in the world, even you, sometimes. Let me be calcined to dust! Knowing the way I am, you’ll laugh, but this raging, shifting, unstable condition in which I no longer have the power to think makes me feel naïve, defenseless and morally brutal. All in a good sense, if you can imagine.’”
Raimundo whistled. “This is crazy. I don’t get any of this. He says he can’t think, but it’s all thinking. Thinking that doesn’t make sense.”
Jane raised her eyebrows. She didn’t turn to look at Raimundo. She seemed to agree but was trying to keep from influencing her consultant. He started cuddling her wearily. His hands crept up and weighed her breasts. She said, “Wait. End of page one. It gets better. ‘I’m so tired of being steamrollered by the ideas other people have about me. When you bring one of your ‘hunks’ by, I—’ That’s you, Rai. He puts hunks in ironic quotes and underlines it.” Raimundo’s forehead landed in his palm. “‘—I know I’m meant to admit to being just an asexual clown, not a real man. (Even if you don’t think you intend it, you do.) But all that stops if I’m nothing but ashes. This is nothing new, you and I have often discussed it: who are we when all our delusions and rote habits are destroyed? I hope you understand the note of pride I feel that, even while I may be burning and fragmenting and flying apart, certain things remain constant, namely the deep nothingness that precedes being. This sense of atomized peace and alienation from myself, from my friends and my so-called family tells me something breathtakingly deep and true about myself—’”
“Jane, please. Come on,” Raimundo begged.
“No, this is the part I really wanted to read. Last page. Buck up. ‘—about myself. I’m not pompous enough to make outsized claims, and I have nothing but pity for childish and spasmodic arrogance (e.g. Darius V. N.), but this is more than colossal presumption on my part. I’m coming to recognize that if anyone gets the dust version of me, the worthless me, it’s you. Not just in the clichéd sense of now you know I’m a sneaky little pilferer, because we exchanged confessions. But also in the sense that, as dust, you and I necessarily disbelieve in affective links between people or anywhere in Nature at all, except as human narrative constructs to give the purely aesthetic clockwork of life a moral air. In connection with gli disegni di Vail which we discussed, I understand your knee-jerk reaction was that it would be wrong to profit. Entitlement is currently a swear word, but my true feeling is that Vail’s memory and gli disegni are, in every important sense, yours. This certainty trumps career, rights, economics, law, even the cold emotion that links us. Your ‘baby clock’ indifference has always fascinated me, and I wonder if that’s how you choose to burn, if that self-imposed sterility is your way of reducing yourself to dust. I think you realize you’re also a deceiver, like me, and that, unless recognized by someone, you will inevitably be alone. Like me. My proposal, not just about selling gli disegni but the original proposal, i.e. marriage, was, is, and always will be serious. David.’” 
The rain had slowed some. After Jane fell silent, its pelting sounded weary and cross. “See, he asked me to marry him,” she explained. “That’s what I wanted you to hear. There was a lot in there you wouldn’t get—gli disegni are these drawings, a long story—but the main thing was he asked me to marry him. Married with a kid, and he’s asking to marry me!” This big punch line came out flat. Reading the letter had been more painful, less funny, than she’d expected. Raimundo was running his beardless cheek along her shoulder with distracting tenderness. She stood it as long as she could, even pretending to rub back a little. Then she pushed him away.
She stood up and crossed her arms, throwing the letter to the floor in irritation. She stood at the window which was trembling in the frame whenever the wind gusted. “We know this isn’t for the long term.”
“What do you want me to say about it? What am I supposed to say about that thing?” he complained.
“Not the fucking letter. I’m sorry, Rai. Not the letter. I hate the way he thinks, though. Just having those thoughts run around inside me—” She shuddered.
“Don’t let them get in there.”
“I’m not talking about that, Rai. I’m not talking about the letter when I say this isn’t going to work for very long. I just suddenly know. This isn’t going to work. We should probably start getting ready to break up. You and me.” She found it hard to believe that ten minutes ago she’d been, for a moment, as happy as she ever remembered.
Raimundo stood up, nearly stumbling on the thick futon as if on a quaking bog. His expression was scared.
Jane couldn’t help smiling wryly at his nodding satyr-like tumescence. “What’s that about?” 
“What do you think?” he demanded with perfect gravity. In truth, he was almost as surprised as she was. Here he was, shocked, or quite possibly even crushed by her words, and the thing raged on. He seemed to be lugging it around the room with a strange, ecstatic resignation that couldn’t have been entirely sexual. Maybe it wasn’t sexual at all.
“Now I’ve said it,” Jane said regretfully. “And I guess I meant it. But I’m just sorry and regretful and feeling miserable. I suppose I am a deceiver. That’s what you said at first.”
“You’re completely messed up,” he said affectionately. “I’m much more together than you. I think you’re the one who gets nightmares. Not me.”
“I meant it, Rai. I’m sorry. If I were a teenager, I’d tell you—well, I’m sorry to tell you even what I would tell you—it’s just as scummy—but if I were a teen-ager, I’d say, I do love you. I only hate the way I am. And—I guess, I wish I were dead.” At that, his mouth hung open a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said in a slightly different tone, looking down at his body. Abruptly she asked, sounding matter of fact and not at all humorous, “Isn’t that distracting for you?”
He shrugged. He plodded across the bed to embrace her, penis bobbing. It was sandwiched between their bellies like a leaf spring. Though he was exceedingly gentle, he could feel her displeasure.
“Something’s getting between us,” Jane said. Now she was joking, but in an exhausted, unfunny way. She’d gone limp in his arms. He looked down at her with a childish, fostering frown. She answered him almost sharply, “Yes, Rai, I do. I do want to fuck. The only problem is, I also mean what I say.”
He didn’t want to be put off. Passively, she let herself be lowered to her knees, then to her back on the futon. Sex in this condition felt ceremonial, a communicant’s visit to the whore of Babylon’s temple-top boudoir, awkward, passionate, static. In the faintest voice, she whispered a theoretical protest, “No contraception.” Her head fell to the side. 
He continued in the most tentative way, perversely slow almost. 
“Rai, I think you think because we’re upset, you have to be gentle. You don’t. Just the opposite.”
“What?” he murmured.
“Here.” She took his hand and forced a pantomime slap across her cheek. There was something off about it. For him, anyway. He slowed and stopped and broke it off. 
Raimundo thought about pretending to go for contraception. That was too involved. He just wanted to stop now. Jane reacted to his breaking off as if it were exactly what she expected. She gave his back a brisk, teacherly rub when he stood up. With lilting steps, he padded across the floor to the bathroom, his penis, stiff as ever, bobbing with the rhythm of a blind man’s cane. His arousal felt as perfunctory as isometrics. Really, he was on the verge of tears. The whole thing was so confusing and sad for him that he forced himself not to look back at her from the bathroom door. 
Her hands were laced behind her head. Her feet yawned, toes outward. A hint of inflamed color split the shadow between her legs, where the hair was slicked apart. She reached down. The heel of her palm rubbed at an itch in her tangled mons, a casual 
thump. She stretched her arms. She sighed. She slapped the canvas on either side of her in a silly rhythm. Her breasts jiggled and swirled flat like eggs.
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LOADING DOCKS, BIG boxes of painted steel tread plate, squat in front of many of the old manufacturing buildings in Tribeca and Soho. A handsome, severe-looking young man, Alan Wilkinson, often sat on the one in front of his building. It was painted fawn brown to match the nattily restored structure behind it. Atop a row of brown cast iron columns, fresh gilding read, Mohawk Electrical Supply Co. This was the home of a famous interior architect. The architect was in Paris for the summer visiting his friend, Andrée Putman, and putting finishing touches on former TV star Susan Dey’s apartment. What Alan was doing living in the man’s Tribeca place was anybody’s guess. Alan was mysterious about what he did. Though a graduate student in the Philosophy of Mathematics there, he was rarely seen uptown at Columbia. No one knew where his money came from, whether he was actually a student, if he ever worked, or why he would enjoy chatting for hours with a freshman he’d met on campus the year before, Darius Van Nest. Darius didn’t think Alan was gay. The architect obviously was—just look at his furniture. And Alan definitely had one foot in the city’s glamorous gay circles. He’d played Darius flirty messages David Hockney left on his answering machine. But Darius had a feeling Alan was mostly trading on his good looks and charm—an old-fashioned, tweedy, Keynesian, public charm built of well-turned anecdotes and a vast stock of witticisms. 
Darius approached from Canal Street. His grin felt as stiff as putty. Alan acknowledged him with a fractional nod and an inviting, scornful chuckle. Even the slight emotion of greeting embarrassed him. He sat on the brown loading dock with indoorsy unease. He cadged a cigarette. A cigarette break was the excuse for most of their meetings that summer. Alan wasn’t allowed to smoke in the interior architect’s place. In fact, he hardly smoked and never carried cigarettes. So Darius took an hour-long subway trip from Inwood to offer up one of his own Marlboros. They would smoke and talk on the loading dock.
Almost at once Alan embarked on a clever story about “Van” Quine, and Darius tried to glean from his amused tolerance exactly what Alan felt about the philosopher. Condescending affection, Darius decided—the same feeling Alan expressed, even more strongly, when he talked about Bertrand Russell. Wittgenstein made him frown slightly, as if the duty of admiring such a peculiar genius were irritating. Nietzsche, he dismissed, “Really just psychological poetry, don’t you think?” And he was wholly dismissive of anyone French later than, say, Voltaire. This was a wonderfully intimate, impressionistic way for Darius to pick up a little philosophy.
Not that Darius was shy about unpacking his own ideas, such as they were. Alan listened with the cool patience of a Ms. Brzostovsky. He pointed out that Darius’s slashing reductivism wasn’t as scientific as Darius liked to think. He fondly accused Darius of being an Intuitionist. With evident distaste, he quoted the first principle of Intuitionism, The perception of a move of time may be described as the falling apart of a life moment into two distinct things, one of which gives way to the other, but is retained in memory. If the twoity thus born is divested of all quality, it passes into the empty form of the common substratum of all twoities. And it is this common substratum, this empty form, which is the basic intuition of mathematics. “Yes!” Darius exclaimed. 
“It’s Jan Brouwer. And you don’t want to go that route.” Darius asked why not. “Besides him being odious—misogynist, anti-Semite, borderline fascist—it’s just uninteresting. Nothing comes of it. It’s a mathematical cul-de-sac. Most thinking people would say it’s the sort of truth that, even if it is true—well, basically, so what!” 
With more pleasure, Alan tore open the empty Marlboro box and on the blank interior sketched a proof of the infinite density of the number line. Darius held his cigarette for him while he drew. Although he was mostly unconscious of Alan’s good looks, or of his physical presence at all, Darius always became giddy, almost drunk on the gorgeous abstractions Alan talked about. They made his chest tighten. 
The number line got them onto time, which Alan delighted in proving, as philosophers can, was unreal. Darius insisted that there had to be an instant of fundamental tininess, and that these instants had to be out there—for real in the real world—strung like beads. Alan argued that there wasn’t any real framework on which reality could hang. There were no passing instants in the void, only worldly things changing, which gave the impression of instant following instant, that is, of time. 
The way they talked, the fuddy-duddy pomposity of their turns of phrase, was saved because they were young and good-looking. They sat on the loading dock with a slight all-over awkwardness as if they didn’t know what to do with having bodies. Their high-flown periphrases and nerdy point/counterpoint couldn’t possibly have sounded right before they reached age sixty, if ever. But they were young. Even Alan, who downed a bottle of claret every night, would, after spending all day studying or thinking or writing, go out in a T-shirt and gym shorts and start running up Greenwich Street, block after block, just to clear his head. 
Darius had changed in the unreal passage of time. His head was still big. But his features had equalized. He’d grown into dramatic, faintly Tatar or Semitic, good looks, as if he carried a trace of his mother’s blood after all. His body had continued to lengthen. But he remained gawky, and his awkwardness suggested an insanely well-defended virginity—which is to say, it suggested sex, the last thing Darius intended.
In little Duane Park across the street from the Mohawk Electrical Supply Co., nine dusty sycamores were as still as cut flowers. A policeman in jodhpurs sat on a roan, which stamped twice and scratched a fetlock. A building was being restored on the far side of the park. While Darius and Alan talked, the illusion of time was marked by the rattle of debris falling through a six-story chute of nested blue cones. The shirtless workers, all brown originally, were matte white with plaster dust.
Darius tried, “Maybe we’ll get a place together this coming year. I could see that. Somewhere close to Columbia.” He felt he was just talking, not making a firm proposal. “I’m tired of Inwood. My sublet’s not as nice as yours.” He turned his head fractionally to indicate the slender colonnade behind them. 
Alan raised his eyebrows. This was his resting expression of attenuated amusement. Judiciously, he answered, “That’s an attractive concept. Regrettably, I already made a commitment to Tom Samuels. He’s gotten a place on Claremont Avenue.”
“Ah, are you two...?” Darius asked delicately. His hand loosely shuttled between their chests to mean love, or anything like it.
“Uh, no,” Alan said with a pitying simper. “I realize he’s considered a famous beauty. But no.”
“I was only thinking it might be convenient. For our studies.” Darius meant the torn cigarette pack. “Sharing an apartment could enable our eternal, elevated dialogue.”
“More Stoa or Garden?”
“Oh, Epicurus, definitely,” Darius said. “I’m an entirely sensual creature.”
“That would be nice. Awfully appealing. As a matter of fact, Tom’s always been, in a manner of speaking, oriented toward the gutter, so a loftier atmosphere has a lot of appeal.”
Chatty suddenly, Darius said, “Well, it’s too bad you can’t. I don’t know what to do then. I’m being pursued by that guy, Ali.”
Alan’s expression was discreetly inquiring. 
“He thinks I should join St. Anthony’s. Or even live with him. I was looking for a good excuse to say no.” 
“Who is this Ali character?”
“Oh, I thought everyone knew him at Columbia. A very elegant—Kuwaiti, maybe? I’ve gone to a party or two with him. He must be forty or something. A big mystery. You know, one of those types who haunt colleges. Hard to imagine they’re students. I think he just rifles the student directory. Preying on freshman, probably. Sort of like you, come to think of it. But talking with him isn’t as interesting. He kept following me around last year and finally just introduced himself. He stares at me like he’s got handcuffs in his briefcase.”
After the academic year began, Darius found himself observing Alan and Tom Samuels from afar, not sure whether he felt jealousy or what. They were giving a campus tour to Alan’s Tribeca architect—a frizzy gray-haired man wearing a green woolen cape, though it wasn’t cold. They’d paused by the statue of Alma Mater to take in the view down the steps. Black-eyed and dashing, a little cruel, even wearing tweed, Alan’s face was wine-flushed. He squinted in the bright September light. He seemed to look down his nose at the teeming quadrangle. Tom, by his side, truly was a beauty. He wore a seventies disco revival outfit and stood with a Bronzino kink in his lumbar spine. Silky hair bothered his right eye picturesquely. He kept nodding coyly into the hand that rose to deal with it, feigning attention as Alan smirked his way through, probably, some ingratiating Evelyn Waugh anecdote. The architect threw his head back in laughter and swished his cloak from his shoulders. 
Darius had been able to escape Ali’s clutches. He re-upped his sublet in Inwood, the remote northern panhandle of Manhattan. He started joining Alan for cigarette breaks at Tom’s Claremont apartment, a much shorter trip than Tribeca. Tom always happened to be out. Who knew where? With hustlers. Or tied up (literally) for the weekend at an art dealer’s place on Fire Island. Darius was curious about the absent roommate, though Alan sounded bored with him. Maybe they’d been boyfriends briefly. Perhaps that had been Alan’s one indulgence in that direction.
Alan once gave Darius a supercilious tour of Tom’s desk. He may have wanted to observe Tom through fresh eyes. A row of clipped newspaper photographs was stuck along the wall over the desk. An incorrigible aesthete, Tom had used unusually stylish pushpins with tiny striped resistors for heads. Apparently he had a fascination for cute murderers. Wearing a smile of worldly and accepting distaste, Alan flicked at a halftone of Paul Cox, a blackout killer well-known at the time. To tell the truth, Darius found the whole thing unsettling—not the murderers themselves but Tom’s preoccupation with them. He asked Alan about each picture, drawing the moment out, just because the thing was unpleasant, curious.
“And who’s this one?” At the end of the row a strapping Latino boy looked down at his lap. The older woman with him glared at the camera with hostility.
“Uh, that’s Raimundo Azil. With his mother.”
“Who did he kill? Or they?”
“No one. He’s not a true member of the set of cute murderers. It’s an old picture, I think. Maybe his brother was murdered by the Sinaloa cartel and he witnessed it? I can’t remember exactly.”
“Never heard of him,” Darius said with a touch of Oliver’s brusque finality. Though Raimundo was cute.
“Of course—let’s—” Gallantly, Alan made an ushering motion toward his room, his unmade bed. “Sheet’s a bit gamey, I’m afraid. But I don’t understand it either. I think Tom has an empathic deficit, but that may be common among very good-looking people.”
“I may have an empathic deficit, myself,” Darius ruminated with naïve self-absorption, causing Alan to smile. Darius lowered himself to the edge of the bed, deep in thought, eyes straying back through the door to the cute murderers. He was remembering his old fascination for the juveniles locked up in that Camden courthouse. Was that so different? He was certainly a little bit gay himself. Not committed like Tom, maybe more experimental.
“I wouldn’t say so. Though you’d obviously be an exception to the good-looking rule.” Alan remained standing with public-seeming awkwardness. He wiggled his hands, only to the knuckles, into the front pockets of his jeans.
“Thank you,” Darius said with a strange blush. “How was his brother killed?”
Alan spun and glanced out of the room at the cute murderers. “Oh, pretty distasteful, I’m sure. You’ll have to ask Tom some time. He loves talking about them. We were at a dinner the other night and he put everyone off their feed with one of them.” His chuckle was as polished as a pundit’s on TV. (As a matter of fact, Alan had had lunch the day before with a scout from the PBS Newshour. “A miserable showing,” he reported suavely.) “Tom has a weakness for anything gruesome. He noticed—which is actually somewhat clever—that all these methods of butchering people are named after clothing—the necktie in Colombia. Necklace in South Africa. Sierra Leone—short sleeves or long sleeves.”
Darius laughed. The mere linguistic observation pleased him. “Excellent.”
“Hmm. You do have a cold streak, yourself, don’t you?”
“I’m not as good-looking as Tom, though. By far.”
“I suppose he’s got a conventional something or other. Surprised you would go for it.”
Darius gave him a dignified little frown of incomprehension. What was Alan talking about? Go for?
“I would have thought, with your recherché tastes—”
Flattered, Darius grinned, “Which tastes?”
“Oh, I was thinking Raymond Roussel, Oulipo. And who was the American artist no one ever heard of?”
“Colin Vail. But those aren’t people. Those are artistic tastes. Am I recherché with people? I mean, I can see as well as anyone that Tom is incredibly handsome, but that doesn’t mean—well, I’m not sure what you meant. Do I seem to go for him?”
Alan considered a long time. “For some reason,” he said slowly. “I think it would make me exceedingly unhappy if you ever had sex with him.”
Astonished, Darius didn’t know what to say. The turn in the conversation stunned him. “I—why would I ever, remotely, think of that?”
“Right, it probably wouldn’t work,” Alan said, flustered, but comfortably so. “That’s what I’ve been imagining. That you were more catcher than pitcher.” He pronounced the words with overbred archness.
Darius was visibly taken aback again. His mouth hung open in a way that made Alan laugh. “Catcher?” Darius repeated with matronly shock, to idiotic effect.
“Oh, sorry! Was that too—?” Alan seemed amused, pleased even, by his own slight embarrassment. “Maybe it’s not the right moment. After that ugly talk about murderers. People get spooked. And I think I didn’t explain it well anyway. Because what I’ve really decided is it would make me deeply unhappy, if you and I didn’t. I’ve been hoping that might be the drift of all this. You and me.” Alan made the same small shuttling gesture with his hand that Darius had made to ask about anything romantic or sexual between Alan and Tom. 
A long pause intervened during which time, if real at all, shifted speeds or stopped and restarted.
Darius couldn’t have been as gobsmacked as he felt. But our minds are so easy to trick. Since the language wasn’t entirely explicit, he wasn’t sure he’d actually caught on. At the same time he was obviously catching on, because his heart raced and he seemed to lack oxygen. And he was a catcher, right? The less self-conscious Darius—the one who was obviously catching on—lowered his eyes to the floor. For the first time in ten thousand years this other Darius spoke, “All right. I guess. That would be OK with me. Definitely.” It was as simple as that.
“Oh, good.” Alan patted his tummy contentedly.
“What? You mean, right now?” Getting no response but raised eyebrows, Darius let his right hand touch the gamey sheet.
Alan was a gentlemanly seducer. Darius was corpse-like, though this wasn’t even the first time he’d been fucked. That had happened at Choate with presexual matter-of-factness—my turn, your turn—with a pot-smoking misfit from Allentown, PA. This was different, clearly gay. Alan used hair gel from atop his dresser. “A serviceable colloid,” he explained. And one that spared him the indignity of buying louche commercial lube. The condom was opened with as much furtive romance as a packet of Sweet’N’Low. Sex was intensely pleasurable and over quickly. 
After his corpse-like performance, Darius became frisky, a monkey—childish in a way he would never want anyone to observe—ever. The giddy behavior was disgusting to him, but he couldn’t help himself. He felt a pet-like freedom touching Alan’s body. While Alan lay there in masculine torpor, Darius cupped his broad feet, stroked his thighs and his chest. When a placid, disapproving frown crossed Alan’s face, Darius pouted, “I’m allowed!” And he frolicked all the more but hated it. He hoped his silliness this afternoon would be obliterated from the permanent record of himself.
Alan mentioned that he needed to do a little work. Darius, he said, was free to lounge around. He left the younger man in bed. This grown-up and abrupt treatment of sex was new to Darius, but he said nothing. He lay perfectly still. His body felt strange, as if a hound had been baying inside him and his hindgut still echoed with the sound. Only his eyes moved, touching every object in the room, roaming, touching more. He was at an extraordinary pitch of emotion. He felt an ecstatic sense of defeat, which it never occurred to him not to identify with homosexuality. Like Alan scribbling one of his incessant truth tables, Darius coldly entered several facts about himself into the cells. Not only was he homosexual, he was also a catcher, a bottom. And since humiliation and getting fucked were more or less the same thing, he must also be a masochist. Oh, and a follower. Yet somehow all this wasn’t wholly awful. Though in his present condition, he wasn’t able to categorize or judge anything the way he usually could.
His gaze slurred across the floor to a photography book propped against the baseboard. The cover looked a little like Ansel Adams but that was probably too mainstream a taste for the Alan/Tom household. The glazed paper of the dust jacket was torn in places. The corners curled. It bore a dirty orange 50% off sticker. Despite all that, the image of a snowy mountain peak gleamed majestically. On one side of the mountain, the snow was blinding. On the other, a jagged black shadow ran down its flank. Darius drew an obscure lesson from the contrast. Nature had its arrangements of light and darkness, sun and planet, against which there was no appeal. A common substratum of all twoities. His old visit to juvenile hall had, perhaps, introduced him to a remote projection of this possibly cruel fatality. Now Darius knew he was a creature of shadow. He wasn’t unhappy, though. More crushed and exalted. 
Because Darius assumed his own masochism was inevitable, then so was Alan’s sadism. A laughable delusion followed on the heels of his truth-tabulations about his sexuality. Darius started scanning the room again and half-expected to notice instruments of torture lying casually amongst the ordinary objects. Broken squash racket? Whom did Alan beat with that? And Alan really was mysterious. It was the most carefully curated aspect of his character. Could he be in the set of cute murderers himself? Darius wondered. Emotion made it seem almost plausible that, instead of “studying,” Alan had gone to another room to prepare knives or ropes. Darius ignored the fact that a cute murderer wouldn’t have been so correct about using a condom.
Love is commonly described as a feeling. This is comical, but anyone who knows is forbidden to laugh. His education was laughable, his ignorance to weep over, but it is our duty to forgive Darius when he confused emotion with love. When he failed to notice his complete ignorance about his ruthless Apollo, Alan. Or when, in the fever of feeling, he assumed Alan and he were bound tightly together from this day on.
He was surprised no major changes came about between them. They got together often enough, had sex quite a few times. But an overall suspense lingered, which Darius supposed was a part of love he couldn’t account for. He’d have to get used to it. 
Inevitably a worldly template for being gay came crashing down on him out of the blue sky. That he had always known was the first certainty. His friendship with Barry Paul was sanctified and promoted to love retroactively. Stan’s smirk when presenting him a print of Gerôme’s Pollice Verso one birthday years ago was seen for the hint it was. His dire fascination for the imprisoned boys in Camden was easily explained, too. Even his uncanny sympathy for Colin Vail seemed born of an affinity too deep to be called taste. But this new way of looking at things wasn’t simply happy, headlong puzzle-solving. His doggedness in wrestling down plain awareness for so many years frightened him. How could he have been so severe? Looking at things through new eyes did anything but prove to him the reality of change, however. He’d uncovered a deeper layer of the immutable. That was all.
Darius started going downtown to gay bars with Alan and Tom and their friends. Even the famous architect would put in an appearance. Reassured by their air of superiority, Darius stuck close to his gang. They were far too grand to play at introducing him to the mores of gay subculture. Gay graybacks in the provinces may have done that still, but these brilliant New York friends were only slumming. They were too elevated to be part of any subculture. 
Life in Inwood was listless and vacant, not at all the life one hopes for in a great metropolis. So, Darius spent as much time as he could at Alan and Tom’s Claremont Avenue place. The poisoned syrup smell of roach spray hanging in the pink terrazzo lobby became the way marker of a strange, ungraspable mood. During long evenings at the apartment, Alan practiced his anecdotes. Darius leafed through the gay rags rolled into sweaty batons that others had carried back from bars. In public he wouldn’t touch these free magazines or even deign to look at the slumping stacks of them in bar vestibules. Tom, if he was there, presided with an indecipherable smile. He crossed his legs and leaned back against his desk under the murderers as gingerly as he’d lean on an umbrella. Virile, voluptuous thighs squeezed his hand. He had the sort of Praxitelean body that, no matter how languidly disposed, doesn’t look effeminate.
Darius was never asked to stay the night when Tom was home. Which Darius found strange, because he was the boyfriend and Tom was only the roommate. Alan wouldn’t suffer questions, however. And Darius wasn’t in the habit of asking them. From Sohaila, he’d adopted that perverse pleasure of not knowing things. Even so, he’d nose around if Alan left him alone in the apartment. That’s how he found a drawer full of papers in Alan’s dresser. Witticisms, anecdotes, definitions and quotations were all scribbled down and stored in a shifting heap of scratchpad paper, Post-It Notes and torn napkins. Here was the first principle of Intuitionism written out in skipping ball point with the annotation, “Luitzen Egbertus Jan Brouwer—finally uninteresting—nothing evolves from it—mathematical cul-de-sac—” Darius, who felt the self should be extemporaneous, couldn’t have been more shocked by the mess of notes. Because here was Alan’s software. The material of his personality. After that, Darius eyed Alan when he was speaking and wondered how much of it was memorized, diligently prepared, and therefore unreal. He kept the discovery secret. He husbanded it, because maybe it was a useful mote of power.
Darius considered Alan mysterious but didn’t realize he was almost as mysterious himself. He never recounted stories about his childhood. Alan’s minimal curiosity about him made this less noticeable. But even Alan had once exclaimed, “Do you even have parents? It’s hard to imagine.” Something kept Darius from confiding. With a nervous discretion so total it looked sinister, Darius buried the basic facts about himself. For instance, he never told Alan that his father was probably mentally ill. Or that his father had invited his mother’s lover to live with them in a perverse ménage in New Jersey. Or that he’d been in love once before, his boyish love for Barry Paul. Or—above all—that he was adopted. He wasn’t forgetful of these facts, of course. In Alan’s presence, they’d sometimes catch light in the front of his mind. He would almost read them off out loud like lines on a teleprompter. But then adoption, or whatever it was, would wink into shadow. With an interior shrug, Darius said nothing. The fact about himself was rejected not as too charged but as irrelevant. 
When sophomore year was well under way sometime in late November, Sohaila came into the city for an appointment with her gynecologist. She insisted it was nothing. She’d grown almost mistrustful of Darius in recent years. She feared questions. She seemed evasive and shy with him.
La Côte Basque was the obvious rich person’s place she’d chosen for lunch. At every table, women had the shrink-wrapped look of surgery. Men wore Palm Beach blazers and strange suntans. Sohaila offered Darius both cheeks to kiss. Then she fussed unduly with the complicated drapery of her neckline, tiny, stressed dimples appearing in her cheeks. 
After two salads arrived, and they’d begun shifting the lettuce about with their forks, Sohaila spoke up as if lightly diverting the conversation, except there hadn’t been any conversation. “Dah-li-ush, I wanted to mention, your father has finally moved out.” Her strange lack of emphasis was meant to make Darius think Oliver’s moving out had been an issue for a long time. “I have the information for you in a minute.” She gestured at her purse on the banquette next to her, inattentively striking it, so the golden chain links of the strap trickled like a startled viper. Darius was quick. He caught the chain with a finger and passed it back to her. “You can try calling him, when—when you like,” she finished, heaping the metal purse-strap back in place on the seat next to her.
“When did this happen?” Darius kept himself from sounding shocked. He didn’t want her to freeze up.
“It had to eventually, no?”
“But where to?”
“I’ve got it for you.” She struggled not to sound annoyed. She forced her voice to rise airily, “The city.”
“Here?”
“Yes, yes. Downtown.”
“Dad is living downtown? Here?” Darius was incredulous. He couldn’t keep it out of his voice.
Sohaila seized on his tone to snap, “Yes. He’s living downtown. So what? You live—wherever you live. I live in the house. So, now we know.”
“Inwood. I live in Inwood.”
“Fine. Inwood, then.”
“But what do we know? What are you talking about—Now we know?”
“Nothing. Nothing, Dah-li-ush.” She feigned exhaustion. “I just wanted to let you know. I feel—good about it.”
“But when did he go? I never heard anything about this.”
“Oh, Dah-li-ush. When? A while ago. I don’t remember. What does it matter?” She was especially evasive.
“Please, tell me when.”
“A few months. Perhaps. Honestly, I’m not sure.”
Darius was surprised by how unhappy this detail made him. That so great a change had been made without him ever knowing. “You couldn’t have told me earlier?” The last time he’d been to the house had been in August. Oliver hadn’t appeared, but that by itself wasn’t unusual anymore. He’d last seen his father five months ago. “Was he there in August?”
No was the clear but unspoken answer. “Dah-li-ush,” Sohaila sounded pained. She recited an evidently prepared remark. “We weren’t sure at first what his plan was.”
“Whether he was gone?” Darius had lost his self-control and was sounding petulant.
Sohaila did her best to act tough-minded. “Also, listen. You’ve struck out on your own. So have I. You don’t live there anymore, and there’s a lot about my life you don’t—” She was starting to sound harsh to her own ear. “Look. We didn’t know what he was up to. Do you notice it never occurs to you to blame him? Has he ever let you—or anyone—know what he’s up to?”
“I’m not blaming. You mean he left without a word?”
“Yes!” she exclaimed. But there was a reedy evasiveness even in this.
“He’s been here all this time?”
“But Dah-li-ush. When have you ever seen much of him? Believe me, believe me, I know it’s crushing. Of all people, I do know this. It’s terribly sad he’s gotten the way he has, but what can either of us do but get on with our lives?”
“We could try to help him,” Darius protested childishly.
“Yes. It’s nice to say,” Sohaila admitted. “But when you have no idea how to reach him? When you have no idea if he’s alive or dead for months?” The stressed dimples appeared. She was annoyed with herself for letting the cat out of the bag.
Darius absorbed this. Sohaila had been trying to protect him. She used the tines of her fork to make cross-hatching in the pollen-colored dressing on a tomato. Oliver had likely vanished. It may have taken all this time to track him down. Darius could understand his mother’s discomfort. She would have felt she’d misplaced her ex-husband. Hateful and difficult as he was, Oliver still engendered a woeful sense of responsibility in Sohaila and Darius.
“How did you find out where he’d gone?”
Sohaila looked miserable that he’d gotten to the stratum of her real unhappiness. Her heavily lined eyes gave him the steady, challenging look that fortune-tellers sometimes have when they look up from their knitting or from a small TV and out the plate glass of a red-curtained storefront.
“Mom, I’m not trying to take you apart,” Darius said sensitively. “And if I ask about the doctor’s appointment, it’s just out of concern. I don’t want to get anything on you. The truth is we hardly ever see each other alone anymore.”
“Dah-li-ush. I know.” She was exhausted and shy. “The doctor—it’s a feminine thing and not serious. I promise. No. And, as a matter of fact, Stan hired a person. A private detective. I don’t know how these things work. Apparently it’s very simple.”
“Ah.” Gently, Darius pressed, “You were in touch with him, then? Finally? Dad.”
“Yes. It’s the reason I say you might have trouble. He’s got a machine and you call many times before he might get back to you. Then again, you could have less trouble than I did.”
“Is he seeing anybody at all? Any human contact?”
“How would I know?” she asked. Then she said certainly, “No. I don’t think so. But in the city, you can feel like you’re seeing people,” she added hopefully. With the fanatical daintiness that soothed her, she cut her tomato in minute pieces. As she ate these, the muscles of her face didn’t move at all. Finished, she posed her knife and fork on the edge of the plate. She cocked her head at the abundant remains of the salad. “I always believed it was a cultural difference with us. Many years I believed that. Not that he was anywhere near as bad in the old days. This is almost funny, but what did I know? Everything was so strange to me. And dreary! Americans hate colors. There were no colors anywhere. All the houses were white and gray. Which, by the way, is why it was such a tremendous pleasure when Stan took me to Bermuda. Pink! But up here—” She shuddered. “And Oliver I thought was just—American. Now I know it wasn’t like that at all. But he was severe and impressive like the houses. I assumed I wouldn’t have to think for myself. This is a sick desire Muslim—perhaps all—women deal with. But then maybe you understand,” she finished with a slight chill. A month before, Darius had dutifully, and very formally, told her he was gay. After an immense pause, she’d commented politely that that must give him a great understanding of all people, both women and men. The subject had never come up again. Now, she murmured, “Death and The Maiden. Who can be playing that here?”
“I don’t think there’s any music. I don’t hear anything.”
She shrugged in embarrassment and seized her quilted black leather purse. With a sly look at the other diners, she took an envelope from it, which she handed to Darius.
Darius glanced inside, saw what it was but not how much. Thirty hundred-dollar bills, he counted later. His face crumpled with pity at her ineptness. He posed the envelope against a water glass. “Mom—”
“Take it! Take it!” Sohaila’s eyes flashed. “Don’t be foolish!”
“Mom. We’re not living in some—caravan—” He stopped. Oliver used to tease her about her tribal streak.
“Dah-li-ush! Look where we are! I’m no mush khour! I don’t wear my—gold coins strung around my neck. Really! You’re foolish. Take it, will you? It should be yours. I found an old checking account I can still write checks on. I think your father’s forgotten all about it, so I take a little here and there. I may not be as smart as you’d like, but I’ve got sense. Take it and save it. It’s real money. This is sensible. I know about the world.”
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IMMEDIATELY AFTER LUNCH Darius tried phoning the number Sohaila had given him. He didn’t have a cell phone at that time so, like a bee, he had to keep visiting pay phones on the street until he found one that still worked. Each ring had its own discrete emotion, from the second, when he particularly hoped Oliver would pick up, to the fifth, when he despaired and the answering machine answered. Darius hung up as fast as he could. He didn’t want a messageless hiss to betray him, and he thought it might. But his reflexes were too slow. The phone kept his quarter. Upset because of his father, he called the operator and complained imperiously about the mechanical theft. He sounded demented, a righteous monster, but he couldn’t help himself. He wanted his quarter back. Seething, he debated going straight to Oliver’s address on Cedar Street, which wasn’t merely downtown but in the financial district, well below Chambers Street and near the very toe of Manhattan, a neighborhood Darius had hardly ever visited. But he was wary of being turned away.
He took the A train uptown. The rocking of the car and the considerate aloofness of the passengers, which can look unfriendly but is actually a very democratic and sociable public behavior, soothed him slightly. On impulse, he hopped off at 125th Street, well before Inwood. The whole spindly station, on high trestles over the street, trembled when the train jerked back into motion. The railing under his forearms stilled. Darius was leaning there to calm himself further, gazing across the boxy, drab cityscape of Harlem. 
His idea was to visit Alan Wilkinson, spend the afternoon, then all night, with him. Until then, he’d refrained from ever visiting Alan unannounced (which was onerous, because Darius was still so young that all appointments and pre-arrangements felt constraining). Today a sense of emergency made dropping in seem all right. He climbed Broadway toward Columbia. He broke a sweat. He always walked fast, and it was sunny and warm for November.
The building on Claremont had a grand buff-colored portico. The lower third of the four granite columns had been painted battleship gray. The inevitable modern brown aluminum door and window frames showed the building had been updated on the cheap. A steel panel of apartment buzzers was as dense as a bingo card. Darius pressed 2F and stared through the plate glass at the pink terrazzo, a 1940s update. He caught the faint whiff of roach spray, even from outside. He ignored a weak, mysterious hesitation.
When he heard hallooing, Darius backed off the front steps. Alan was leaning out a window directly above the pediment, peering over an abatis of metal prongs set up against pigeons. He chuckled when he saw Darius and commented, “That’s bold of you.” 
It wasn’t promising that Alan would mention this first thing. “I had an inspiration to talk with you.” Darius tried to sound humorous and relaxed.
“Ah.” Alan didn’t move.
Darius stared at him, then looked up and down the deserted avenue, astonished to be kept waiting.
“You’re passing through the neighborhood?” Alan asked.
“In a manner of speaking. Do you mind opening up?”
“Right, right,” Alan grimaced, submitting to good form. “I’ll buzz you. But wait in the lobby. I’ll come down.” His head bobbed, and he disappeared.
Darius waited in uncertainty in the cloying atmosphere of the lobby. Why couldn’t he come up? When Alan pushed open the elevator door with its single round porthole, at least he was smiling. He made a surprised face at the unpleasant smell, but he did that every time he was in the lobby with another person. His pale, blue-striped Oxford was untucked. His hands were in his pockets to the knuckles. He indicated the front door with an elbow, then looked down to glimpse the watch on his wrist in passing. “Go for a walk?” He led them up Claremont and over to Riverside Park, moving with the peppy stiffness of a young academic in the flower of unused strength.
The witty story Alan told about Sidney Morgenbesser increased Darius’s uncertainty. Darius wasn’t able to get a word in for a long time. He’d been expecting flashes of intimacy or tenderness. He’d expected them to converse with simple directness. He’d expected all that, even though nothing like it had ever happened before with Alan. Darius bowed his head. Alan’s story seemed to be crowding him into self-examination. He did notice Alan’s eyes roll toward him once in a horsey, affrighted way, as if at a dropped match on a bed of pine needles.
Darius disliked a virginal meekness he was powerless to repress in Alan’s company. “I keep thinking,” Darius mused when he had the chance, sounding obligingly inhibited, “There must be mental states it would be mistaken to characterize as thought.”
Alan shot back, “Of course. Ninety-nine percent of what takes place in the mind isn’t thinking.”
“Oh.” Darius paused. “To me it was a new—or the idea had special significance—” 
They were coming down Riverside Drive’s great promenade, which overlooks the park atop battlements. The sun made the sycamore colonnade’s vault of still-yellow leaves glow like burning paper. More leaves made an airy clatter at their feet. Between breaks in the trees the Hudson River appeared as a painful white blaze. Only the roar of the invisible West Side Highway had to be edited out—or particularly attended to.
A confession came out of Darius at long last. “My father—there’s a difficult situation going on with my father.” Dry as the ochre leaves his feet scattered, Darius made this awesome announcement as mere explanatory matter. He rushed to get to a more abstract point. “He used to be obsessed with beading—my father, which sounds weird—is—and even as a kid I remember wondering, what can he possibly be thinking about? Because, really, doing that must have been like counting. Just counting all the time. The lowest form of math. Like Intuitionism. You said it was uninteresting. But can you imagine spending your life counting—like—counting sheep? Which of course you do—”
“Right.”
“—to fill your mind when you want to sleep—to stop thinking.”
“Is this what you needed to tell me?”
“No. I’m just talking. It’s whatever comes into my mind,” Darius said truthfully. “I suppose I was having a bad day somehow. My mother gave me some money.”
“Isn’t unhappiness an inappropriate reaction to windfall profit? I suppose your charm is your inversion of—”
“What do I invert?” Darius asked, greedy for an answer. “Or do you mean I am an invert, which of course—” Then, feeling the remark was perfectly at random, he threw out, “Is this love?”
The question had a faint resonance, as if the future had flicked at it to make it ring like a wine glass. Darius was surprised when, in the present, he saw Alan’s face change. The change of expression showed that Alan, at any rate, thought they’d come to the difficult, substantive part of the conversation. Gravely, he said, “I seem to have a surfeit of opportunity in that area. Just at the moment. With you and Tom.”
“Oh, really? But if you know what you want—” Again, he was surprised when Alan’s face looked like he was hearing something infinitely remote from what was intended. Airily, Darius went on, as if hazarding a mildly funny comment. “I mean I feel attached to you—”
Alan made the whispery puff of laughter that well-behaved people produce to stopper a flash of cruel annoyance. “Sometimes opting for a less than optimal—”
“I think we’re a lot alike, and I feel attached to you.”
Wintry, abstract, Alan observed, “Love is almost always unequal, isn’t it? Besides being non-commutative—”
With effort Darius interrupted. “But, you know, I didn’t really even realize there was an issue like this—” His thin-fingered hand shunted vaguely between them, his usual denotation of love. “—between you and Tom. You and me—maybe, maybe. Perhaps.”
“I think things were probably somewhat up in the air with Tom when you and I met. But he’s been finding it rather confusing to have you come by the apartment so much, though it’s added-value, in a manner of speaking, for our sex life. Just having you around livens things up.”
“Oh, that’s why I couldn’t come up. He’s there.” Darius sounded happy to have the little mystery cleared up.
“No. No, actually. He’s not. But I made him a sort of promise.”
Darius frowned in perfect confusion. “A promise. That’s so—abstract. That’s nothing.” He murmured, but he felt his earlier anger coming back. It wasn’t directed at Alan, but at the idea that a promise, a word, something with no physical reality, could be a bar to him. He was maddened in the way criminals must be when the verdict goes against them. The law looks like weak stuff, invisible conventions, an elaborate play of whim, or the secret language of inimical persons. Not like something that should have any impact on personal desire or personal freedom.
“Is it that we’re alike?” Darius asked.
“I don’t think we’re alike.”
Darius couldn’t decide which felt worse, not being with the person he loved or being doomed to be unlike him. 
 
 
After a long tutelage in self-control, it hardly registered with Darius that Alan and he no longer had sex and that he never went to the Claremont apartment anymore, never saw Tom Samuels. Darius had such a feeble perception of time passing that he almost thought it had always been like this. Time was unreal. He could wander to a different spot in time whenever he wished, out of sight of the place he’d been before. He did once come upon Tom browsing eight or so early disco records laid out on a peddler’s blanket on Broadway. He went over to him and noted quizzically, “We never see each other anymore.” It wasn’t that Darius was demonstrating insane self-control, as Tom might have thought. The beautiful boy pulled his hair aside to eye Darius as he would look at a door through which someone was expected to come at any moment. But just then Darius didn’t know why he and Tom never saw each other. He couldn’t help looking Tom up and down, thinking he’d like to start seeing more of him. Or, since getting to know someone involves a notion of time passing, that he’d like to be the type of person who got along easily with Tom. And too bad he wasn’t.  
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DARIUS DRIFTED THROUGH his next year at Columbia. He completely misunderstood the attentions of successive suitors. Their friendships just seemed weird to him. When someone appealed to him clearly enough for him to act, a sudden mute fixation made it impossible to talk. He figured out how to go to gay bars on his own. And he and Alan still enjoyed witty dinners together at whatever restaurant was the most talked about and the most difficult to get into. 
Darius’s mediocrity in classes led to a half-resigned expectation he’d end up at a law school somewhere. He had no more positive goal, but he dreaded the bizarre, luxurious unemployment of Oliver. In all this time, he never saw his father, though both were living on the same small island. He got through to him by phone a handful of times. They made plans that went nowhere. Darius walked by the building on Cedar Street a few times a year, thinking he might see Oliver in the neighborhood, but he never did. It wasn’t until Darius’s last year of school began that he finally contrived to meet his father briefly. 
Sohaila had called Darius. Her we’re-both-on-our-own-now voice was even crisper than usual. She asked Darius to dinner at the New Jersey house. He could spend the night if he wanted. The occasion for the invitation sounded innocent enough. Rolf, the son of a beloved family friend, was visiting from Paris. He was seven years older than Darius but that was close enough. Sohaila made her invitation with a greater than usual frost of pleasantries. She refused to beg a favor, though if Darius came, it would make entertaining Rolf a lot easier. When Darius asked if something was wrong, Sohaila said No guardedly. Darius was left to wonder what she was hiding during his train trip to New Jersey.
When he walked in, Sohaila was at the kitchen sink rinsing a vase for a bunch of anemones. She gave Darius a weak, staticky smile at first. She glanced at Stan who was slouching against the counter. His mouth opened to say something. He thought better of it and merely smiled. He returned to contemplating the pretzel sticks in his palm.
Sohaila decided to make a show of enthusiasm. She shook her hands and gave Darius a light, wristy embrace, keeping her damp hands off his shirt. When Darius asked about Rolf, Sohaila shrugged. “He was resting earlier, I think.” She glanced at the defunct bell register. The cockeyed arrows pointed to the same quaintly labeled rooms they’d pointed to for decades, including Rolf’s room: Guestroom No. 2.
Stan slapped his hands together and began chafing them as if literally trying to kindle good cheer. “What has our metropolitan scholar to teach us about? What great new dance performance must we all rush to?” For a moment, he held Darius’s gaze with playfully aggressive intensity. He sounded as sarcastic as ever, but he, too, was avoiding some subject.
“Dah-li-ush. Could you—?” Sohaila asked nervously. She tugged the lavender-patterned paper from under the anemones and slid it across the counter toward Darius. He disposed of it for her. He smelled his hands after crumpling the paper into the garbage. His mother measured the thick flower stems against the vase.
Stan said, “We’ve had shocking news.”
“Stan, please. Not right away.”
Uncharacteristically tractable, Stan straightened and made a curious, antique bow. He wasn’t being ironical about it. His hands mimicked a wave of emotion coming from his breast, and he apologized, “I’m always, Out with it! For So, there’s the perfect moment.”
“Nothing to do with Dad?” Darius asked in alarm. The other two exchanged a look, before Sohaila said No and Stan commented with a creeping half-shrug.
“Oliver is fine as far as I know,” Sohaila said, clearly displeased about being cornered.
“The not fine is on our side,” Stan said gravely. “I’m sorry.” He promptly retracted the remark. He pressed his lips together.
Sohaila asked, “What do these look like? Are they too—?” She stepped back. The anemones lolled against the rim of a celadon vase like queasy ferry passengers.
“I like them like that,” Darius said.
With energy, Sohaila lifted the flowers from the vase to trim the stems more. She looked crushed that she’d done such a poor job at first.
“Remember, So,” Stan said gently. “This is not a little tiny thing. Not a little emotional poke in the eye. We’ve discussed this. It’s monstrous, because it has a major impact on our life. Real harm.”
“What are you talking about?” Darius asked.
Sohaila set down her shears and the flowers. She covered her face with one hand. She gripped her elbow with the other. She wasn’t crying. She even peeked through her fingers at the kitchen door, not wanting to be surprised by Rolf. She seemed to smell the life-fragrance of the flowers on her fingers, the same way Darius had. She closed her eyes. Her hand fell. She looked at Stan, helplessly giving him permission.
“Your father cheated your mother in a particularly outrageous way,” Stan said. He eyed Darius.
Dabbing a tear or eyeliner with her littlest finger, Sohaila made a sighing noise, as if she wanted to moderate Stan’s harshness.
“Completely illegal,” he insisted. “And showing a certain cruelty I think you’re familiar with in him.”
“He’s a fantasist,” Darius breathed. He felt horribly guilty. He worried instantly about looking like he was lying for some reason. He was impressed by Stan’s barbarous gravity. The way the Romanian doffed irony or donned earnestness so completely made Darius feel, vaguely, that he was up against someone both powerful and sincere. 
“You didn’t know about this, Dah-li-ush?” Sohaila pleaded.
“Of course not,” Darius assured both of them a touch evenly.
Nodding toward a plastic hamper by the basement door, Sohaila warned them about the housekeeper. “Tina’s going to be up and down with laundry. We shouldn’t bother her. Can’t we go to the living room, Stan?”
All three of them walked through the hall to the front drawing room with their arms tightly folded. They said nothing but drifted to a stop near the room’s midway point, next to a huge armorial fireplace. Sohaila chose a few lamps to switch on. Hurrying their discussion at the same time she flower-arranged the lighting, she whispered, “I don’t know when Rolf will be coming down. Any minute, I imagine.”
“I’ve never heard about any beloved family friend from Europe. I thought you and Dad had barely any friends.” Darius felt Stan’s gaze on him.
“Rolf’s family, his father, was an enormous help to us in Mumbai. To me and Oliver. When I left Iran for good.” She turned off one of the lamps, leaving three lit. She stationed herself so she could see into the front hall and to the foot of the stairs. Past the hall on the other side, a table set for four glittered in the murk of the dining room like the flank of a dozing silver-scaled dragon. “This is all so—” Sohaila returned to the issue at hand. “Who knows? Who knows what to do?”
“What’s—?”
“Your father seems to have an enormous—”
“And Dah-li-ush!” Sohaila interrupted. “Why couldn’t you tell us you knew Ali?” She lashed out.
“What?”
“Ach! He knows you. From Columbia.”
“Ali? The Kuwaiti guy? But he—”
“Yes, you see who I mean now. You know him. I knew he was Arab, but that’s all.”
“No, I haven’t seen him in years. He tried to get me to join St. Anthony’s. What does he have to do with any of this?”
“There are two things we found out,” Stan stopped Sohaila. “Ali works for a group called Ta’aleem, run by a guy Sohaila knew, an Iranian from the Old Westbury crowd. Sohaila introduced this Iranian friend to Oliver many years ago.”
“Not really a friend. It was only because it was a charity,” Sohaila explained. “Ta’aleem is a charity. For the Palestinian thing.”
Stan shrugged. “Anyway, Ali came by—”
“Here?”
“—or rather the Iranian called and told us to talk to him, so Ali came by and said Oliver used to give a large amount of money every year to Ta’aleem. But now he’s stopped. Naturally, they were wondering why and couldn’t get in touch with him any more than we could.”
“And I knew nothing about this. Nothing about the money he was giving. Nothing at all,” Sohaila said.
“Yes. But Ali told us—do you know about this?—that the money Oliver gave always came in the form of a check from—Mather Capital.” Stan dramatized, “What?” He paused for effect. “What is this? A company? A private equity firm, it turns out. Do you know what that is? I didn’t. I’d never heard the term private equity firm. I thought Sohaila must know about Mather Capital, because of the divorce. But she didn’t either. So what is it? Why don’t we know about it? Is it big? Is it all Oliver? Yes and yes, it turns out. Mather Capital is even important enough to be a partner with the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority in certain things. But who runs it, since Oliver obviously can’t be. This, even my investigator has been unable to find out!”
“You know what this sounds like, you two,” Darius said drily.
“We’re not attacking,” Sohaila snapped, anger and reproach making her choose an odd word. Attack. “Stan’s mother in Bucharest has just found out she has cancer!”
“No, no, let’s—that’s a different issue, So. No emotional pleading. This is legal fairness we’re concerned about.” Stan hurried on in a snaky, calming whisper, trying to stage-manage the conversation. “But did you know about Mather Capital?”
“Come on! I’ve never heard of it. I don’t care about any of that.”
“Never heard of it,” Stan echoed.
“Dah-li-ush!” Sohaila barked. “Dah-li-ush, I don’t have money! You don’t! Forget about what this place looks like. I spend everything I have. And a lot of it—a lot of it—on you.”
Stan said, “So if the case is that Oliver had—who knows?—which he never told anybody about. If it was secret at the time of the divorce... Well, this is a lawsuit. I’m sorry. A very important one.”
“Stan,” Sohaila said, near tears. He put his arm around her, something he’d never done before in Darius’s presence.
Darius wrestled to conceal different kinds of surprise. Oliver’s old boasting about his immeasurable wealth might not have been the early sign of mental illness he’d assumed. Or not that alone. He remembered his father talking at Grand Central. He remembered Oliver’s crackpot scheming against Sohaila and Stan but only as a kind of rant. Feeling he shouldn’t be, Darius was just as surprised as they were. 
Darius was equally surprised by the news about Ali. The plump Arab’s suave interest in him had been romantic, the docile and unambitious sexual attraction young people tolerate in someone a couple of decades older. As passing as their Columbia acquaintance had been, Darius now felt tricked. It stung that Ali had all along been fund raising as much as he’d been infatuated. Darius was better prepared to be betrayed on a grand scale by Alan than he was to be fooled by Ali.
“No one’s talking about suing,” Sohaila sighed, massaging her clavicles.
“Not yet.”
“I want you to talk to him, Dah-li-ush, if you possibly, possibly can. I know it’s hard. But, you see, I can’t. Not about this. Obviously he’s arranged it so I’m supposed to come crying and begging to him.” The muscles of her face deformed. Darius thought she was about to sob. But her painted expression resolved into ghastly delight. She cried out, “Rolf, darling! Rolf! Rolf! We’re here, all of us!”
An incredibly tall man, all long arms and legs, rounded the great newel post at the foot of the stairs. He crossed the hall toward them and became a lanky shadow for a long time before the three little lamps showed his boyishly correct gray jacket, a touch short in the sleeves, wide, deeply colored lips smiling in perfect confidence, and blue eyes.
The change of gears had been so brutal for Sohaila that she let out a giggle. She fanned her throat and exclaimed naughtily, “You are so, so tall, Rolf!”
Rolf’s smile lasted longer than it should have.
Sohaila was quick to apologize. “Oh, you must be so completely bored to hear it. Everyone tells you, of course.”
Rolf’s smile dragged on expressively. 
“Darling Rolf, I have no drinks or anything ready yet. I’m sorry. This is my Dah-li-ush, in any case. This is Rolf, whose father—so gracious to Oliver and me.” Her ingénue fluttering made Darius think for the first time, with sudden gloom, that she was old.
At dinner, Rolf picked up that something was amiss with his hosts. Since he was extraordinarily well-mannered, a diplomat’s son, he labored to keep the conversation afloat with non-controversial observations about the United States. It was his first visit. His opinions were so non-controversial that Darius began to wonder if he might actually hate America. 
While they were still at the table, Tina came in to say she was going home. She said there was still a load of laundry in the dryer, though, she mentioned pointedly, she’d already taken out Rolf’s shirts and panties. They heard her slam the door. They listened to the hoarse cough of her Cadillac in the drive. They remained silent until Stan apologized to Rolf, “It’s not you. She doesn’t like me. And through me, she doesn’t like anything European, not even the underwear.”
“Ah,” Rolf said, lofty and vague, his smile reforming like a careful measure of oil. He was finding the dinner odd.
“Not true. Not true,” Sohaila said. Her delay was so strange, none of them knew what she was talking about at first. One of her ears was cocked to a new favorite, Enescu’s Romanian Rhapsodies, in honor of Stan. She’d switched it on before leaving the drawing room. When she saw them all looking bewildered, she explained. “That she doesn’t love you, Stan. That’s not true. She loves all of us—and we love her, of course.”
The dinner’s only excitement came when Rolf learned that the house had once belonged to Colin Vail. He’d heard of him and was clearly an admirer. “Vail is almost like Pierre Klossowski—not their work so much, but as cultural figures. They’re so deeply peculiar. Anti-popular. And probably much more appreciated in Europe, I think. Especially now. They adore Vail in Paris.” Darius had never imagined that Colin Vail might be known outside of the United States. The weedy power of culture to spread impressed him. He had always assumed Vail was a wholly private taste, a man doomed to being forgotten as an artist. Now his idol had an entirely independent existence through Rolf and Europe. 
Immediately after dinner, Darius called his father’s number from the basement. He left a message saying it was important they meet soon. That much he’d tried before. He had to call many more times and leave many more messages over the next weeks. At first he kept second-guessing his tone of voice, his choice of words. When, inexplicably, he got the living person, Oliver sounded appallingly normal. It threw Darius into confusion for a minute. What happened to the incommunicado for years, the fantastic scheme to defraud Sohaila? Darius peremptorily announced a meeting. “I’ve decided I have to stop by your place. Afternoon, because I know you prefer it. Three, I guess. We have to talk about some things. And this is—sort of—required.” He wasn’t at all sure it would work.
The visit was set for a Saturday. The Friday evening before, Darius went out with friends, an unexpectedly fun-loving Barnard girl and her taciturn African lover of the moment. As they all danced to an Angolan band at a rock club downtown, the African and Darius were slowly crowded from the girl’s vicinity by a group of husky Greeks. She seemed happy enough, so they sipped beers on the sidelines. Watching her dance and watching the milky glitter of the African’s eye following her, Darius had the idea to use her power with straight men for his own purposes. He’d ask her to come with him the following afternoon. Her presence might make it more difficult to talk to Oliver about money, and in truth Darius didn’t know the girl that well. But he had an intuition laying a virgin on his father’s altar could be just the thing. Oliver used to be well-behaved around Cassie.
Oliver’s apartment was in a neighborhood of skyscrapers built atop a seventeenth century village. The shadowy streets were barely wide enough for the modern mercantile bustle of hawkers and deliveries. On top of that, day-workers sheep-dogged the sidewalk crowds with petitions for Greenpeace and Planned Parenthood. Box trucks teetered half off the curb. People sidled between truck tires and storefronts. An Office Furniture Giant truck had pulled up to the diminutive back entrance of a huge office tower. Its crew shoved plastic-wrapped desk chairs down the truck’s welt-covered loading ramp. With each slide, the chair casters brayed like an elephant trumpeting in pain. Everything about the neighborhood (except the flyers) made Darius think, Oliver must hate this.
The building on Cedar Street was a nineteenth-century spice warehouse. A discounter of adding machines and electronics shops owned the place through the sixties. Urban pioneers started living there in the seventies and eighties. 
His companion had no idea how momentous this visit was for Darius. As they walked, she idled by store windows, disparaged the beetling masses who hold regular jobs and, after they got inside the building, pursed her lips at a long wait in front of the blank steel apartment door. She spotted a man who looked like a super at the end of the long hall. With the egalitarian brusqueness New Yorkers like to have on hand, she cried, “Hey! Hey! You know if this guy in?” 
“He’s in,” Darius whispered tautly. He wasn’t sure they’d get an answer.
The door opened with a loud unsticking noise, as if it had been painted shut. “Darius,” Oliver enunciated slowly in a macabre voice. He sounded a little comical, a little threatening. Patches of seborrheic dermatitis reddened the sides of his nose. A torturer’s amusement lighted his eyes. But the instant Oliver caught sight of the girl, his expression died. Whatever little scene he may have prepared for Darius was aborted. Discountenanced, he hunted for a normal-sounding greeting. “Ah! Ah-ah! How d’ye do, then? Uh. Darius?” He finished severely. Darius introduced the girl.
Oliver’s expression kept changing. Originally willful tics had turned into a neurological jumble. He’d lost weight. Sagging cheeks had slightly altered the line of his jaw and chin. He’d shaved but had missed a large patch of several days’ growth which looked like gray toothbrush bristle. He was dressed as a penitent or prisoner in a yellowing white button-down and beltless gray slacks. He wore white socks, but no shoes. Though he was acting as poised as he could possibly manage, his intense awkwardness made it seem Darius and his friend had, in some hallucinatory fashion, blundered into his weird internal privacy, the mind-realm ruled by this homunculus Oliver. The sprinkler pipes and capped gaslight lines were his paint-crusted neurons. The steel shutters at the front of the loft were his eyelids seen from the inside. 
A previous owner had built a kitchen and a tiny bedroom out of unfinished plasterboard. These rooms huddled along one wall like a shepherd’s hut in a ruined basilica. Next to them was a small arrangement of chairs, couch, table and lamp. Apart from this furniture, the vast space was barren, lacking anything to look at besides populations of dust bunnies along the baseboards. The room was too dim to show much color, but ruby red pellets gleamed here and there in a grid of sprinklers hanging from the pressed-tin ceiling. These pellets held open the jaws of the sprinkler heads and were ready to fail in a fire. The setup conjured a powerful atmosphere of contingency for anybody living underneath. 
The girl perched gingerly on the couch, her head turning everywhere in the cavernous space. She exclaimed that it was a fabulous, fantastic apartment!
Obviously unaccustomed to people, Oliver took his chair, and stroked his shirt front and crossed and recrossed his legs, each time flashing them detailed black footprints on the soles of his white socks.
He continued to make odd facial expressions, and his hands kept stiffening. His fingers were crooked awry when he gestured to Darius. “Sit down! Since you’re here. Since you’re here. Sit down. You might as well.” Between agonized glances around him, Darius’s eyes drilled his own crossed forearms. 
Oliver’s head lolled back. He appeared to count the red sprinkler jewels for a spell. He stroked his chin. He found the spot of stubble. He addressed the girl, “I don’t have—much of a bar here. You’ll forgive. As this one should have known. So.”
Her perky response that she didn’t need anything led to silence. She wasn’t stupid, and about now she realized exactly how she’d been used. She didn’t resent it. It was hard not to feel compassion for Darius when you understood the situation. In full, polite control of herself, she mentioned she’d be going on to Century 21 to shop for sweaters in a moment. “I wish we could call them jumpers like the Brits. So much cuter.” 
Gratefully, Darius breathed, “I’ll follow you down in a few minutes.”
Oliver’s watery gaze prowled the girl’s bust. “Well,” he said. His hands clapped his knees as if they’d been sitting there for hours. He did it again.
“Maybe we could use a little light on the subject,” the girl said boldly.
“Ah! This—uh—” Oliver’s fingers lightly plucked the long chain of an earthenware lamp on the table next to him. “—this—uh—you know for a long time I thought this was a whispering device.” He pinched the minuscule bell at the end of the chain. “Not listening. Whispering. So silly.” He was admitting the silliness mostly for the benefit of his rational guests. “No. Ho-ho-ho!” His mouth stopped at the last O. His look of naughty boy alarm was comical. 
His manner kept hitting two or three notes at once. Darius and the girl each started looking at him and wondering, was this play-acting or had he utterly lost the knack for natural behavior? What he’d done to his life wasn’t acting. Furthermore, anyone would have sensed that the same self-conscious question was coursing through his own mind. For instance, after touching the chain, he made several more weird hand gestures, deploying them, as it were, to test his autonomy. 
“What have you been up—how’s it going?” Darius got out in a husky relic of his usual voice. An excess of nerves kept him from waiting for an answer, “I’ve been—we were out dancing last night.” Darius was already so tense he could barely move. Gathering any information for Sohaila and Stan looked to be impossible. 
Oliver rose. “I’ve got to see about something, before we—   uh—” He disappeared into the sheetrock kitchen where he rattled around a bit.
“Sorry!” Darius mouthed to the girl.
She shrugged. She smiled forgivingly, only tipping her head to mean Oliver was a piece of work. To pretend nothing was wrong wouldn’t be friendly in this case.
“I wish I hadn’t come. I’m sorry I brought you,” Darius whispered.
The girl’s eye caught the bar of light along the hinge side of the kitchen door. The light twizzled with shadow like a spiraling barber pole. Dim as the apartment was, she thought she saw a blush-colored something, which had to be the tip of Oliver’s nose or his inflamed cheek. With a marked movement of her eyes she warned Darius that his father was spying on them. When he turned to look, they heard a little thud in the kitchen.
Once the girl had departed to shop for winter sweaters, the silence wound around Darius’s chest like a boa. The easiest way to speak was to look at the floor and imagine himself alone. “Mom found out about your big plan. And Stan.”
Oliver didn’t understand.
Yearning toward the ceiling, Darius explained, “About your money. This Mather Capital thing.”
“Oh, that’s not true. None of that’s true.” Did this statement have the bored certainty of a well-disguised lie?
Darius was able to glance at his father. The older man appeared drowsy, eyes shut. “Uh. I’m talking about the stuff you told me a long time ago. You said you did have—”
“That was just a story,” Oliver interrupted. “That was all just made up.”
Darius nearly believed him for several seconds. He frowned. “But wait. It is true. Because Stan found out about it. I don’t want you to get upset, but Stan had somebody look into it. I think.” Worried about Oliver’s reaction, Darius added, in a tone of confidential disdain, “He’s so over-dramatic. Only he would do something like that—hire somebody.” Oliver’s eyes fluttered open, then closed again. Seriously, Darius said, “It was real, though. I remember how you talked about it. It was a big deal for you. Me, too. You described the whole scheme, and it turned out just the way you said it would. Sort of amazing.”
“There wasn’t any scheme.”
“I was supposed to keep the secret. And then I would get everything. Or something. Someday.”
The naturalness of his father’s chuckle filled him with doubt. “No, boy. I’m sorry.”
“OK,” Darius said. A little strength was coming to him. “Let me put it this way. Mom has absolutely no money. It’s not a joke. I’ve been taking way too much. She’s had to pay for Columbia this whole time, and she isn’t doing it with income. She doesn’t know anything about money. Neither does Stan. So they’re running through whatever you gave her. If I wanted to go somewhere—I don’t know—take some time off to travel—I mean, she’d want me to, but she’d have to pay. And Stan’s mother is sick apparently. I don’t know if that costs a lot in Romania, but I don’t think he’s qualified to do anything here. If I had money, or if I was going to get any, I’d want mom to have it now.”
This got raised eyebrows from Oliver. Darius’s hopes soared. Then Oliver said stubbornly, “Mather Capital doesn’t exist. What a name! I must have been joking. That’s the kind of man I am.”
Instead of responding to this or sticking with his mission on behalf of Sohaila and Stan, Darius blurted out, “What do you do here?” For the first time, their eyes met briefly. Oliver didn’t say anything. The hissing stillness of the loft filled Darius’s mind. The background had become the foreground. Darius had a despairing pang of certainty that his life would never fit into a cogent narrative. All of its great moments, like this one, were only the shadows of real incidents. Fearless at last, he commented, “This is insane. I don’t know what I’m doing here. I don’t even know if it was a good thing you finally opened the door.”
“Finally?” Oliver asked. He seemed not to understand. Darius wondered whether Oliver’s sense of time wasn’t so altered that the old man actually believed there had been no incommunicado for years, that he was only getting around to talking with Darius in the ordinary course of time. Oliver flicked at the metal lamp chain, had it trickle over his fingertips. He smiled as if preparing one of his old, cruel lies. “But I assumed you were like Cassie. You didn’t want to see anything more of me.” He pouted. “Because I was too—loathsome and cold—and deceptive—and upsettingly odd—and an antisemite and a racist.”
In the days after the visit, Darius was overwhelmed by a sense of filial responsibility he knew he could never rise to. Sohaila and Stan weren’t happy with his report. He couldn’t get them to appreciate how difficult it had been talking with Oliver. And now Oliver had no one left in his life except his son. The idea of educational travel—Tunis? Rome?—was just Darius imagining escape. 
Sohaila and Stan nagged him into trying one more time with Oliver. It didn’t go any better. Oliver met with him but refused to let him in the apartment this time. The half rejection reminded Darius of Alan Wilkinson. Oliver wore a preposterous pair of electric green Crocs, and father and son went downstairs to walk around the block together. The streets were so busy Oliver needed all his concentration to control his sparrow-like jitters. He wasn’t able to talk at all, except for a disagreeable hum that came out of him with machine monotony. A brute in a hardhat dropped one of the metal leaves of a store’s bulkhead basement doors. At the great bang, Oliver rounded on him and swatted the ConEd patch on the man’s breast pocket. In a sinister voice, he hissed, “Fucking idiot! What? Do you not see me here? Am I invisible?” Darius’s look of horror was just enough to calm the man. Not such a brute after all. He brushed at his chest. “Better keep your geezer locked up. I feel for you, man.” 
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IN THE SUMMER of 1997, the ancient Khmer ruler Jayawarman VII lorded it over Paris in a manner of speaking. Carvings, statues, lingams, lintels, friezes, steles, betyl-stones of all kinds had been imported for an encyclopedic show of Khmer art at the Grand Palais. When his escape from Oliver, Alan, Sohaila and Stan ended in France, Darius attended the Khmer show. He found it difficult to enjoy. Droning AC recycled discreet farts and opinions through the underventilated galleries. The jostling crowd had trouble putting up with itself. 
Outdoors, his optic nerve crazed by the relentless and humbling grandeur of the city, Darius couldn’t stop noticing the one person who saw none of it—because his eyes were closed. This was Jayawarman VII. The man’s stone portrait appeared everywhere on banners advertising the Khmer show. Evidently awake, the fact that Jayawarman shut his eyes wherever he went in the beautiful capitol was quite attention-getting. Eyes closed, lips flexing imperceptibly in enlightenment—a peace too awesome to call contentment, much less a smile—the portrait was conventionally Buddhist in type, though clearly a masterpiece. 
Darius didn’t think Jayawarman disliked Paris. He wasn’t inclined to argue, “Open your eyes, old man!” Nor was it a matter of eastern and western art contending, though the meditative banner and the rearing golden Pegasi of the Pont Alexandre III made for a nice contrast. Realism, Darius decided, was what it was all about. The key to the eerie realism of the Khmer head, conventional or not, was in the closed eyes. Any sculpture of a figure asleep, say, a Psyche or an Adonis—Darius couldn’t call one to mind—might have the same hypnotic power. Sculptures with open eyes, of which there was a superabundance in Paris, were just sculptures in the end. Some were realistic illusions in stone or bronze, some were less so. 
Close the eyes, however, and something strange happened. The viewer no longer has to pretend the statue is thinking or feeling or experiencing any mental activity whatsoever. No more than the actual stone thinks. Suddenly stone isn’t just illusionistic, not just an apt medium to represent an unconscious figure or an aristocratic bonze’s disciplined emptying of his mind. Thoughtlessness and stone are, to all intents and purposes, one thing. The realism of Jayawarman VII’s portrait didn’t grip Darius. A frisson of actuality did. A frisson—he loved mouthing the word on the street in the slight verbal drunkenness he’d felt since arriving.
Like Jayawarman VII, Darius hadn’t come to Paris to see Paris. He hadn’t come to see Jayawarman. The Khmer show was just a foretaste. If someone in Tunis or in Rome had been enthusiastic enough to arrange a retrospective of Colin Vail’s work, he would have gone there. But it was going to be in Paris, so he landed in Paris when he fled college, America, father. The show was due to be mounted that fall in an undistinguished Left Bank gallery. 
Darius was letting Sohaila and Stan and a few friends think he was dallying in the way of many young people whose parents finance a year of drift. Had he told anyone he thought his secret purpose in coming was to genuflect at the temple of an obscure American artist, Colin Vail, they might have been charmed or impressed. The pursuit looked wonderfully romantic. In a certain light he could see the romance himself. But he told no one. He feared the reactions of other people would throw an uncomfortable shadow of comedy—or bullshit—on his most solemn beliefs. And make it clear this was all about Oliver.
He had to do some groundwork. Of the Paris connections he scraped together, Cassie Vail passed along the most glamorous name, the dealer and collector who was organizing the Vail show. She knew the man. Before leaving, Darius had labored for days over a light sounding note. Cassie shot back a scrawl on stationery headed Cassandra Vail Fine Art. She gave him the gallerist’s name, plus one or two others. She added, “Darius! Lovely! Lovely to hear! Often so sorry things ended not as smoothly as they might have with your father and me. Always feel the deepest concern and fondness for him. But where on earth is he? Please inform. Can I help? Also, come to see me when you’re back from Paris. Wanted to go desperately myself, but a beau has hip surgery scheduled. Much love!” 
His early French lessons with David Caperini had inoculated Darius against corny Parisian daydreams. He expected to hate the museum city, a good place for art of the closed up and put away sort. The city fairly sweated eternity. Darius had never seen anything like it. And in spite of himself he started to love the trickle of life still flowing through endless channels of Lutetian limestone (all subtly golden now that the nineteenth-century gray had been sand-blasted away). 
Every day, fascinating generalizations rose like morning mist from the inconceivably detailed foreignness of packages, matchbooks, plugs, switches, everything. It wasn’t a new land, it was a new way of thinking. Here idleness was almost esteemed. It was heaven for a dropout. Loafers in cafés were treated respectfully as if they might be geniuses, ministers-in-exile or terrorists, not mere wastrels like Darius. The deadly infection of American vim and entrepreneurialism had already taken hold. But coming from the United States, Darius didn’t notice it so much.
Darius lived at the Hotel Moderne, a two-star place a block from the Jardins du Luxembourg. A futuristic armoire of black laminated particleboard loomed over the bed on which he reviewed his daily hoard of scribbled phrases and museum postcards. He masturbated constantly, not as considerate as he could have been of the Styrofoam ceiling tiles or chocolate velveteen curtains, easy targets for ejaculations of wild loneliness. At first he thought the narrow-eyed hotel proprietress had no taste. Then the generalization came to him that black plastic furniture and a chocolate color scheme were typically French.
His most welcoming connection was Rolf, the family friend, German but living in Paris and the one who’d told Darius about the Vail show in the first place. He was the first person Darius called. Rolf cut through his pretense of casualness. “Thank God, an American! You wouldn’t believe the French shit I’ve been putting up with. My roommate Roger-Pôl wants his crush to move in. This snooty Mauritanian prince. I hate aristocrats. And I certainly don’t want one living in my home!” He didn’t sound like the ultra-polite houseguest he’d been. He wanted to meet at once. 
Darius arrived first at a sprawling café at the Bastille. A thousand iterations of the same gorgeous but drab French boy hunched at the tables, morose, regal. All of them had rested an elbow on the orb of a motorcycle helmet and held the liquid scepter of a panaché in one hand. Rolf, when he came, stood out, to say the least. The good boy gray jacket was gone. He wasn’t at all the houseguest he’d been. Nearly seven feet, he was dressed in an orange shirt and orange and green camouflage pants. A maroon chiffon scarf was wrapped tightly around his great columnar neck. He flipped up the clip-on shades of his clunky glasses and scanned the crowd like an orange lighthouse. Darius raised an arm. Rolf’s smile of perfect confidence was the same as before.
Brisk, kind and, as the son of diplomats, an experienced traveler himself, Rolf knew what a newcomer needed. In moments he was writing names, phone numbers, restaurant addresses on the backs of old notes to himself, which he reread and summarily scored through, all the while debating aloud with himself. “There are many good things still. I don’t want to sound like I’m dissing Paris. Enfin, I was a little blue-eyed when I first came to the Beaux Arts—that was a long time ago—am I, what, seven years older than you?—anyway, in German, we have this expression, blue-eyed. It’s the same in English, no? Sort of—innocent. But I may be coming to the end of my time here. Perhaps.” He took out cigarettes.
“Dommage.” Darius hoped this chirrup had an air of fluency.
“Pourquoi ça?”
“Well,” Darius retreated to English. “Just things ending. I hate that.” 
Darius was glad of the thick glasses and the gargantuan fingers continually pushing them back up Rolf’s nose, because they slightly interfered with the almost bruising blue-eyed smile Rolf kept lowering on him. “Don’t say that,” the German murmured paternally. “Look at us!” 
After many more smiles, Rolf invited Darius to come shopping with him and to drop by the apartment after. Darius agreed readily, thinking it would seal their acquaintance better than a quick cup of coffee could. Rolf smiled again, his eyes detonating with generous satisfaction. Kindness certainly lay at the bottom of Rolf’s behavior, but what most impressed Darius was the perfection of his manners. The orange was as carefully chosen as the gray had been. These smiles, the sparks in his eyes, were all controlled, deliberate, detached. Not false, surely, but not spontaneous, either. After all, Rolf was still the perfect houseguest. 
Rolf was leaving the next day with some friends to drive to his family’s summer home on Lago Maggiore (the Swiss, not the Italian side). After the idiomatic “summer home” came out, Rolf paused. He plucked the cigarette from his wide mouth with a considering pop. He corrected himself. “It’s a little rustico. A beautiful place, but just a shack, a nothing.”
“A cottage?”
“Yes. Not a summer home. A cottage, that’s it.” The well-bred deprecation made Darius smile. Against a background of unremitting strangeness, this fugitive quirk of personality stood out. Something he’d thought American or his own was reproduced exactly in Europe. “Enfin! That’s why I have to shop. We need food to eat in the car. It’s faster if we don’t stop during the drive.”
“A road trip.”
“Yes. A road trip. Exactly.” He stubbed out his cigarette and eyed Darius. “But not long. I mean the trip is long, but I’m not away long. After a week or ten days, I come back. We’ll see each other.” It wasn’t a question.
“Yes,” Darius answered. 
When they left, the German threaded his way amongst the tables of French boys with the necessary elegance of the enormous or the orange. Outside, he flung his terrifying hand toward Jayawarman VII, whose banner bellied gently on a lamp post. “Have you seen this?” He bent intimately toward Darius. “Fantastic. Fantastique. Sauf la publique. These blockbusters à l’Américain. Disgusting. Your country has a lot to answer for, you know.” He teased so gently it was like a caress.
They went to a Prisunic. Rolf chose a plastic tablet of salami, a plastic-wrapped baguette and even, bashfully, les chips. A messy bin of cheap, picked-through Camemberts made him sigh. “And your mother? She’s well?” he drawled politely. For the first time, he seemed to slow down some, though he kept unscrewing Camembert cartons to prod and sniff them.
“She’s fine.”
“She lives in that house, that large, large house. A mansion, really. I got lost going to the bathroom.”
“Yes. With Stan. Not exactly a rustico.”
“The Romanian. An interesting ménage. I have to say I found it—well—”
“Please. You can’t say anything that would offend me.”
“They didn’t strike me as completely—oriented, those two.”
“They’re foreigners there. Now that I’m here I’m beginning to see what it’s like. The language thing is incredibly tiring. But you’re also right. My family is not well-oriented. I have a feeling you are, though. My parents met your family in India, right?”
“In Mumbai. Not too long after I was born, I think. I was born in Afghanistan. What I remember about Mumbai is the towers of the dead. Very moving, as a matter in fact. The vultures started going extinct, so the bodies in the towers, instead of being eaten—sky burial—they just rotted. My mother became very involved in a foundation to save the vultures. That has nothing to do with your parents, though. How did they meet?”
“I’m asking you. I don’t know. Only that your parents helped mine.”
“The only thing I know is that my father was stationed there somewhat before the revolution in Iran. Was your father—I don’t know this—in the CIA or with the State Department? Maybe you don’t know. Bref, my father introduced yours to this group of Iranian exiles, among them your mother. I think there was some Zoroastrian connection. Not sky burials. Maybe the Zoroastrians wanted to help the Iranian exiles, but then they got angry when they found out the Iranians were just a bunch of Muslims. I don’t know exactly.”
“That sounds like your father introduced my parents to each other.”
“Perhaps.”
“I think my grandfather was CIA—or OSS?—but not my father. At least that’s what my mother told me once. You have to understand, my father lies sometimes. He’ll claim he did what his father actually did. Or even random things. He’s the least oriented of all of us.” A tone of wistfulness eked through.
“But you’re—if I understand it—not to pry...”
“Yes. I’m adopted. Not from anywhere exciting. Just New Jersey.” Fearing he sounded forlorn, Darius began to boast. “My mom was—well, you hate it, but—she was a little like your friend’s crush, Moktar.”
“Ah, yes. Our prince. But he’s Mauritanian, not Iranian. There’s a big difference.”
“You said he was an exile.”
“Yes. He’s living on a tiny government subsidy. But I don’t hate—you have to understand. My own family—oh forget it, forget it!” He put his hands on his hips and laughed into the bin of Camemberts. “I’m enjoying talking. I talk too much. I must be starved for American company.”
“You have an exaggerated opinion of Americans.”
“Darius—” Rolf gave up and took a doubtful Camembert. He led Darius into a narrow aisle of fruit juices in foil bricks. Darius felt a heavy smile coming to rest on him and raised his eyes to it. “I have something to ask, but I don’t want to offend you,” Rolf began.
“Please. You can’t.”
“But I want to be clear—”
“You can’t offend me, I mean. Go ahead.”
“I just want to ask en passant—purely en passant, you understand… No. Let me say this about me instead. Ever since L’Ecole des Beaux Arts, or forever, really, people think I’m gay.”
Darius could see the but coming. “Oh.” He felt an automatic sensation of disappointment. Annoyance, too, because he was sure he hadn’t been thinking along those lines. “That’s not a problem, or—an issue. Really, I hadn’t even thought—”
“Tant mieux. Well. There we are, then. I am. Them thinking it taught me in a way.”
“Wait! You are? I’m confused.”
“I wanted to ask so I wouldn’t be thinking about it for ten days in my rustico.”
“Ask me, you mean?”
“Yes.”
They checked out without saying anything more. On the street, Darius took it up again. “Well, yes. Yes is the answer to what you were asking. But why? Did we ever talk about that before, you and I?”
“No. I only wanted to be clear.”
“But you thought you had to ask me. Not that I care if anybody thinks that about me. Or if I give off—”
“You sound French. They’re so extremely self-conscious. They hate getting cornered into their identity. They always have to be general. Then they all end up exactly the same, like those scooter boys at the café. But, no. You don’t give off le parfum gai, if that’s what you mean. It’s only—you remember when we had dinner with your mother in New Jersey?”
“Of course,” Darius said.
“You talked a lot about another boy.”
“I did?”
“Yes. A mathematician. So I assumed—it just struck me that way very clearly.”
“But that had been over—that hadn’t been going on for a long time at that point.” Darius frowned. They passed an African in a green jumpsuit who shunted soaked rags along a streaming gutter with his green plastic besom.
“Yes, well. Things are slow in life, no? Even me.” He looked down and gestured at himself so the bag of groceries swung like a pendulum. “It’s taken me so long—all my life—to become—” When Darius looked at him and suggested “Orange?” the German howled with laughter. Though even that was controlled. “Précisément! I have become orange. Finally!”
“And do you have a mathematician friend?” The din of voices and traffic seemed to increase in volume. Even the car horns had accents.
“Ah. No.” Rolf smiled.
 
 
When his mathematician, Alan Wilkinson, came to Paris for a fall visit and suggested an evening together, Darius was quick to take him up on it, happy to assume the role of helpful local connection for a change. Alan was freelancing for the review pages of the New Republic and half-regretfully laying the groundwork for a chatty career as an intellectual journalist. He lived on a pittance from his family in Virginia and a stipend from his frizzy-haired architect friend.
Timing was the critical issue of the evening. The plan was to meet a famous actress, in town to shoot a celebrity blue jeans commercial. The actress was dining early (jet-lag) with the books editor of Vogue and the Brazilian director hired to shoot her commercial. Meanwhile, Alan, Darius and the director’s gay brother’s close gay friend (but not lover) were having a drink at the Café Beaubourg. In fact, they were waiting for the actress to finish dinner. Then her party would meet up with the director’s gay brother, a runway model. The gay model brother would then call his close gay friend to tell him whether they were moving on to the actress’ suite at L’Hotel or to the Brazilian director’s girlfriend’s Gare du Nord photography studio, in which case Alan, Darius and the close gay friend would pop by and meet the actress. And they could retail a story about her over future drinks as they waited on future celebrities. It wasn’t much, but in the seller’s market for celebrity stories, it was worth cooling their heels for an hour or two. Alan had also dangled a possible meeting with Gore Vidal.
The conversation at the Café Beaubourg was heightened by anticipation, but they didn’t talk about the actress. In truth, they weren’t much interested in her. The close gay friend sat forward in a self-consciously masculine posture, elbows on knees. His hands loosely hoarded a whiskey on the low cocktail table. He was fascinated by Alan, who was acting a touch disdainful as usual. Alan often inspired a kind of contentious fascination. 
“I like stupid,” the close friend said, describing his ideal lover. He had a bookish, hatchet face with sinewy temples, and a receding chin that shouted meekness. But he wasn’t at all meek, apparently. He had a boxer’s aggressive jitters, which is to say everywhere but in his eyes. His stubbly red jaw looked swarthy in the streetlight coming through the window. “A stupid boy, mouth hanging open. That’s perfect.” His proud grin looked both menacing and weak. “Tristão and I had a brief thing at first. But even though he’s a model, he wasn’t stupid enough.”
Alan looked like he would rather have been anywhere else. The scheme to meet the actress embarrassed both him and Darius, though they were resigned to its importance. With a sigh, Alan inquired, “You hold that interior experience does or doesn’t exist without the ability to put it into words?”
“Oh, it does,” the close friend answered quickly. He reconsidered. “In a way, it does. It’s more—abstract for them.”
Eyeing his drink lest it spill, Alan slowly shot the cuff of one arm. Darius studied him, making low observations about Alan’s ultra-American style—saggy blazer, button-down, cuffed pants. Clothes got Darius remembering bodies and Alan’s surprisingly muscular back. This erotic thought rumbled like the Métro passing underneath them. 
Alan drawled, “You impute interior life to them based on their behavior? Or are you universalizing from your own inner experience?”
The close friend grinned again, clearly enjoying someone he considered up to his level. “There’s not much behavior to observe. They’re always wearing headphones. They’re dreaming of becoming DJ’s. There’s a total intellectual silence. Being with them is like going to a carnal library. Sh!” He eyed Darius briefly as if pointing to a for-example.
Unwillingly, Alan chuckled and drew back his head, a withdrawing mannerism of his whenever he laughed. 
Darius whispered, “I always hide being in love. You can hide lots of things.” The close friend paid no attention to Alan’s loyal sidekick. His beady-eyed stare never left Alan.
Outside, under the streetlight, Jayawarman VII looked like he’d closed his eyes in relief at the early-dinner ebbing of tourists. The cobblestones were wet. Since it hadn’t rained, Darius’s gaze ran along the pavement till he saw a green sprinkler truck lumbering toward the Boulevard de Sebastopol trailing a glittering bustle of spray.
The good friend was happy he’d made Alan chuckle. He let drop, “I’m a complete top. I wonder if that doesn’t privilege my own inner experience over the beloved’s? We’re like two paintings, me and this kid from the Ardennes I’m seeing now, or at any rate our inner lives are. I’m representational, highly realistic, and he’s an abstraction, messy—I don’t know—de Kooning?”
Alan shrugged. “But the kid has to be a lot better looking.”
The good friend smiled, pugnaciously immobile. Still staring at Alan, he took the tiny straw from his whiskey and stroked it dry. “Like de Kooning—or like nonsense. Like that ridiculous Colin Vail.”
With a slight motion of his head, Alan looked to Darius for comment.
“I grew up sleeping in his bed,” Darius explained. He laughed at how that sounded. “I mean, not with—”
The good friend’s eyebrows flexed dismissively. “I’m going to the Vail vernissage in a couple of days,” he interrupted. “So we’ll see.” He avoided argument, yielding to Kant’s insight that judgments of taste are necessarily both universal and unjustifiable. Darius, who smiled submissively, understood that principle too. Therefore he and the good friend subtly hated each other.
They actually did meet that famous actress in the end. She was amazingly nice and tiny. Her inviting smile made everyone feel famous along with her. But the earlier part of the evening—with Alan and the good friend—had made more of an impression on Darius. It left him miserable for some reason, and prey to weird fantasies of violence. The fantasies didn’t upset him. In the narrow case of violence, he had no trouble distinguishing the reality of the mind from the reality of the world. What was unexpected was so intense a rebellion against his settled self-image as a receding, masochist bottom. The fantasies felt like products of Oliver’s sick imagination. He half-wondered whether a similar inner rebellion had been what drove Oliver mad. 
 
 
 

23
OF COURSE, DARIUS had also gotten an invitation to the Vail vernissage. He didn’t go. It wasn’t about avoiding the good friend. The show was too important to him. He wanted to be alone with his master. Vail was someone in whose home he’d spent his whole life. Every time he entered or left it, he’d passed Vail’s suicide spot and tried to figure out how it was done. He didn’t want to suffer through a simpering evening of Ça j’adore and voici les recoins de l’imaginaire étrangement évertés.  
In momentous solitude, he pushed at the gallery’s glass door. The glassy reflected sky warped, but the door was locked. Darius frowned. He watched the swatch of sky wobble and still, blue enough to merit a sob of gratitude in other circumstances. Beyond the azure, a streaky shadow gestured at him. The door made a flatulent buzzing and Darius pushed it open. Cassie’s gallerist friend wasn’t there, only a well-dressed peon and an intense hush. The main room was filled with large, late Sam Francis paintings in screaming California colors. Darius thought he had the wrong gallery for a second. “Colleen Velle?” he asked the peon and was waved toward three smaller rooms.
Everything was there. A smile feathered his lips. He began with one of the six extant versions of The Battle of Desires and Bitternesses. This wasn’t the one that had been meant for him. But it, too, was dusty and woebegone, especially in contrast to the gallery’s spic-and-span whiteness. Blobs of glue showed. Corners of the cut-out magazine eyes along the pavilion interiors were unstuck and curling. The very shoddiness somehow added a tragic, human element that a critic had once insisted was missing from Vail’s fantasies. One after another, the assemblages seemed to fit back into him like old pieces of himself, both necessary and useless. 
He felt disappointment, too. Even before he’d finished looking, he sensed a purpose that had been driving him for a long time was now extinct. “Where do I go from here?” was the gist of it. Darius paused in the center of the third and largest room. He turned around. This room was full of drawings. A hygrograph sat on a white shelf. The pen had ceased recording on a roll of graph paper, its scratchy purple line about half complete. The cylinder had paused, or else the instrument was only there for show. The silence here was even deeper than it had been in the front room. Darius examined the hygrograph as if it were an unknown Vail work before glancing around him at the drawings again.
Over the years, Darius had become a bit of an expert on Vail. He knew the catalogue. He’d read all the books and articles. He looked down at the glossy page he’d taken from the peon’s desk on his way in. Turning to the English side of it, he read that the drawings were from the “collection of a gentleman.” There was no more information on them. If they were for sale, the prices weren’t listed. 
His slight confusion, the affront to his expertise, was the smallest part of the strange mental state Darius found himself in. As far as he knew, no Vail drawings existed. He frowned extravagantly. He thought the drawings were Vail-like at least. Several of them included small, skewed sketches of other works by Vail. Here was the early Madonna with Prell bottles and Mardi Gras beads which Darius had just looked at in the other room. Which he remembered from the basement in New Jersey. Here was a sketch of The Battle of Desires and Bitternesses from overhead. But recognizing bits and pieces didn’t make Darius believe any of the drawings were authentic. He was positive they weren’t.
He didn’t know what to call his state of mind. Not déjà vu. He had no memory of the drawings. None at all. At the same time, he thought he’d seen them before. What’s more—though memory still wasn’t involved—he could pick out with some confidence—here, here, here, here, here—a typical spastic line in pencil, tiaras with clumsy lozenge-shaped jewels and circular pearls, several awkward princesses in hoop skirts, their hair worn in a sixties flip—things had been his own particular artistic specialty as a child. Darius himself had defaced or collaborated on these drawings. They must have come from the New Jersey house.
Disoriented, his body didn’t seem to know what emotion it was going for. Doubting everything for a moment, his where-do-I-go-from-here hollowness returned along with anxiety that this whole journey to Paris was an oxbow in his life, an empty gesture, and that the true, unbearable pull on his life was coming from elsewhere. No, he was right. A workman must have taken them. Or Oliver. Stan? Not the housekeeper. Not Sohaila obviously. He remembered nothing.
Darius asked Rolf to come with him on a return visit to the show. Rolf was delighted to spend the day with his American friend. And when they got to the gallery, he was content to be watched closely as he examined the works on view. He smiled at Darius frequently, meaningfully, but said nothing about Vail or the work until he’d looked at everything. He sighed. “I’m asking myself, Is it a young taste? Some are still marvelous—the Madonna. But I’m a tiny bit let down. All of them together, they’re somehow less than I’d hoped.”
“What about the drawings?”
“Yes. I’ve never seen those. They’re strange. Almost like Basquiat. You know how he always has those men wearing crowns. And they’re sort of childish and disordered like him. But not as convincing.”
Darius was about to tell Rolf about recognizing his own work. He knew it would sound deranged, and he wasn’t sure he could convince Rolf that something was odd about the drawings. That Darius really had been involved. That they’d come from his basement. But the argument felt like too much trouble or too intimate a truth was involved. Anyway, he had no plans to expose the drawings, if they even needed to be exposed. Why would he? Instead, he retold Rolf about the bed and the basement and growing up with the afterimage of a suicide-by-hanging in his front hall. They strolled east along the quays, then up toward the Bastille along the wall of the great Caserne. Rolf said, for his part, he remembered nothing of Afghanistan but that his father had always talked about the fields of mustard. And hippies. And he said he wanted to go back to visit the Buddhas of Bamiyan. 
 
 
Darius saw the Vail show once more before it ended. That evening he ate alone. Around one a.m., he found himself stir-crazy and unable to sleep in his room at the Moderne. So he went to Le Trap to stare at California porn videos looping on a monitor over the bar. Immobile, staring, he got drunk so slowly he didn’t notice. 
Le Trap was a backroom bar on rue Jacob. Almost a sex club initially, the place had become a relic with the advent of AIDS. For now it endured, though it would close within the year. This being Paris, the possibility of actual death may have amped up the intense and decadent erotic electricity of the place. Apologizing for his French, Darius chatted with several people. A bear in a harness was unexpectedly genteel. A handsome blond had a Marquis de Something about him. His pallid skin resembled wax run under a broiler briefly. The resulting slippage didn’t look like age so much as melt. He was older but not old. He pinched Darius’s nipple very hard, eliciting shocked laughter, which was somehow also cozy. Darius thought he asked the bear, Can you believe this guy? Maybe he shot him an appalled side-eye instead of using words. Anyway, the bear looked unhappy for him and wore a censorious expression. Darius frowned back aggressively, and patted the blond sadist on his back as if to say, Don’t worry about him, you’re OK in my book.
By three or four, when he set off for the Moderne, his brain wasn’t functioning in the usual way. The drunkenness had gone underground in him. He felt almost sober, but in a very muddy way. He thought it might just be some momentous gassy belch building inside him. At first his thoughts wouldn’t stop. He couldn’t put a brake to his mind’s harassing riot of imagery, the sort that can give anybody an intimation of insanity. For one thing, he wasn’t sure whether he’d left Le Trap with the marquis or not. He’d intended to or wanted to or imagined doing so. But once he was on the street, the presence walking next to him didn’t have the solidity of a person. He didn’t think they were talking. His busy thoughts started going dark then restarting at full speed, which made it seem he was repeatedly waking up a little farther along on his walk. That was confusing. He was too nervous to turn to glance at his invisible companion. The Marquis’s footsteps might have been his own, echoing on the stony, deserted streets.
In his room, he undressed and staggered. More moments pattered out of existence like the centimes that sprayed from his pockets when he dug out his keys and wallet. “Ding, ding, ding,” he spoke for them, because they landed on carpet and hadn’t made a peep. “Whoa, big guy!” He felt over-full as if he’d been eating foam. He found himself masturbating on the bed. He heard a voice repeating something, but that didn’t make him stop in shame or cover up. His hearing was peculiar. That he could be unconscious, sexual, and sick simultaneously—triple-bodied like Geryon—fascinated him. His mind churned on. He rolled over on the bed as if pretending to be a couple. Almost without him noticing, sperm from one of his bodies arced out, the usual youthful explosion onto the chocolate curtains. The most comical of body fluids, it made great white clown tears. A glyphic thought, sadness, came to Darius as he stared at the tears. He mouthed, “I’m so aggrieved you’re here.” 
The intermittent darknesses went on and on. Spent penis in his fist, he felt the last oozing of semen separate like salad dressing, the watery part trickling off his abdomen. Then darkness. He was unable to move. The marquis in his black T-shirt detached himself from the curtain. He was standing over Darius. 
This had to be a waking REM state, Darius figured. He couldn’t raise his arm or open his fist to take the Oscar statuette that the famous actress and Jayawarman VII were trying to hand him. It’s heavy! Whoa, really incredibly heavy! REM state, maybe, but Darius also felt a sort of unconsciousness paradoxically keeping him from sleep. Perhaps he got his fingers to twitch like a half-crushed ant. He probably had a fever. He went dark again.
With the worst headache of his life, Darius awoke to an interior debate. He held himself impossibly still in the bed. The stillness was so perfect his body couldn’t sense anything for certain. Feelings of illness or pain might be imaginary. He avoided deep breaths. But his heart raced. His thoughts toggled from one position to the other. No one had been with him in his room last night. Yes, the marquis really had been here and had—sort of—raped him. He remembered nothing. But then he argued to himself that he hadn’t remembered the Vail drawings, and he certainly hadn’t been drugged during his childhood. Eventually, when he allowed himself the first slight motion, sensations throughout his body forced him to abandon the innocent alternative. He was bitterly angry, overwhelmed by screaming anger as he pried himself from the bed and staggered to the commode to piss in clench-jawed silence. All grim resignation. He drank from the faucet until he regurgitated water and bile. He swore. After the toilet, the bidet, then the shower.
 
 
It so happened that Iran got into the World Cup that year. In exile, Reza Pahlavi published some palaver about the team’s achievement in the International Herald Tribune. Darius showed the vacuous article to Rolf and said, more in sorrow than in anger, “They’re not really a good family, you know. The Pahlavis. Arrivistes.” He shrugged. He couldn’t have been more transparent. 
Darius noticed he’d begun to sound a touch bitchy or bitter sometimes. This darker shading of his manners didn’t seem to have anything to do with his most recent aristocratic encounter with the marquis. Indeed Darius refused to search for interior transformation, or for possible deep feelings in himself at all.
With a repressed smile, Rolf indulged what he took to be Darius’s New World snobbery about the Pahlavis. He concluded that Darius somehow felt his adoption made him inadequate. As a matter of irony, it now came out that Rolf was, properly speaking, the Graf von Hartzfeldt-Trachtenberg. (And that wasn’t even the good side of the family.) His mother’s Swabian ancestors had been Crusaders. Rolf’s real name wasn’t Rolf. It was Rudolfus. He kept all of this secret as part of his arduous effort to become orange. 
Darius couldn’t conceive of hating being a count, or a marquis for that matter. But he pretended to act embarrassed by his enthusiasm for aristocracy. Rolf cast him a jaded look and explained how obsequious grade school teachers had tried to drill into him the importance of his heritage. They chalked his full name and title across the blackboard for the whole class to read. His younger brother, in contrast, had terrorized fellow eight-year-olds with regal threats of torture or decapitation. “Rolf, honestly, that’s probably healthier,” Darius told him. “I bet I would have done the same.” 
Darius had been able to truss up the memory of rape in his mind. This wasn’t entirely unlike extinguishing consciousness of Alan Wilkinson’s rejection in New York. Of course, he was terrified for his health at first, until a blood test came out negative for HIV. And he supposed he was feeling the inevitable self-dislike. But the testing, the hatred, guilt and vengeful fantasies all transpired in perfect darkness, quarantined from the tick-tock of the world and, nearly, from personal awareness. But he no longer spent the occasional evening prowling the bowels of the mall at Les Halles for Arab hustlers as he’d done at first. He put an end to that life. He even indulged in a kind of Magdalene sobriety.
With rigor, he embraced fond daytime life with Rolf. Between them, a freshet of bright talk about art and politics burbled continually. Rolf took the liberal side. Darius liked the brutal, libertarian slant. As fascism was politics aestheticized, his libertarianism was politics made psychological. He wasn’t thinking about the social contract. Or people’s lives. Or other people.
Darius and Rolf’s slashing critiques of art aligned much better. They started to see each other almost every day. The days themselves got longer. Sex, eventually, was pastel for Darius. More intense for Rolf, perhaps. 
Rolf had finished his studies at the Beaux Arts. While Darius was content to drift, his friend made elaborate plans and junked them time and again. He wanted to leave Paris. He wanted to move to New York. With his thoughtless, tender availability, Darius was holding him back. Rolf’s roommates, Roger-Pôl and Moktar, on the other hand, were goading him to leave if only to escape the drama of their tedious, ever-thwarted love affair. Moktar was straight. Roger-Pôl was a chivalrous fantasist. 
An ocean apart from Sohaila and Stan and Oliver, Darius wasn’t so far from them at all. He tolerated Sohaila’s embarrassing construction that he was “trying to find himself.” Real orphan though he was, the great cord of his life ran straight back, taut as ever, to Oliver and to Oliver’s pot of gold and to the Qajar daydream, never sufficiently put to bed.
During his years in Paris, Darius tried the Cedar Street place by phone and by letter several times. He talked to his mother weekly. Sohaila began to doubt Oliver’s fortune, a relief for her. “He never sees bankers. He has no office. You know what he’s like. It doesn’t seem plausible.” But slowly, money started becoming a problem for her. The sums involved were large—insurance, taxes on the house, so it was hard to see trouble coming. The absurd warren of savings and checking accounts and money market funds in which she kept the money Oliver had settled on her was as difficult to navigate as ever, but happy discoveries were becoming rare. Unlike Sohaila, Stan didn’t want to give up on the pursuit. His investigator claimed he’d unearthed filings on Mather Capital. So the firm at least existed. 
Stan found work as a nurse/phlebotomist at a clinic for the blind. During one three-way call on Sohaila’s birthday, he dominated the conversation. He’d discovered the key to the American work ethic, he said. “I think no other eastern European will understand this. It’s sinister really. It’s all about schizophrenia. You must act cheerful and humble, but you must also foster ruthlessness in your heart. Europeans naïvely think Americans really are naïve, but they’re not. Nor are they exactly deceivers. What they are is deliberately insane.” 
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THE FOLLOWING FALL, Stan called Darius and announced, with obscure laughter, that he was in Paris. He’d picked up his mother in Romania and brought her here to visit a specialist. She was ailing. The tourists had tapered off. Paris had a stretch of fine, warm fall weather to enjoy. Stan was oddly cagey about the hotel he and his mother were staying at (“a place of no character”), but he picked tony, two-star La Guirlande de Julie on Place des Vosges for dinner. 
Stan intercepted Darius under the arcade where the restaurant had tables set up. It was the last gasp of summer before everything moved indoors. He looked scruffier than Darius remembered, more the wild-eyed revolutionary, not someone you’d want sticking you with needles unless you were blind. Black and gray hairs straggled down his hollow cheeks and throat as if the old Van Dyke had started to metastasize. After a fanatical smile of greeting, he confided, “I have serious news, Darius. But not for right away. Come.” 
“Stan!” Darius protested. The last thing he wanted was Carpathian drama. But he followed.
Despite the warmth, a strong wind was rising. Many of the diners who’d taken tables outdoors looked like they regretted it. Stan threaded his way through the crowd with absurd bows to strangers. Darius wondered whether his outgoing flourishes meant he was nervous. Once, Stan paused, leaned back and whispered loudly, “If you talk English, they think you’re rich. We can behave as badly as we like.” Darius had been in Paris long enough to know nearly all the diners around them spoke English. Half of them were probably well-behaved Americans.
“Shut up,” Darius breathed. He was about to complain about the “serious news” tease, when Stan pointed to their table, the most tucked-away. A dowdy, grim-looking woman in a gray suit raised her eyes. Evidently Stan’s mother. Her sharp-browed makeup job didn’t fit her lumpish face. Nor did the too-tight suit fit her body. But she seemed to have a firm idea of how one turns oneself out in Paris. Her smile was mousey, dangerous, unfelt and vanished quickly after introductions had been pantomimed. She lowered her eyes. She patted one of the chairs. When Darius made a move toward it, her plump, pointy-fingered hand waved him away. Stan grinned in delight. “My mother,” he announced to the restaurant at large and took the seat she’d reserved for him.
Stan seemed to find perverse pleasure in the awkwardness of his mother’s presence. At the same time, he ignored her. He draped a pink napkin across his lap with giddy grandiosity. Chin up, he surveyed the crowd, though the other tables were largely blocked by one of the arcade piers. Whenever a strong gust of wind swept past, a general clattering arose as diners flinched to pin down linen, scarves, l’addition and hair.
Notwithstanding possible job-induced weight loss and red-rimmed eyes, Stan looked immensely satisfied. “A fancy-fancy place,” he judged, rubbing thumb and fingertips together. “You see how I treat you, Darius? For you—anything!”
“Who knew you were so—” Darius began, in spite of himself. He held back for the old woman’s sake, though it looked like she didn’t speak English. His snarky tone of voice was a recent acquisition. Every time he heard it coming out of him, he wondered what disappointment was turning his manners so bitter.
“That I was so—?” Stan wondered, enjoying being needled and needling. “That such largesse runs in my veins?” He pronounced largesse with a strong French accent. “Darius, I do know one thing. I know that you think your mother and I are greedy. I know this. Principally, you think it of me!” Dramatically, he splayed the fingers of one hand across his shirtfront. “It’s not true. I don’t understand why Americans must always laugh when anyone dares to claim, It’s not about the money. I have no idea of this, because—”
“Stan, do you think this is the right moment?”
Feigning to look around him for eavesdroppers, Stan leaned back expansively and went on. “Because it’s never about money. How can it be? What’s money? Money’s nothing.” His expression became kind for a moment. “I’ll tell you something. Your mother loves your father. I have no worry saying this myself. Notice, I say loves, present tense.”
“Stan, come on—”
“Of course, she did love him. Exotic, stern. You don’t think of that, do you? That we of the exotic east could find the WASP exotic? But even now, she loves—”
“Stan, let’s not talk about this right now.” Darius looked pointedly at Stan’s mother. Facetious though his tone was, all dark, half-swallowed vowels, Stan was serving up the only subject that mattered, the one Darius had tried to avoid all this time. Anything to do with his father had a premium reality that made the rest of his life look like a silly, dusty, glue-spotted Vail assemblage, or something equally airy-fairy.
Stan leaned across the table toward Darius. “She can’t hear a word we say.” His foreknuckle chucked her tenderly on a jowl. Her gaze wandered back to the table. Her unpleasant smile returned for a moment. Then she looked out at the park again with its chess-like array of pollarded trees. Only the far corner of the Place glowed with a farewell polygon of yellow sunlight. The old woman carefully pulled a gray lock from the corner of her mouth. “She’s almost totally deaf. Especially in this wind.” Stan smiled. To prove his point, he visibly tried to think of something appalling to say and came up with “vulva,” which he pronounced loudly and distinctly. (That got a glance and raised eyebrows from an English-speaking diner.)
“All right. Then, what’s the news?” Darius challenged him.
“No, Darius. This is too serious for right away,” Stan replied, and he really did look serious. “Let us enjoy the fading glory of Western culture!”
“Fading? Paris has never been more beautiful or more put together. Everybody says it.”
“You see. It’s too much. It burns the most brightly at the very last moment. When all the fuel is spent.”
The wind had blown a corner of the tablecloth over their butter plates and wine glasses. Tugging it back into place, Darius shrugged. “How’s Mom?”
“As beautiful and as tender, as loving and—” Stan rhapsodized, looking at his own mother. She was watching the pollards, which shuddered like tuning forks as ochre dust devils ran among them. “You know, we went to Colorado, your mother and I. I saw a lovely thing. At this same hour, sunset, a doe disappearing—just walking, not running—dapple, dapple, dapple into a grove of aspen. I said, That deer reminds me of you, dear. She’s always so lovely and elusive, your mother. Never alarm, never loss of dignity. Though she has been very wounded—more than you can know by—ah, well.”
He talked all through dinner. But he didn’t return to Sohaila or Oliver. As each dish was served, he took one studious, super-critical bite. He did the same with Darius’s dishes, and with his mother’s for whom he’d ordered. But after the one bite, he devoured everything on his plate with happy gourmandise. Still, he talked, assaulting the table with emphatic fingers and elbows. The table kept tipping.
Darius kept a footman-like eye on everything. He saved a Bordeaux glass when the wind nearly toppled it. He tried to keep the flouncing tablecloth in order with his hands and knees. The wind had gotten much worse. One party relocated inside, and others were hurrying to finish. Great helices of dust, as tall as the trees, rose from the park’s earthen walkways. At the same time an unusual smattering of stars had come out in the almost ultramarine darkness directly overhead.
As Stan talked on and on, Darius was irritated by what seemed Stan’s chattering obliviousness to Place des Vosges, Paris, himself, the whole world. But he finally caught the Romanian’s eyes and realized Stan was actually observing—silently, as it were—even while he was emitting great plumes of speech to rival the plumes of dust in the park. Stan was smiling at Darius as if he knew all about the boy’s martyred self-control, knees pinning the tablecloth, a toe against the tipping table leg. Stan became even more uproarious and needling. He didn’t seem to mean any of it unkindly.
Stan came back to the eternal subject, pouting into the dregs of his Graves. “Your father is a remarkable man, do you know this?” His knife went vertical. “I have a theory. My theory is that Oliver began to lose his mind on purpose. On purpose! Then later, sadly, it got away from him. On purpose. Why would he do this? Because he was a searcher. As you are. Searching for—mmm—meaning, basic things, all that. His life had no needs or desires. It lacked them so completely, his only option was to begin thinking boldly in outlandish ways. To look where no one would look. Ta-da! It sounds banal. Almost, but it isn’t.”
Darius listened, his toe flexing against the table leg. He didn’t interrupt. The old facetious smile flickered but Stan was sincere about his theory. This was the man who’d given Darius a print of the Pollice Verso gladiators with a big wink when Darius was still a boy. He wasn’t as clueless as Sohaila and Oliver were. It was worth listening.
“And, according to my theory, this is why he had to have flyers, always flyers, from everywhere. Was he looking for a deal? Of course not. No. Nothing to do with that. The question is—why not books, properly issued by the publishing companies? Or newspapers, which madmen especially love? Why not? No. They couldn’t be books or newspapers. Nothing from the normal world would work for him. They had to be flyers and handouts, because flyers come from below, from outside the system. You see? He would take the flyers looking for secret, crazy messages from outside.”
“And what was he looking for—d’après toi?” Darius asked. His discomfort came out as affectation. 
“The craziness! It’s not obvious? Of course it is. Darius, your father was never permitted to be a human being. He was identical to his money, and money has the lowest entropy of anything. He needed to do things, explode, spread out. Spend! But the only way he saw to do it was by becoming crazy. Where do you think all that money came from?”
“His grandfather.”
“Correct. And even before that, there were Dutchmen in Albany doing whatever it is that Dutchmen do with beavers. (Dutchmen have the lowest entropy of any modern people, you know, Darius, except for Finns.) Funny—is it not?—to think your money, ultimately, had its source in the beaver. All of us have our source in beaver.” He glanced sadly at his mother. “But you—whose money came from beaver—well, you probably came from beaver, too, like the rest of us. But because you’re adopted, we can’t say this for sure. Not one hundred percent. Is that distasteful? If so, I’m sorry. But, yes, it was the grandfather capitalist who made his gilded age pile of money. By the time Oliver came along, what was there? No beavers, no herds, no railroads, no farms, no factories, nothing but stocks and bonds. Everything had been reduced. Low entropy! So what did poor little rich boy Oliver have in the end? This fantastic potentiality was all he had, all he ever knew. Rich Americans are the saddest of all. His life is waiting to happen, but like all Americans, he must snigger at every unreality except unreal money. He is in a loop! This sniggering, by the way, is true even of nice Christian Americans, because they, with the usual schizo American insanity, have more faith in money than in God! It is why we simpleton Europeans are far more religious! We don’t go to church, because it actually matters to us—like children!—that there’s no God. But! Darius. As unhappy and—I’m sorry—pathetic as he is, your father is, or was, in a small way, a brilliant man. Because he was a sniggering American, and yet he wanted to turn his money into something through his craziness. This, I’m afraid, was not possible for him. Even though he had this great insight, a truly great insight, it wasn’t possible. We are all so weak in the end, no? Even you.”
Darius refused to buy into any of this. He tried a smart-alecky retort, but his voice surprised him when it came out, tremulous, almost whining, “All the same, you and Mom seem pretty interested in money. For something you think is unreal. I’m not accusing, but—”
Stan smiled. Barely ironical, certainly not offended. “That’s the money in you talking, Darius. You’ll have to be very careful, I think. Snigger, snigger, I hear it. You decided to come here to run away from it all, exactly like Oliver trying to go crazy. Maybe it will work in your case. I don’t know.” He heaved a great sigh and pinched at a leaf fragment the wind had gusted into his water glass. Darius batted a corner of the tablecloth back between his knees. “But sadly, Darius, none of us will last. So even our deepest thoughts are just scribbles. I know this because a bacterium is being genetically engineered, or perhaps it already has been—nanotechnology, you know?—and it will be released, and—it’s rather simple—this entire planet will turn to sludge. All this dust made me think of it. I read a book by a great expert, Eric Drexler.”
The change of subject was so abrupt, Darius thought Stan was setting up a joke.
But Stan insisted. “Yes, yes, yes. Say, they’ve finally made the bacterium to eat oil spills, to clean them up, but very soon, what will they eat? All carbon? Poof! Exponential reproduction, and within days the entire biosphere will become like—what?—like ash, phlegm? I don’t know. Just a nothingness, no people, no animals, trees, plants, fungi. Poof. It may have started this morning. I’m not sure.”
Stan didn’t try to make his absurd vision of imminent doom seem plausible, or even arguable. So Darius laughed. “You sound almost like Dad talking about poison gas or something, Stan. Happy Armageddon! I like the concept. We’re going to be overrun with man-eating bacteria in a few days.” Chuckling, he imagined aloud the headlines, “Infection Earth! Y2K a blip next to this!”
“Darius,” Stan said rather quietly. Darius didn’t notice at once that—stranger and stranger—the Romanian was hurt or angry. “I know you think Bucharest is backwards. And I’m a histrionic Slav. But I’m almost a scientist—nurse. You don’t believe my story? Yes, the bacterium is out there. Yes, it will eat up the world. I’m a serious person. I know this.”
“Eat up the world? Stan, I’m sorry. Listen to yourself.”
Sighing, acting very much defeated, Stan took out his credit card. “Snigger, snigger! You have no awe.”
Darius batted down the tablecloth again, blinking and rubbing his eyes when he was spritzed by dust. He had a slightly wobbly sensation in his chest, which he sometimes got when he thought he may have won an argument but wasn’t entirely sure he was right. He was convinced by now that the “serious news” Stan had to impart had never existed. Another of Stan’s manipulative fantasies. 
Darius felt a wave of pity for the man, watching him help his mother rise with ragged dignity. The only diners remaining were sheltering behind an arcade pier. The table itself lurched and clattered. A waiter hurried over, made their flapping tablecloth into a sack and carried all their dishes away together. Stan’s mother held her lapels, her hair, her hem against the wind. 
Orienting himself with one pointing arm like a scarecrow, Stan judged his hotel was straight across the park in the direction of Bastille. Halfway into the square’s rising windstorm, it occurred to him that he’d forgotten his credit card. He twined his mother’s arm around Darius’s, squeezed them both and waved them across the park. He said he’d catch up. He had to raise his voice.
The old woman pressed her bosom against Darius for a moment, but as soon as Stan was gone, she disengaged, pointlessly dusted her suit, shielded her eyes and tottered forward, her palms warding Darius off as they had before.
The wind was so strong now, Darius was alarmed for her. Occasional gusts gave him a hint of weightlessness. Gigantic whorl after whorl of dust rose into a yellowish fog, all the more impenetrable because it was dark now. Only the floodlit mansards of the Pavillon de la Reine—or was it du Roi?—were visible above the layer of dust. And a few wan stars remained at the sky’s zenith. Darius kept having to shut his eyes against the dust. Head lowered, the old woman staggered off at her own azimuth. His eyes reopening with a fluttering squint, Darius realized Stan’s mother had disappeared. 
His heart pounded. He hurried a step or two forward. He scanned the ground all around in case she’d fallen. The first figure he made out in the cloud was gangly Stan. The dust clogged his beard, so he looked red-haired like Odysseus. He had to shout to be heard above the wind. “What, have you lost my mother?”
Darius yelled No but started calling, “Madame Constantinescu!” 
Stan hit him on the shoulder. “Don’t be an idiot,” he yelled, pointing at his ear. “This is like a sandstorm,” he complained, trying to stay calm. “Why did you let go of her? She isn’t well.” Stan was turning his head, and Darius saw, or imagined he saw, not fear, but wild love. Something he hadn’t expected from Stan. 
It was a relief to Darius that he spotted her first. She was sitting on the edge of the fountain, looking like a statue, her suit reddening to the color of sandstone. Her jacket was pulled up over her hair, and her hand was making its only gesture, not warding them off but the opposite, this time.
Not long after rescuing her, Darius waited downstairs in an unpleasantly cozy hotel lobby while Stan got his mother settled in bed. The lobby was really too small for the meticulous clerk to ignore Darius politely, but he did so anyway. Darius examined a huge engraving of The Tennis Court Oath (the unclothed version). The wind hurled bits of this and that against the windows. Curtains resembling old candlewick bedspreads had been pulled closed.
Stan loped in and apologized, sounding more natural than he had all night. “I’m sorry about her. She’s not well. Before, it was blood cancer, now the start of pancreatic cancer, I’m afraid. So, yes, what can we—? I know it was tedious. I really did want to see you and not just to be carrying a message.” His stare took on a touch of his usual Slavic irony. “I have no dislike at all for your lifestyle, you know.”
“I know, Stan.”
The room was so small that once Stan took a seat, he could easily drum his fingers on Darius’s knees. He actually did this as a sort of flirtatious prelude to business. He then leaned back and crumpled his dusty beard into his shirtfront. “It’s not quite an emergency. He’s fine. Well, I think he’s not exactly fine—I mean, other than the mind, which is obviously not fine. I think he may have—I’m not sure what. No more than bruises probably. That’s all beside the point.”
“He was in an accident.”
“No,” Stan said crisply. “Let’s say, for him, he’s fine. Which is—he’s back in that disgusting hole he lives in downtown.”
“But it’s a huge place. I thought it seemed clean enough. And safe, I guess.”
Stan eyed him skeptically. “Darius, did you notice he’s blacked out the windows?”
Darius tried to remember. “I think the shutters were closed. He hasn’t blacked them out.”
“Darius, what is it—oilcloth? Or what photographers used to use. I don’t know. He’s blacked them out.”
“You were there?”
“Ah yes. That’s why I have to talk with you. This is the news. Your father got into very serious trouble. He was arrested. And before you—” his hand made a blessing to silence the boy. “You weren’t told, because we didn’t know until the whole thing was over. So why have a phone call? I was coming over to visit, and blah, blah, blah.”
His breath shuddering, Darius said, “OK. You say he’s fine.”
“Fine. Yes. Here is what happened. Your father—this is interesting—it seems he did leave his apartment every so often. Maybe to conduct business. Who knew? I’ve figured out that he can take the C or the A train to Penn and then Amtrak to Philadelphia where the family bank moved. Easy, so who knows? Anyway, after making one of his mysterious trips, he is returning on the C or A train to his hole. I can’t remember which line it was. C, perhaps. About his mysterious business, I make no comment.” He shrugged, dropping a long, meaningful look. “He is coming home on the C train, let us say. And there is a young woman standing next to him, wearing tights, I believe, and some Tarzan/Jane bit of suede that passes for a skirt. So the madman—I’m sorry—but the madman Oliver is sitting here below her.” Stan’s head tipped to the left, his chin still resting on his shirtfront. His eyes rolled up to the paired tulip-glass shades of a sconce on the wall over Darius’ head. “And God knows what’s in that man’s mind! He reaches out and grabs her—very aggressively, I understand—between the legs. This—in his defense—I can almost understand, because if one is heterosexual, you understand, this area, this little mound with vulva is insanely ergonomic for the hand. And yet, obviously, it’s forbidden. The girl, dressed like that—not to be anti-feminist—is not at all shy about screeching and making such a commotion that the brute stockbrokers on all sides assault Oliver and drag him from the car at the next stop. Which is City Hall or very close. And from there, police headquarters. And from there—I don’t know—the Tombs, probably, also very close down there. You see?”
“He was in jail?” Darius closed his eyes.
“He was in jail. The whole intake procedure. One of them even makes the famous one phone call for him. Lucky for Oliver he has a very evil lawyer friend who jumps on top of them and is able to get him home the next day. All during this fiasco, incidentally, I think no one realized what they had in Oliver—a mysterious WASP zillionaire with his nutty subway trips on unknown business.”
“First of all, if it’s who I think it is, his lawyer isn’t evil. He’s great. He’s loyal and he’s a very decent—” 
Stan’s gaze finally fell. “Perhaps. I thought he was utterly heartless—”
“Stan. He’s not. He was great to me.”
“Whatever. I think you have too boundless a liking for men, maybe. I thought him a skunk, false, grinning. But he performed his machinations very well indeed, and the affronted woman dropped charges. I’m certain a lot of money was involved. Also certain that she had very weak lawyers on her side for them not to discover who Oliver was and go after him in court seeking much, much more. If it had come to a trial, the whole thing—also for your mother—would have broken open, because I’m fairly sure the issue of competence would have come up. This is something the divorced wife cannot think about. Though the son, perhaps—”
“You think I should try to get him declared incompetent?”
“No. I don’t say. He is incompetent, this we all know. But to be declared? I don’t say. I’m not at all sure, for one thing, if that would solve the problem for Sohaila. Would it be retroactive to the time of the divorce or before? I don’t think so. It could make things harder for her.”
“Do you think she’s ready to sue on her own account?”
“No. She’s only nervous and sad. I would like it, as you know.”
“Jesus. What are you suggesting I do?”
“Darius.” He smiled. “I’m not. I’m the messenger. You have to be told about this. I don’t know what your interests are, so I couldn’t say.”
Darius wasn’t prepared for Stan not to be manipulative. “Just off the top of your head. Really. What do you think?”
“You could go home. You could—do the opposite, vanish, go off on your own. Ignore us all. You could—” Stan’s expression of thought turned into a shrug. “I don’t know.” He shook his head.
“Are you avoiding recommending anything because of some legal—I don’t know—caution about the future? Your future?” Darius couldn’t believe how harsh he sounded. He hadn’t meant anything so accusatory to come out. The look of suspicion, almost fear, he could feel on his face, made it seem his most primitive nature had risen to the surface—as if he were just waking up again, enraged, after his night with the Marquis.
Stan couldn’t help but smile gently. “No, Darius. No, Darius. Think of your future. You’re steeped—steeped—in this idea of money.”
Even angrier, his voice rising unselfconsciously, Darius blurted out, “Stan, you’re the one who’s been fighting for it! What have I done? I’m telling you, I’ve never given a shit about all that.” He almost panted. “Seriously. Practically. What would you do?”
“I’m not playing a game, Darius. I’m not like you. What I would do in your place—what does it matter? You’re not me. I’m not you.”
“Just tell me.”
“No,” Stan clucked with perfect poise. Again, not unkindly. “No.”
 
 
To Rolf, they had become a couple. More or less. To Darius, not quite. He was conscious of sheltering with Rolf from everything the Marquis or Oliver represented. Rolf wanted to move to New York, but he also wanted to be near Darius, and for a long time he’d put his life on pause. He sometimes raised the possibility of them going together. His friend, Severine, had a Manhattan apartment she was willing to sublet to them. Soon after his evening with Stan, Darius finally consented. That is, he consented in his heart. He said nothing to Rolf at first, but the decision had been made, instantaneously and in perfect secrecy. He would go back to New York. For several days he seemed to hold Rolf’s future in his hands, a power that should have filled him with guilt, whether or not it was the future Rolf most desired.
The millennium New Year came a few months later. It seemed like it should be celebrated in a particularly memorable way. Rolf invited Darius, his roommates, Severine and two of her sporty American girlfriends to spend the holiday in Switzerland at his family rustico, which turned out to be several of them—old stone shepherds’ huts—on the narrow terraces of the country’s wild but ultra-cultivated crags. The huts had been joined together and remodeled in the fifties. A pool had been put in. Far below, Lago Maggiore twisted out of sight between other tremendous mountains, which condensed into existence every morning and dissipated every night. 
The place had its own, odd high-altitude season of hot, almost microwave, sunlight and frigid shadow. While it was warm enough to eat outside bundled in a sweater, under the table your hands went numb. The daytime gibbous moon was an icy filigree, its maria the same pale blue-gray as the sky.
On December twenty-ninth, they were snowbound. The dizzying mountain switchbacks were impassable under several feet of snow. Even the Swiss would be hard-pressed to clear it for a day or two. In high spirits, a group of them headed down the mountain in the morning and returned at dusk with food and a magnum of Champagne bearing the festive label, “Édition Deux Mille.”
Roger-Pôl’s friend, Moktar, though he was barely twenty, was an important figure in Mauritanian exile politics. He had to answer his cell phone constantly, coughing out the inevitable invocation to Allah before settling down to political conspiracy. Darius enjoyed the atmosphere of intrigue. 
On the second snowbound day, the Mauritanian made them tea with elaborate ceremony. He confessed his goals: to abolish slavery in his country, to establish true democracy there, to become the president. With lovely, unnecessary motion, his slender fingers fussed over little juice glasses of tea. This Saharan tea ceremony was taking place in Heidi’s own inglenook in the Alps, while on the terrace outside, next to the tarped, kidney-shaped pool, Severine and her two girlfriends shrieked as they built a sexually explicit snowman. The futuristic jumble of people and cultures felt melancholy like a Sade song. 
Despite his straightness, Moktar barely deigned to notice the girls. Perhaps he’d had problems with women ever since his father, the king, had introduced him to sex with a slave when he was twelve years old.
Even the tea ceremony was interrupted by a phone call. Moktar had been waiting all weekend to hear from Doha for a live interview with Al Jazeera. Those elegant fingers propped the cell phone to his ear: “Wa ʿalaykumu s-salam.” He bowed to the tea drinkers, withdrawing to another room.
Darius, although his Qajar connection was imaginary, was giddy with all the aristocracy bouncing around the rustico. He looked a little dreamy after Prince Moktar had gone. He smiled at Count Rudolfus, who frowned back suspiciously but maintained his perfect, impenetrable manners. 
When the German talked politics or had his late morning Bloody Mary, he could become exuberant, overbearing even, until the flicker of manners came over him. Then, a sad or frustrated caution showed in his eyes. Darius wondered whether the inhibition was just post-1945 Germanness. Like a lot of Germans of his generation, Rolf claimed he wasn’t very German at all. But he had a streak of the national literal-mindedness, a Teutonic slowness to grasp silly fun (which is as tender when it’s tender as it is scary when it’s scary). 
Darius decided it was being an aristocrat that caused Rolf’s restraint. If such a thing as good breeding could last from the Crusades to now and still matter, still be noticeable, however faintly, it almost made you believe in eternity. Always a welcome belief for Darius. The most welcome one. 
When the Count smiled drily, as he did when Prince Moktar bowed to them, the sharp corners of his wide mouth curled up in an expression that was—though you didn’t recognize it at once because Rolf didn’t have those traits—arrogant, even cruel. Perhaps the traits were fossilized in him. Part of the allure of his kindliness was an ancestral capability to become a monster.
Darius and Rolf had decided to feed the apple scraps from last night’s tarte tatin to a neighbor’s dwarf goats in a barn several terraces down. When they got there, they had to elbow aside an aggressive alpaca so the bleating, shaggy dwarves trotting in excited circles could get their fair share of brown apple skins. Rolf hugged the alpaca, immobilizing it while the dwarves finished eating. With a Count’s hard-to-recognize bashfulness—it looked like severity toward the alpaca—Rolf brought up the issue of his future. He admitted, “I have this slight Departure from Cythera depression about it, but—” He released the animal and straightened.
“Meaning Cythera is like childishness, childish things?”
“I don’t think I’ve been childish during my time in Paris,” Rolf countered with dignity.
“I’m probably thinking more of my own case,” Darius appeased—honestly, as it happened.
“But I don’t think I want to hold off leaving any longer.”
“I get it. Even for me, I see how this is the perfect moment. All of our information is going to get erased, right? Y2K,” he added with weak irony. “A fresh start.”
“You might be finished here yourself, then? You would go back?” Hardly breathing, Rolf tacked on, “I wonder?”
“My father—”
With repressed eagerness Rolf interrupted. He mentioned Severine’s news about the Manhattan loft. She was now being sued by the landlord, who wanted to get rid of all the tenants and renovate the building. But New York had loft laws. A pro bono artist’s attorney had tied the whole thing up for a year at least. After that, going to New York wouldn’t be as easy. And a U.N. opportunity Rolf’s father had lined up wouldn’t last forever. So perhaps as a temporary arrangement? Darius smiled and reached up to touch Rolf’s shoulder. He had already decided, of course. He knew Severine’s loft was a mere few blocks from Oliver’s “hole” on Cedar Street. 
On December thirty-first, a neighbor’s son came to plough the drive, tires jangling with chains, Eminem blasting from the cab. That night they broke out the magnum of champagne. In sweaters, overcoats, holding flutes in gloved hands, they waited for midnight on the terrace, drunkenly warm, eyes weeping from the cold. At the all-important millennium, fireworks piddled from several spots in the mountains and along the black lake, which reflected the glittering, languorously collapsing trails of sparks. 
Church bells started ringing along the valley in glorious relay. This was as spectacular as the fireworks had been sad. The obvious accents of eternity, not faith, exactly, but the gesture of it, could be heard in the broken, wiry-sounding notes and in the imagined creak of timber leaping through the icy air before the laggard bass tones came rolling on. At the brink of heaven up there, at the ragged margin of the world amid romantic crags, everything seemed lovely and eternal to Darius. But part of his weeping pleasure—this was clear even to him—was in not being alone, or in being as close as he could get to not being alone. The mountain and the bells were poignantly beautiful, and—He shivered under his heavy coat.
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JEANETTE PAUL WORE a point-hemmed black smock top and black stretch pants. She clickety-clicked auburn-painted nails on the fake stick shift. She recognized her beast of an emotion through the behavior of other drivers. After getting on the New Jersey Turnpike, she was thrown into a nervous rage by the flashy lane-changing of drug dealers or party-bound off-duty lawyers or whoever they were, speeding toward the Holland Tunnel and Manhattan on a Saturday afternoon. She slowed on purpose, forcing faster cars to pass. Annoyed heads turned when they passed her. Her dog-in-the-manger pokiness didn’t seem to fit with the character of her car, which was black with a large spoiler and a huge red bird of prey painted on the hood.
Jeanette could make out the jets lined up to land at Newark. Loosely strung diamonds, they wavered in the hot air sheeting from below. The queue shelved north and ever higher over a ground-hugging pumpkin haze. Only the closest diamonds were visibly jets, ghostly except for their quavering lights, which became double, quadruple as they neared. They seemed too tiny and transitory to be carrying passengers inside, passengers craning their necks, nervously flexing their thighs at the jolting of screw gears, chewing gum, putting sneakers back on, wishing they’d peed. Least of all could Jeanette connect her son, Barry, to one of these serene celestial flickers. As he had last time, Barry would hitch up his yokel backpack and come clomping out of the gate as if popping out of immateriality. No drama of absence. Simply expecting her to be there as if this was the first day of kindergarten. No awareness that she may have wanted to get picked up at the airport herself once or twice during the years he’d been out West.
She argued this way in her mind for the sake of argument, because in truth, she didn’t want Barry returning at all just now. She didn’t make that point, however. Even in her own mind, she didn’t want to sound like an unworthy mother. 
Making an effort to put herself in a better frame of mind, she allowed she was curious to see what Barry looked like since the last time, almost three years ago. Her own look had changed recently. Her hair was cropped in a cresting brush that trailed down the nape of her neck—shades of “glam punk” her hairdresser had—she hoped—joked. And she’d let her hair color evolve from blonde toward ash.
The vast terminal was teeming, but Jeanette’s eyes were drawn to her son at once. He couldn’t have been on any of the planes she’d seen. He’d been waiting here for a while, feet propped up on the same grubby yellow backpack he’d had three years ago. The sudden meeting, almost involuntary, made gates and flight numbers and arrival times look like over-cautious protocols. Fate got the job done with a shrug. A good thing, too, since Jeanette had obviously gotten the arrival time wrong.
Barry wore a green knit skull cap and a choker of what looked, to Jeanette, like a lizard’s vertebrae. He made an easy-going karate chop of a wave. His feet rose, and he bucked out of the chair. Their facial muscles tweaked uncertainly.
“What’s this look?” Jeanette asked, annoyed by her nerves.
“Me?”
“Yeah, yeah, all this,” her hand butterflied around him—old, tissue paper T-shirt, the choker, the skull cap.
“I don’t know. Just clothes. A look.” He shrugged, smiling, looking at her just as intently.
She noticed unclean pores, a messy smattering of whiskers, a few fine wrinkles already. “Do you have any hair under that?” she demanded.
“Nope.” He tipped it up for her to see the stubble.
“Well, I guess I know why you did that. Afraid I was going to drag you off to Philippe first thing.” Philippe was her old colorist. “I’m sure everything I did when you were a kid traumatized you. Anyway, Hello.” She hugged him gingerly.
“I haven’t had hair for a long time. Yours looks good, though. Sort of a wild look for you. Like Bowie.”
Jeanette clasped her hands tightly to keep herself from touching the ash blonde brush in self-consciousness. “Mm,” she said, instead of Thank you.
The car made Barry laugh. “Very wild, Mom! I’m impressed. You’re driving a Firebird. You’re going to end up turning into a biker chick, I bet.”
She had to laugh with him. “It’s what they had. Some kid was in love with it and couldn’t get the money together. For me, it was cheap. I figure I saved his life.”
“Can I drive it?”
“No, you can’t. Ever heard of insurance?”
He could tell she was nervous, because she launched into her plans right away. She warned him the house was a mess. She hadn’t had time to make up his old room. Even the bed had been disassembled. They could stop now for a quick bite, but as far as dinner was concerned, he was on his own. She was busy with something that evening. Neither of them mentioned Lynn. They’d get to that later.
The conversation stalled. Jeanette was going to mention the heat, abating that day, but the weather cliché felt too pathetic. “Is this some ghetto Muslim thing you’re into with the no hair and the hat?” she asked instead.
“I hadn’t thought about it that way.” He’d taken an old tobacco pouch from his pocket. He stripped a rubber band from it, which he cat’s-cradled on one hand. Dirty nails. He opened the pouch on his lap. His forefinger nuzzled what appeared to be twigs and trinkets inside. He removed something from the collection and palmed it. He plucked out his dog-eared boarding pass and tossed it on the dashboard. He gave the bag of baubles another stir before double-banding it again. His monkey-like self-preoccupation irritated Jeanette, but she forced herself not to ask what he was doing.
Furthermore, Jeanette noticed that she didn’t want to hear what Barry was doing in a larger sense—girlfriend, place of residence, job, if any, travel. She had to wonder if that was envy, a despicable thing in a mother. But how could she take pride in a life she was hardly allowed into?
They pulled off the highway at the Cheesequake rest stop for a quick bite. “You mind?” Barry dangled his tobacco pouch after they got out of the car. With ill grace, Jeanette opened the trunk so he could secrete the bag in his yellow backpack.
The trunk thudded shut. “Barry!” 
He cocked his head at the sighing pulse of traffic or at the hot murmur of insects. He had a beatific grunginess about him. “Weird to be back here again,” he commented. Over the years he’d started to sound a little Western. He spoke with a snowboarder’s drawl, childish, enunciation whispery, the quizzical vowels prolonged.
“Barry!” Jeanette repeated. “I can’t stand your belt that way. Could you possibly change it? And yes, I know this place is awful. For a nature boy like you.” She flipped her hand at the characterless Cheesequake rest stop and parking lots. In a burst of resentment, she narrowed her eyes. “And don’t think I’m some suburban New Jersey vulgarian. I know what this place is like. It’s just easy.”
“This is fine.”
Jeanette looked around her sourly as if the place really wasn’t fine. Not at all. It goes without saying the rest stop looked poorly maintained and cheap. Jeanette felt she was staring at the manipulative corporate mind behind it all, not at the blah design or the décor. The sickly landscaping had an air of stinginess and inattention. 
Barry wasn’t sensitive in the same way. He indulged his mother patiently. “What’s wrong with my belt?”
“Barry, you’ve got it threaded under the label thingy, and you missed a loop, too. But mainly I hate that look—the belt running under the Levi’s label. It’s nerdy.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Maybe you could take it off and do it right.”
“Here?” He shrugged. He unbuckled the belt and whipped it off. Butt turned toward Jeanette so she could supervise, he put the belt back on.
“Thank you, thank you,” she said, greatly relieved. As they entered the rest stop, she muttered, “When I used to be in charge of dressing you, you always looked so nice and neat. But I got palpitations every time we stopped here and you wanted to pee—because of all the fags loitering outside the—my God, they’re still here!”
Booth-like fast food outlets and souvenir shops encircled a pen of tables. A colossal chattering and clinking and cash register noise filled the space. Jeanette and Barry carried trays to the one empty table. Even Barry felt a little defeated by mass marketing. Jeanette told her son that eating fast food always made her fall asleep, so if she dozed and crashed and died and he was left crippled, she wanted to be sure he sued Burger King.
“All right, let’s get something straight,” she began a little later, looking past Barry’s shoulder, still shaking her head at the hoi polloi, at America. “You don’t really know the situation here. You fly in, and I’m sure you’re thinking I’m not giving dear old dad all the loving kindness he deserves as he fades into the sunset. It’s a cute way of thinking about it, but it’s not what’s going on. Lynn—which people never, ever, see—is a true prick. He’s always been more like a cat than a husband. He sits in the sun doing not a thing and God only knows what’s on his mind. That was even before he turned into a drunk. And now that he’s quit drinking, it’s even worse, believe it or not.” She turned over the cunning cardboard “large fries” sleeve in one hand, wondering at the design super-mind behind it. “I mean, I don’t even know why you bothered to come. It’s not like now is a particularly dire moment. Although—” She smiled. “You know, I do know why. I bet you think I wouldn’t tell you when the time came. But that’s your own fault. If I had a sure way of getting in touch with you. As it is, at present, I’m worried you’re going to get in the way more than anything.”
“I wanted to see him. Spend a little time with him.”
“What was it, three years ago?—you were here for two weeks, then poof!” Her auburn nails flicked at several unused, double-barreled salt packets. One of them skated off the table into Barry’s lap.
Putting the salt packet back on the table, he said, “We weren’t getting along.”
Jeanette noticed that Barry had placed a lustrous black pebble on the table. This was the object he’d taken from his tobacco pouch. She looked at it a moment, making no comment. Then she said, “You can’t just hang around the house. I promise you, it’s not me. It’s him. He likes it to be as quiet as the grave. He’s got this perfectly deadly routine. Anything upsets it, and he starts to whine to me. Which he always has, but it’s much worse. You never got that. No one did except me. I was always the garbage bin for his self-pity. I almost wish he would start drinking again.”
“Mom. But I’ll help.”
“Right. Right. Whatever. All right. How long were you thinking of staying?”
“A long time this time. Right through. Probably as long as—you know. That’s what I thought.”
“Yeah, that’s what you were threatening when you called. But, you know, you’re going to have to find a place. And a job, too. There’s absolutely no money.”
“OK,” he said.
He said it so readily she snorted. “You have no idea.”
“Maybe it could be cool for you too, Mom. Think of that? Like, lighten the load.”
“Yeah, that would be cool. Twenty years ago, it would be cool. The thing I can’t figure out is what the hell you’re going to do. Job-wise.”
“I can always find something. Tree surgeon.”
She laughed and mouthed, “You idiot,” and he grinned back at her.
“You’ll see. You’ll be happy somebody’s around,” he said. “I can tell you haven’t talked to anybody all day. You don’t probably talk to anybody ever.”
“There, you’re wrong. I do happen to have somebody. I know I need support—of course I do—and I’ve found it.”
“A guy?” Barry asked matter-of-factly.
The question made Jeanette pause. Not for the reason you’d expect. She suppressed her instantaneous reaction in order to think for a moment. She appeared to be weighing Yes and No as answers, regardless of which one was true—the way a storyteller might. But she also wondered whether Barry’s question was just condescending twenty-six-year-old flattery, as if she couldn’t really find a man. Less scornfully than she might have, she said, “No. It’s not a man. It’s sort of a group. But I’d rather not get into it right away.”
“OK. Sounds cool, though.”
During this exchange, Jeanette had been fussing with the garbage on the table. Aligning the diminutive orange trays, unsticking the paper placemats glued to the trays with blots of Coke, riffling a wad of napkins, feeding a spiral of drinking straw wrapper into a crispy chicken sandwich clamshell. Mainly she seemed to be adjusting things so she could jostle the black pebble without it appearing obvious. Moving the clamshell caused the pebble to wobble. Yanking the stuck placemat caused it to revolve once. The pebble then disappeared entirely under the wad of napkins. It reappeared, wobbling, when Barry took the napkins off and stuffed them into an empty bag. “Is there anything I should particularly know?” he wondered. “Special news or—or information?”
“What about?”
“About Dad.”
“What do you mean? About his medical condition? What’s there to know? He’s got cancer. You might stick a finger up your own butt when the time comes.”
“That’s not what I meant. More like results and—prognosis and stuff. I guess you’re right. I don’t know how this works. It just makes me sad.”
“Hmmmm,” Jeanette vocalized. The humming was meant to obliterate Barry’s too naked remark. Eyes screwed almost closed at the pebble, lips compressed like a twist of candy wrapper, she said, “Of course, it is sad. But it’s not romantic sad like you’re probably thinking. That’s a very common mistake. People are actually mean and disgraceful and badly behaved when they’re, you know, near the end. What I should really do—” By a subtle degree her tone became lighter. “What I should really do is poison him. Don’t you think? I fix all his food. I could do it little by little, so it wouldn’t look any different from the drugs they’ve got him on. He really doesn’t need to live any longer. How much sitting in the sun does one person need to do? It would certainly be convenient for me. I think there’s some minuscule old insurance policy. That would really be more than he’s ever done for me.”
Barry believed she was joking, but he said somberly, “I don’t think you should do that. Could be bad for the soul even to talk about it.”
“But Barry,” she said, more broadly now. “This is obviously why I don’t want you rattling around the house, getting underfoot. You might come across my stash of lye. So I won’t get my chance to pour it down the bastard’s throat in peace.”
“Mom.”
“Oh, Barry.” She waved him off.
“What’s your stash of lies?”
“Lye, Barry, lye. It’s a poison. Like arsenic or Drano or something.” The whole story bored her now. Her mouth lost color as it puckered into a twist again. “What is that thing?” she snapped. Pinning the black pebble with a fingertip, she pulled it along the lip of his tray. “Do we really need this?”
“Oh, yeah. It’s sort of important.”
“What is it?” When he opened his mouth, she added, “I mean, apart from the obvious. It’s a black rock.”
“I found it in the Colorado River this one time. By Gypsum. We were all thinking it soaked up negative energy.”
She looked at him, feeling pride, almost, at how poised he was in his daftness. She knew the daftness hadn’t come from her. Certainly not Lynn. (He’d contributed a big, fat nothing.) But wherever it came from—and she did have an idea—she thought she could at least take credit for his presence of mind, his tremendous presence of mind in the face of ridicule. She’d trained him well. “I see. So it’s a spiritual pebble. Do you think it’s working?”
“Could be. Usually it does.”
“And all that—crap in your little baggie—that was more amulets or whatever?”
“Right. Good medicine.” He grinned. “Top notch. I find these things. They sort of come to me, I guess.”
“Are you telling me, Barry, that you’ve become a medicine man?” He grinned with contented amusement, fondness, even. But he wiped his grin away when she asked, “Are you planning on doing anything weird to Lynn? Psychic surgery?”
“Of course not. I wish I knew something to do.”
“Because I wouldn’t mind at all,” Jeanette said affectionately. “If we had a really big one of these we could bash his head in with it.”
“He can’t be that bad. He’s a quiet guy, Mom. And this has got to be intense.”
“You know, loud, articulate, aggressive people can also be smarter and deeper than they seem,” Jeanette barked resentfully. “Nobody knows your father. Not even you. The man’s been half-alive his whole life. Who knows why God wasted his time shuffling him into a mortal coil? He belongs in limbo. He could never get it up to speak of, and there wasn’t any Viagra back when it mattered.” She flushed and stumbled. This was an outrageous and off-color thing to say, and she was unexpectedly exacting about what she would and wouldn’t say. Recovering with a shrug, she simpered at a slovenly, much-bobby-pinned girl who’d come to pick up their trays. “Monique,” if you tipped your head left. Monique took Jeanette’s tray. Then the girl froze, staring at the black pebble on Barry’s. She gave it a stagey, disdainful look. Barry had piled refuse on his tray and missed the stone behind it all. When Monique eyed him uneasily—the beanie, the choker—he smiled. He offered her the tray. She looked back at the pebble as if its slight unseemliness were so enormous she couldn’t touch, much less take, Barry’s tray.
“It’s a fucking pebble, OK?” Jeanette said. “Big deal! Just take them, will you?” She plucked the stone from Barry’s tray.
“Well, and bitch to you too,” Monique muttered in Jeanette’s face, before sweeping off with the trays. A yellow burger wrapper pirouetted on one tray. And a folded napkin jack-knifed to the floor in her wake.
Like a naughty child, Jeanette bowed her head. “I’m sorry,” she offered. She asked Barry, “Was I a bitch first, or was she? I can never tell.” 
“That’s a tough call,” her son said thoughtfully.
Jeanette’s mouth was turned down in regretful displeasure. Squarish red patches had appeared on her cheeks. Her hands, which had vanished contritely under the table, reappeared holding the pebble. “I don’t think this works.” She touched her face with it, a little bit all over, as if it were a powder puff. “Or I need an extra strong dose. No surprise there, I guess, huh?”
 
 
The parish room at The Little Church of the Transfiguration, universally known as “The Chapel,” was the meeting place for Jeanette’s support group. The church had been built by well-heeled local Episcopalians in the twenties in a clubby burst of religiosity. Now a good fraction of the church’s income came from couples paying to be married in so quaint a setting: a cozy, wisteria-covered stone church by a broad stream, swallows scrabbling and shitting under the steeple eaves, sanctuary itself a beautiful golden haze of shellacked pine and old stained glass—all in amazingly good taste, because to the extremely fancy congregants, the mystery of taste was exactly like God’s, a bit more vivid, even.
The rector, Addie Mueller, started a support group the year before for anyone in trouble, and it attracted the remains of the local gentry—the sobered-up fly fisherman with an interest in cooking, the unbeautiful heiress studying veterinary science, the too-countrified descendants, nurse and contractor. Jeanette was drawn to the group like a moth to flame, partly because joining it made her look bad. Everyone assumed that she was social climbing. In fact, she was a person in trouble. She knew it. She was alone with Lynn, drinking herself now, miserable. Sincerely, indeed with a very Christian abjectness, she joined the group, but she still hoped the world would think she was awful.
She was disappointed by God, or by God’s agents. While the rest of the group unburdened themselves Saturday after Saturday, Jeanette said little. She found herself observing Bea Sayles mostly—a garden club type, steely, meek, short-nailed, a golfer. Jeanette knew all about the woman’s aristocratic family in Noroton. And how the glamorous old friends she’d been raised among pitied her ending up here in New Jersey with a Don Juan of a husband. It was pure chance that Bea was in the group—no one would have guessed her religious. It happened that Jeanette had made a study of Bea over the years—when Jeanette briefly belonged to the Westerbrook Club, when she and Bea both had kids in the same botany/ornithology program, “Jimmy Pedersen’s Woodland Weekends.” Jeanette had her reasons.
It was strange to see Bea open up when they all sat in a circle in the parish room. Bea didn’t talk about her philandering husband but about seeing, maybe—she whispered and gazed at the floor—an angel one night. Afterward, there was a long, reverent silence. Bea looked uncomfortable. Crickets sawed outside. You heard them through the screens of the open windows. Bea flicked at an imaginary mosquito on her calf and at last broke the silence herself, in her less shy, golfer persona: “Who knows what it was, really?” Her sheer eyebrows frowned in boyish consternation, and she looked imploringly at Addie. Jeanette wondered whether this angel vision was a sort of love-offering to the minister on whom Bea seemed to have a crush.
Jeanette had about given up on the group and meant to quit. She needed to try something else for consolation, since martyring her reputation here turned out to be only a stopgap. Not long after Barry returned, however, a little plan came to her which made her stick with the group several more weeks. She needed to engineer a private word with Bea. This was difficult because the other woman was breezy and active. After one Saturday session, Jeanette loitered in an octagonal vestibule under the belfry. A red rope came through a hole in the ceiling and was secured to a davit on the wall. Jeanette eyed the names and dates lettered in faded fountain pen under old blessing-the-hounds photographs lining the walls. Soon enough, Bea came out of the dimly lit sanctuary hefting two christogrammed silver vases. She’d return them Sunday morning full of her garden’s flowers. Interception successful, Jeanette engaged Bea in a little back and forth. After-session hilarity curlicued outdoors, and a car door hushed the crickets for a moment, before they restarted and tires on pebbles joined them. Much more roundabout than she needed to be, Jeanette slyly clapped a hand to her cheek. “Oh, I’m going to have to run, Bea. I’ve just remembered about Barry. Believe it or not, I’ve got the lout home again. And he’s running me ragged. Cook, clean, chauffeur.” 
Bea laughed easily, thinking, What an awkward woman!
Having gotten that far, Jeanette decided to go to church the following morning and close the deal. Or not. On Sunday, Bea’s peach iris blazed in the silver vases. Actually, they were the color that used to be called flesh, nicely symbolic when communion came around, but people noticed only the sun-struck beauty of the flowers. Bea Sayles’s leggy youngest daughter, Eleanor, examined the vases intently with a deep, private sense of contrition. She’d committed sacrilege with one of the vases earlier that morning. The sacrilege wasn’t too serious, easily made up for with an uptick of fervency now. The pretty cycle of sin and repentance, even this minor one, made God seem realer to her than her ordinary blamelessness did. She looked from the vases to her mother to the radiant Jesus in stained glass. 
Though Eleanor was getting on well with God, she was still angry with her mother. Bea had snapped at her in the sudden, spooky way she had. She’d poured Eleanor’s broth of pennies out of the vase in a cold fury, talking about scratches, not sacrilege, and what’s the point of washing coins, and, no one would care if there was gunk on them—they were money. Eleanor suspected her mother was a hypocrite.
On the organ, Mrs. Nash’s son, back from the Peace Corps, tooted through a recessional, and then some. The crowd spilled out onto the pebbled drive and the lawn. Bea fawned over Addie’s sermon, which caused people to back up. Addie rubbed Bea’s shoulder and firmly shifted her eyes to the next in line, a stooped former banker, now birder.
Plummeting out of the bright sky, a flock of starlings shied from the chittering crowd. The flock warped like a blown veil over lilacs and hedgerow and settled on a stubble field beyond. Eleanor found a girlfriend. The two waited until they weren’t being watched, then picked their way through the high weeds into the brush behind the lilacs. The spot was rank with wild grape and otherworldly forces. The emanations attracted the two girls. Also the rumors of a long ago Mafia burial there.
Abandoning her jealous attentions to Addie, Bea stepped off the chapel stoop and couldn’t find Eleanor. No one else had seen her. She strolled around the back of the building. Jeanette Paul made her move. She came out of the parish room where she’d gotten a cup of coffee. She put her lips to the rim of the cup as if she were perching on it. “Here we are again,” Bea greeted her with a laugh. “I seem to have misplaced my daughter.”
Jeanette smiled tightly and sipped. She attached herself to Bea. Reminding herself she had no gift for pleasant small talk, she was silent. They walked toward the stream, broad but as shallow as a puddle, glistening over a bed of shale. Kids loved stepping into it—the water almost hot, the velvety layer of silt under bare feet, the sudden tranquil pandemonium of thorn-like minnows.
Bridging the watery silence, Bea began, “Seems like my daughter’s a bit wayward. Not literally wayward!” she caught herself. “I mean—be thankful you don’t have a daughter, Jeanette. Really, Flossy—that’s what we call Ross in the family—is much more accommodating—which goes against what people say—about boys and girls.”
“Bea,” Jeanette spoke into her coffee. The stream gurgled and cooed.
Bea was attentive to a special tone of Jeanette’s.
“I have an idea that I think might—might—work out for both of us. You want some coffee?” she interrupted herself obsequiously. Bea didn’t drink coffee. “Listen, I’m sure you know all about what’s happened with Lynn.”
“Oh, I know, Jeanette!” Bea’s sympathy was so emphatic, Jeanette thought for a second it must be false. Or it was just richly stylized. Bea wore an expression of sublime sorrow. She turned it on Jeanette with terrific force. “So hard for you!”
The blast of commiseration made it difficult for Jeanette to go on without lowering her eyes. Using the toe of her shoe, she stroked a thick tuft of grass atop the stream’s eroding bank.
“Careful you don’t fall,” Bea mothered, ever-vigilant.
Jeanette thought, How can anyone love a woman who makes one feel so small?—but they all do, they adore her. Aloud, she began, “Having Barry at home—well, I’m afraid it’s driving Lynn up the wall. To say nothing of—this is embarrassing, but—the expenses have gotten just—”
“Oh, of course, Jeanette. Of course!”
“You used to talk about there being a garage apartment over at your place. And how you’d hire somebody sometimes to take care of the property—lawn work and—”
“But—”
“I know you’ve got somebody in there, now.”
“Dean. We do, I’m afraid.”
“Well, it so happens Dean is an old friend of Barry’s from Lawrence. I know this is getting pushy of me, but didn’t you mention Dean wasn’t doing as much as you’d hoped?”
“Well—”
“Not because he isn’t a wonderful guy, but because he’s so busy. What is he, a mortgage broker?”
“No, now he’s into some insurance thing. And I suppose it’s true. He hasn’t had as much time to work around the place, which was how we set the thing up originally—him staying there.”
“There. I was just wondering if maybe—possibly—if Dean and Barry could work something out between the two of them. Both of them stay in the garage. That way you’d get your yard work done, and—that outdoors stuff is right in Barry’s line. He’s spent years tramping around out West, not exactly a forest ranger, but close enough.”
“Right. Well, I’m not sure. Maybe if the boys themselves came to some sort of agreement. I couldn’t promise anything. The fact is, he’s not taking care of things as well as we’d like. I could test the waters with Preston at home and see. See if he wouldn’t mind paying someone. Just see.”
A screech came from over by the lilacs. Bea walked to the side of the church. Beyond the hedgerow, the flock of starlings broke for the sky with the sound of hail pelting an awning. A second screech was less spontaneous, more willful, a happy simulacrum of horror. Eleanor came loping out of the brush. She was breathless. The back of her hand hit her forehead in mock faintness. “Oh, you’re here! You’re here! Thank God!” she cried to her mother, not quite seriously. Her panting was a kind of laughter. Coltish limbs trembled with exertion or amusement. She bent forward, planted her hands on her knees. All her joints went soft for a moment, then stiffened with a jerk. “She scared me so badly, Mom,” Eleanor said. “We rented Halloween 20 last week, which was fairly weird and terrifying, and she just did a huge Michael Myers on me. So creepy!” She straightened and patted her heart for a while. “And like, she did it to me over there.” She pointed to the hedgerow, where saplings started to move.
“Sounds dreadful,” Bea said, not joining in the humor yet. She’d heard the story about the Mafia burial and hated it. She didn’t like horror movies, either.
The other girl, abashed, appeared among the saplings. Eleanor squealed, “It’s Michael!” She grabbed Bea’s arm and mock-cringed by her side. “Keep him away from me!”
Bea was won over. “Oh come on!” she roared humorously. She turned back to Jeanette Paul, but the other woman had lingered unsociably by the sparkling stream. She was too far away to speak to, so Bea made a big shrug and shook her head. Children! And Jeanette toasted her with the coffee cup.
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BEA’S HUSBAND, PRESTON, General Counsel of Flexalt Corporation of Teterboro, New Jersey, sat in a restaurant in Manhattan’s Meat Packing district. He watched his son Ross, called Flossy, walk away from their table. Blithe was popular with film people, Flossy had sotto-voced over risotto. Only Flossy could have dragged Preston to a place like this. Single ears of wheat bristled from perforated plywood. A great, spot lit arte povera heap of millet sprigs sat in the middle of the polished concrete floor. Departing, Flossy stepped around the pile without the least inhibited caution, not even looking down. Shoulders square, he gave no one in particular a nod and breezed past the doorman into the pink glow of the awning outside. Before the doors eased shut on lush hinges, Preston could see Flossy looking immensely contented with himself.
Flossy must have inherited his grand manners from his mother’s side of the family, the Noroton crowd, even though Bea herself had none of it. But Preston didn’t think the boy’s pride was entirely innate. Flossy enjoyed it too much for that. He had a touch of social ambition. That could only be a good thing in this city, in this day and age. He was the soundest of the three kids—three, leaving out Eleanor, who was too young to decide about. Yet wasn’t there also something dense about Flossy? A happy money-grubber and blinkered. It’s always the servants who are the clear-eyed ones, and parents are the servants of their heirs.
Preston disliked Blithe and would have left with Flossy after their two o’clock lunch. He stayed and had another drink just because he liked the hostess who’d led them to their table. She noticed his interest. Seeing him abandoned, she came over to fuss for a moment. A serene beauty, she looked like a California vintner’s wife, Preston decided. Her defenseless, almost infantile, friendliness was a kind only ever glimpsed in the cloisters of luxury. On the way out, he paused by her dainty lectern to flirt a little more. Bluff, harmless, he showed her the book he’d picked up, and she laughed.
Her gentility was particularly sweet, because Preston felt like a Cossack. He’d dealt with an ethically unpleasant case in meetings all morning. This unease with his profession came over him at regular intervals, a hound’s breath at the back of his neck. The power he’d spent his life accumulating as a lawyer had no decent uses at all, really. Having drunk too much, he decided to go straight home instead of to the office in Teterboro. 
President Clinton happened to be in town, and traffic had come to a standstill around Penn Station. Preston got out of the cab to walk the last blocks in sweltering heat. His too-starchy shirt chafed at his belly, which was solid and squared-off like a bag of potting soil. He was in time for a 4:49. Quirky, train schedule time. He paused for a vodka tonic at a commuter bar in the station. A feint of Fourth of July exuberance in the décor did nothing to disguise the dismal functionality of the place. Preston hurried his dose and left.
At the last moment, just as the doors were pinging, a young woman with a baby got into Preston’s car, alone but with all the bustle of a horde. Convinced she was being looked at critically by everyone, she flounced into the seat facing Preston, crossly hefted a grubby-cheeked baby in a paisley sling, and drew her Tibetan saddlebag—or whatever it was—close to her hip. In the saddlebag she found a tub of mashed lentils and began feeding the baby. She took alternate spoonfuls herself.
She wasn’t truly dirty. Her skin and hair, the paisley and the saddlebag, the thin skirt and the blue jeans underneath—that had to be hot—all had a well-thumbed softness. Maybe she was some university president’s daughter with a weakness for India. Resentment and dysentery hadn’t destroyed her looks, but they gave her a beetling, vengeful attractiveness. Severe, prematurely aged, she looked like a coed made up to play Medea. She also appeared ready to blow up in anger at any moment.
Preston did watch her, but not critically. He didn’t mind the way she sucked up attention, something many people find annoying. He wanted to speak to her, in fact, partly as a distraction, partly out of curiosity. A delicate job, clearly. She’d probably turned her back on a father a lot like Preston to go on her penurious pilgrimage to India or Myanmar or Sri Lanka. 
Preston had always been one of those people who strike up conversations with strangers. It wasn’t an inveterate loner’s meek abandon. Nor the twitchy monologist’s incurious sociability. It was interest and seduction. He did it by reflex. He knew through experience that this girl wasn’t as unlikely a prospect as she seemed. He displayed his book invitingly, so she could read the title, Dogs That Know When Their Owners Are Coming Home. She never glanced at it. 
He took the book up and riffled its pages in a subject-broaching sort of consternation, working his lips. Full of unnecessary movement, he fished a pen from his pocket. He opened the book and began sketching rapidly on the flyleaf. Not drawing her, of course, but the saddlebag. After a moment his work got a frown from her, and he instantly murmured, “Amazing motif.” He didn’t look up.
“What are you, a designer?” she asked sourly.
Preston made a meaningless, deprecating sound.
The car’s fluorescent lights winked out. Their sudden disappearance revealed a mise-en-scène for terror lying under the surface of things. The tunnel’s bare bulbs strobed noirishly. The silence of the passengers felt more like doomed foolishness than unconcern. Preston kept sketching.
The girl waved the spoon through a drifting cleaver of light to see whether the baby had gummed it clean. “Ripping off traditional design?” she wise-cracked.
“I’m not a designer. Far from it. What’s the bag, though? Tibet? Burma?”
The girl said nothing. She gripped the spoon in her mouth and shifted the saddlebag so Preston couldn’t see it.
Obligingly, he closed his book. He lied, “I work for an oil company. Agip, but here in the States.”
“Oh, God!” she groaned, making the spoon’s handle flicker like a silver tongue before she pulled it out.
“They’re Italian. We are. Maybe a little less rapacious.” He chuckled.
“I doubt it.”
“You must be—not to assume—but maybe you’re—anti-globalization—what have you—all that.”
The girl said nothing. Then she mocked, “All that.”
“If so—I don’t want to take you from your baby—but I’d adore asking you a business question. Advice.”
The lights came on. The girl had pinched her nostrils unpleasantly. She turned her head to read the title of Preston’s book.
“I had a terrible morning,” Preston continued. “Meetings and meetings with a gaggle of advertising types. We’re opening up an oil field over in Kazakhstan. Kashagan by the Caspian Sea.” Preston had no idea where this elaborate lie was leading. Flexalt had consulted with a company called Mercator on the project, but that was it, and he’d had nothing to do with it himself. “We’re—uh—trying to figure a way to spin it. Not for the locals. We could spill all the oil in the world. They couldn’t care less. Couldn’t get worse in that country than it is now—after the Soviets. But it’s people like you who monitor every move we make.”
“You’re asking me how you can get away with such a—          such a—?”
“Am I?” Preston wondered innocently. “I guess I am. You seem to know your mind.”
She spoke over him. “Stay out. That’s my advice. Leave them alone for once. Not that you will.”
Preston appeared satisfied with her answer. His finger scribbled idly over the dog pictured on the cover of his book. When the train broke out of the tunnel, sunlight blazed on his hand. The heads of the passengers made wakeful turnings, greeting the sun in New Jersey. Everywhere in the broad, motionless industrial landscape, shining patches of river, chrome bumper and airplane fuselage revolved with the motion of the train—as if noticing its arrival.
“That’s what my son and daughter would say—the older two. The younger two don’t care, but Anna and Philip, they’re more like you. They’ve gone off. She’s in Asia, and he’s in Central America.” That much was true. “They’re both environmentalists of a sort. The thing is, the environment there—this is in Kazakhstan—it’s already been trashed. In our plan we put a little aside for restoration, so ironically, it might be better for the environment if we do go over there. I’m not saying it definitely would be, but it could.”
“Exxon Valdez. Heard it all before,” she chirped bitterly.
“Are you an activist? A traveler obviously.”
“Traveler, I guess, in a way. Activist, no. But I care. Like a lot of people do. Whatever it is you’re planning on getting into over there, I hope you fail. I really do.”
She didn’t say a word more to him and got off at one of the first New Jersey stops. Preston nodded vaguely. He wasn’t offended. In fact, a sparkling pleasure had replaced the worries about the law and children that had been preoccupying him all day. It was a pity his good mood came at the price, in a sense, of this wanderer-mother’s misery. That was the very problem with Anna and Philip. Both had an incurable longing. The source of it, he’d long ago decided, was in Bea’s family.
He’d picked up on it right after marriage. Afternoons with his wife’s family in Noroton had been strangely spiritless. He hadn’t expected the sharp-elbowed disorder of his own New Jersey upbringing, but maybe a touch more awareness—the occasional wink. It never came. Never a drunken fight, never the slightest messy hoopla. They were one of those loftily self-effacing WASP families with no talent for celebration, if not exactly a horror. Unavoidable big occasions, like weddings, came out pallid successes. To them, the mother-in-law’s seventy-fifth birthday, Bea’s own marriage to him, were almost unpleasantly ostentatious. They preferred living under the radar. When Preston cottoned on to this, he realized that he loved it. He wasn’t like them, but he loved it, and he could afford to love it because he wasn’t like them.
In their obscure conviction of unlimited self-worth, they may have been trying to use the back entrance to eternity. Rather than mark time with turning points and big parties and accomplishments—rather than sink their claws into the passing flank of history—they preferred not to engage. Letting time remain undifferentiated made it look a bit like “forever.” This had seemed the perfect setting for his life, an eternal human coziness, and he’d relished their polite serenity. There was a kind of power in their unworldliness which he certainly didn’t possess himself. 
Over time he grasped that their method didn’t work. The longing came out. The university president’s daughter fucked her way to India. Sooner or later it came to them, maybe not that they were unhappy, but that they didn’t even know what happiness tasted like. Their lives had been spoken in a tone that undermined the meaning entirely—like irony, but irony that was neither funny nor mean. To get the accent right, you had to learn it as a child. Bea had. So had Anna and Philip. Flossy had been spared because he loved money. But Preston worried that he ought to have done more for the rest of his children.
Sitting in his car at the station, gloom returning, he thought of adding one more to the two women he’d desired today—make a sort of bouquet of three different types. Scrolling through the names saved on his cell phone, he came to Claire M., a colleague at Flexalt, Claire Malouf. “Claire, I’m not going back to the office today. I’ll stop by. It’ll be around six. If you get this or you’re in, wonderful. If not, no worries.” She was in. A little after six, they were in her cozy bedroom thrashing on top of her cozy bed.
Claire murmured something, spouted a laugh, and he pulled out. She’d made concluding noises, weary or wanting to be considerate, or possibly both. To pause, in any case, suited Preston. “I’m so dry, I think I have to use a crème,” she said. Cute pudor made her Frenchify the word. “We can go on—”
“Oh, I thought you’d—”
“If you want, we can—”
“No, I’m right as rain.”
“So I can see, Jupiter-Daddy,” she said with a fond slap. “Sure you don’t want to—”
“I’m a bit sore myself. Seems to have rubbed at the skin a little—what we were doing. Haven’t always rolled around so much. And with the rubbing—”
“My teeth may have done it.”
“Don’t think so. It’s more like Indian burn. Just rubbing.”
She lay there, arms flung back, Andromache chained to her rock. She pouted, eyelids fell closed. She writhed, partly pretending to struggle, partly just stretching. Grunting, Preston half-tumbled off the bed. His blood shifted like a falls. He stood for a moment recovering from spotted faintness, looking down over his belly to watch himself wind down: tick, tick, tick, tick. Claire skipped out of the room and reappeared in a peignoir as she liked to do. 
Claire plugged in a laptop to check her email from work. Among her many playful fantasies, she liked to mix business with love.
Preston settled on a girly upholstered chaise without dressing. He knew he looked gross, more Silenus than Jupiter, but he’d learned Claire appreciated a touch of boorishness. Besides, he was woozy, tired. No longer gloomy, at any rate. The blinds were lowered, which made for spindly, tropical light in the room, though the air conditioner was blasting.
Claire made a little noise over one of her emails, inviting Preston to ask about it. He didn’t want to. When she made a second effort, whispering, “Christ!” to herself, he tried diverting her. “Kitten—” He was slow to think of something to say. “Kitten,” he said. “That was memorable.”
“Why, thank you, Preston. Now, you would not believe the note I got here from that funny creature who does the motor pool and all that. Winkie-something. Do you know him?”
“Not sure. I don’t think so.”
She scrolled. “Winckelmann. Well, he’s an officious creature, and I can’t honestly say I like him, but here he’s done something about an issue—something I asked him about. On your behalf, I might add. See, how I look out for you? Even when it might could come back and bite us, though I hope not.”
“What’s he say? What’s it about?”
“Well, this is all about a car. Car you rented when you went down to Trenton. Hear anything about it? ’Cause I did. Seems like there was a ding and a ticket on it.”
“What?”
“Yeah, a ding and a ticket, and not even from Trenton, but from Asbury Park. How do you like that? You ever go there? I didn’t think so. Now, look—who’s that—?” She scrolled. “Well, it’s that boy that lives with you. I know it is. Dean, isn’t that right?”
“Christ. Are you kidding? He lives in the garage. Garage apartment.”
“Right. I didn’t mean lives with you.”
“I must’ve left the car in the drive one night. He’s a loose cannon. Bea’s fed up with him. He chipped her glass door—the sliding glass door she put in in the kitchen. He’s a bow hunter, and he shot the thing right at the house, took a big divot out of it—tempered glass, too. He said he got turned around in the woods. But this is worse.”
“See, it is a problem. I wanted it quiet, so I asked Winkie to email me.”
“He was also supposed to be clearing brush for us, taking care of the property. It’s why we let him stay in the apartment for free, but it hasn’t worked out at all. Place looks awfully shabby. Maybe I’ll throw him out.”
“See, I didn’t know exactly what the relationship was. If he was a family connection or—”
“Hardly.”
“I wonder what he was doing in Asbury Park to get a ding and a ticket?” She pouted extremely.
“He’s a kid.”
“You’ve got more important things to think about. You got Vijesh, I guess, working on the ATCA case?”
“Yes. He drove me into the city this afternoon. I had lunch with Flossy.” Preston’s hand slid thoughtfully over the heap of his belly—down to the silky, sparse pubic hair on its own little bulge below.
“Well, you’re taken up with that case and quite rightly, so why should you have to worry about this troublemaker? That’s what I thought. It is trouble, too, see, because Winkie says cars rented on the company dime—blah, blah—something like this happens and—blah, blah—could jeopardize our insurance agreements.”
“Fuck. I’ll ask him about it.”
“Now, don’t tell Vijesh—or even Winkie—that I passed it along. Though that’ll be pretty obvious. I know a touch about in-house politics from Georgia when Nicky was at Delta. And corporate types—I say it myself—are not always the most savory people in the world.”
“Worried about Vijesh? Don’t bother. And this isn’t bad. Just awkward. Was your Nicky the same as Vijesh—Indian?” Her husband, a commercial pilot, had died in a car accident years before.
“Oh, no, no, no. Nicky was Lebanese. And not hardly even that. He went to Ole Miss, and he was KA—that’s Kappa Alpha. He was one of those old, old Lebanese families that always had the general store. You might could go to any town in the south with ‘Welcome to—’ on the water tower, it used to be the Lebanese made all the money at the store. They had pots of money, Nicky’s family did, at one time.” She swung back and forth on the shammed stool at her dressing table. 
When she stood to pace, he could see the desktop image on her laptop, a travel brochure picture of a woman in a white après-bain lying on an empty beach. Glowing as it was, this picture made all the rest of the dim, real bedroom look like drab frame, like the cartonnage interior of a telescope aimed squarely at fantasy. A champagne flute had tipped from the woman’s hand, so she was dozing—or dead—and the ocean was so stark that luxury looked like devouring nullity.
“Isn’t it just divine?” she asked, seeing him eye the picture. “I put it on last winter when I was all—cabin-fever-y with the cold. It’s Cay St. Georges. I need to get somebody to take me next year. I tried a resort in Jamaica on my own one time, but that was terrifying. This place’ll be more peaceful, only I don’t want to go alone. It’s kind of a be-seen place.”
“Any prospects?”
“Alas, no. You take up all my time, Preston. You’re irresistible. I’ve gotten into this horrible groove of being the tramp on the side.” She laughed gaily.
“We don’t often think about where we’re headed—” he made the gallant invitation to talk, since he was conscious of having just used her like a faucet.
As expected, she frowned slightly with glassy pleasantness. Mention relationships, adultery, widowhood in anything close to a direct way, and she froze up for several seconds. Does not compute. She actually gave her head a brisk little shake of coming to. Preston had wondered at first whether the way she zoned out like that wasn’t a technique—a specialty of southern womanhood—for driving men wild with uncertainty. But more likely her future needed to be as pretty as Cay St. Georges to bear even thinking about. He’d been shocked once to find her padded denim photo album full of pictures of himself, some clipped from company brochures. “Kitten, let me ask your advice.”
She flung herself on the bed, twisting up on one elbow, tucking the peignoir around her.
“I met a young woman on the train.”
“Uh-oh.”
“No, nothing like that. She reminded me of my daughter, Anna.”
“Uh-oh.”
“No, no. But I’ve been a bit worried about my kids, lately. In a big, general way. How they’re disaffected—let me start over—I have this book I left in the car. Silly thing about dogs that have ESP. I saw it in a window and picked it up because I had a tiny experience I thought might be a bit like that.”
“ESP? Like a dog?”
“Right. Except about my kids, not my owner, which is how the dogs get it. They sense when their owner’s about to come home.”
“How eerie! I’m so surprised at you, Preston! Your kids are coming home?”
“That’s what I thought, but it turned out to be something different. There was this woman. I won’t say who. Quite a long time ago.”
“Uh-oh. This, I’m not surprised about. Lothario!”
“Right. She had a kid. And she’s made it plain to me over the years, without causing any problems or anything—but she’s made it plain to me she thinks the kid is mine. He—the kid is a boy—went out of town a long time ago, but he comes back now and then for a visit. And almost every time, this woman manages to talk to me—not putting pressure on, exactly, but just so she knows I know the thing is still hanging over me.”
“And you had a sense this boy was coming back.”
“Exactly that. And it turns out he did. His father—his real father—and maybe it is his real father, since—”
“They’ve got tests now, you know.”
“Oh, I know. But we never got to that—”
“Not about money, even?”
“She never cared. So she said. But now the boy’s father is sick with cancer. Dying, I think. And I’m starting to think about my responsibility. If I have any. And even though there was never any test, this ESP twinge made me think, Maybe. I haven’t talked to her, though—the woman.”
“Oh, boy, honey. This is hard. I don’t know if I can help.”
 
 
 

27
PRESTON LOOKED AT the conical divot in the sliding glass door, which the arrowhead, striking the outside, had punched away on the inside. It was Sunday, and he had the house to himself. He bent forward, legs hurting, and touched the divot in the glass. Yup, inside. Tucked behind a potted ficus next to the door he noticed a small blue plastic tub. Inside it was a slurry of coins, pennies mostly. The water had partially evaporated. Only an inch or two was left. He thought he recognized the coins from a cracked red lacquer rice bowl he kept on his dresser for loose change, a hoard he’d given Eleanor last Sunday. She had to be washing them. 
Preston opened the refrigerator and, bending over, legs hurting, he pulled a bottle of ReaLemon juice from the door. He emptied this into the blue tub. Satisfied—but a little worried by the soreness in his legs—he went back to the refrigerator and poured himself some tomato juice, which he spiked from the freezer’s fingertip-scalding bottle of vodka.
The soreness in his legs was worse since yesterday. A little like the time he’d pinched a sciatic nerve. But he was afraid it was a flare-up of herpes, which he’d gotten a million years ago and which had driven an enraged Bea to go on a long natural history cruise to the Galapagos. The bane of dirty teenagers hadn’t fit with who he was, or seemed to be. Supposedly, an epic course of Acyclovir had done away with it. But the soreness in his hamstrings felt familiar. And his recent work and family anxieties made it all but diagnostic—herpetic stress.
Unhappily, he returned to last week’s worry. Lifelong fealty to the harsh and lofty good sense of the adversarial system looked like cynicism. It was clear to him this morning that life was all about tracing and retracing the story we’ve mistaken for our life. Time came in repetitive layers rather than longitudinal extension. Today, he wanted to ignore his lack of progress. His tender lemon-juice service to Eleanor couldn’t atone for much. He ought to be drinking water. Maybe water could dilute the herpes—were they spirochetes, as well? Little screws that punished a little bit of screwing. Heaven help him if Claire Malouf got it.
In the library, he spun a lavish four-foot enamel and silver-gilt globe to Mongolia and shuffled together the blasted pieces of the Sunday Times. Hamstrings twinged when he straightened. He dumped the glanced-through mess of newspaper into a brass bucket holding one spindly log from last winter. He thought he might enjoy getting angry with Dean. So he gave the layabed a warning phone call, saying only that he was coming over to put the garage storage room in order today, a likely pretext.
Barefoot, he padded out onto the asphalt loop of the drive. Bea must have had the sprinklers on earlier. A leggy black gloss spread down the slope of the sun-heated matte drive. A barefooted childhood memory came to him, vague but keen—a new memory, never thumbed-to, as fresh as experience. He smiled with pleasure and watched Flossy’s car coming up the drive.
The pleasure of memory turned into speculation—mostly jocular—about whether he may have sensed Flossy was about to arrive and had come out to the drive to wait for him. Flossy parked. Preston greeted him with a routine how-d’ye-do warning that the boy’s decrepit Saab was burning oil. Flossy placed fancy restaurants ahead of cars, a priority Preston couldn’t countenance.
Flossy was wearing a tank top and long baggy shorts. Preston thought he recognized gay fashion. He also thought with approval that it didn’t come off too much that way on Flossy. Perhaps because the boy was relatively square-built and unfussy. Flossy even got away with those ankleless little socks women used to wear for tennis. In fact, the faggiest thing his son wore was the bead choker, Preston’s recent gift to him. Seeing it—a tender service he’d forgotten—pleased Preston in a motherly way. 
The choker was strung with turquoise glass trade beads from the sixteenth or seventeenth century. Preston found it while shopping for an antique gewgaw for Claire Malouf. Though he had no idea whether the beads had been scratched from the dirt in Indonesia or the Mississippi delta, Preston swore up and down to Flossy, as the seller had sworn to him, that the little blue cylinders and batonnets had been made at the same Spanish manufactory that produced the strings of beads Peter Minuit used to pay for Mannahatta. A perfect charm for Flossy, whether or not it was gay. Or too gay.
“Is everything burning up out here?” Flossy asked about the garden. He was carrying a manila envelope with an old-fashioned red string clasp. He started doing isometrics with the envelope.
“Not too bad.” Preston shrugged. “You out for a few days now, Rosso?”
“Yessir, I think so. But I was hoping to go over this list with you today.” The envelope started nodding at Preston, isometrics turning into a kind of Namaste greeting. “Cause the auction’s on Monday, and I’ll have to drive out pretty early.”
“We’ll take care of it. Now, who was I telling? What was the name of that place? Blithe. I told someone at the office, My son’s started living like Donald Trump. What’s your net worth?”
“Not to brag, but I think I have a lot more class than he does,” Flossy smiled.
“Uh-huh. And how’s your fortune?”
Flossy smiled. He told no one—no one—that he was up to three hundred and forty-eight thousand dollars now—at age twenty. “I’m doing all right.”
“Not telling me?”
“No, sir.” Flossy had picked up the habit of littering his remarks with sir from Preston, who’d picked it up from the World War Two generation at Flexalt.
“OK, Floss, we’ll do your Simon Legree bit,” Preston nodded at the envelope. “But let me get my shoes on, and help me with a chore first. You mind?” Rosso didn’t mind. He could have been the son in a fable or a bible story, loving and obedient. Bea actually had trouble trusting in the boy’s too-golden character. Even Preston used to think there was something wrong with him. Sadness, trouble—the gay business at seventeen, for instance—came over him with the naturalness of storms, then cleared entirely. Not like Anna and Philip. And unlike them, Ross was untalkative, considered a bad sign nowadays.
Flossy stretched hugely and announced on the exhalation, “I joined a gym for the first time. So I’m sore in all these weird places.”
“It gets worse,” Preston indulged himself with the wry woe of the aged. “What did you do? You mean weightlifting?”
“A little, I guess,” Flossy admitted with a shy frown. “It’s boring, though. I’d rather do real things. The gym’s just—” He pumped his biceps limply. “—boring.”
“I thought you looked a little pumped up.”
“Nice try. I’ve been maybe five times.” But his biceps looked as plump as a sofa cushion, with a thick vein as neat as piping.
As yet another tender service—for he knew Flossy was all but in love with him—Preston forced out, “Well, you’re looking good.” Awkward as it made him feel, saying this to his gay son, dutiful love must have been magical, because he was instantly cured of herpes. It dawned on him that his hamstrings were sore because he’d also pumped up—pumped down, that is, on Claire Malouf. He had sore muscles from an old man’s energetic fucking, not herpes. “Good thing you like real. This chore’s all muscle work.” And Flossy nodded, a contented laborer.
They knocked on the garage apartment door. Dean Quinn appeared in pin-striped boxers and a UPenn T-shirt. Inside, the shaded, weakly air-conditioned apartment had a germinating dankness. The tousle-headed tenant chortled, “Sorry. Heavy night last night, guys.” He grabbed coin-ballasted khakis from a broken spindle-backed chair by the door.
Without even looking, Preston caught a subtle shock of desire from his right side, from Flossy. It made his own anger more satisfying somehow. “Go ahead up, will you, Floss?” he rumbled.
Flossy took the stairs two at a time. Preston made a passing face at Dean’s fug. Interesting, since in the outside world, Dean always looked as crisply put-together as a Mormon on a mission. The flowery scent of beer hovered in the background. “I don’t know what you want me to do,” Flossy called from the door to the storage room.
“Start making a pile of things we can throw out.” Even as Flossy thumped across the floor upstairs, Preston started crowding Dean. One leg in his khakis, the boy had to hop backwards, jingling. Giving him no time to collect his thoughts, Preston started in with menacing joviality. “What the hell do you do in Asbury Park?” The belt buckle thudded when Dean dropped his pants. He grabbed them up. “Dean-o, I’ve got to ask you, what’s this crazy story about a car that got banged up in Asbury Park?”
“Not—”
“Did I get that right? Was that you?”
“Not banged up!”
“Did you steal my fucking rental car?”
“I’m so sorry, so sorry, Prez. That wasn’t banged up. That was like a—like a dent. They can punch ’em out with a ball-peen hammer. You never even noticed the next day, right? Did you? I’m so sorry, man.”
“You stole my car! You little prick. What’d you think I wasn’t going to hear? Company’s not going to tell me some dickhead got a ticket on my car?”
“I’m sorry. Really sorry. The distributor’s been screwed up on my car, so it doesn’t even start a lot of times. I had to go out with Pia. I knew it was wrong.” He looked pathetic, near tears almost. It made the thing less enjoyable for Preston. “I was sorry. I was actually sorry—I swear—when I saw you left the keys in it. Why’d you do that? You can’t do that, man.”
“The keys are in the car, so you—you’re a dickhead. You have no self-control. Why the fuck didn’t you just ask?”
“I know, man. I’m so sorry.” With a tragic look over his shoulder at his lair, he asked, “Is this going to mean—”
“No,” Preston said judiciously. “I wanted to get the story from you. It’ll probably cost you, though. We’ll see. You ever fuck with my stuff again—”
When Preston went upstairs, Flossy stood with his eyebrows raised eloquently. He was silently asking what that was all about. Preston shrugged, shook his head a little, and held up a finger to mean, I’ll tell you later. It hadn’t been as satisfying as he’d hoped. He looked around him with a sigh. A 1988 renovation had come to nothing. A kitchenette along one wall had never been used. The label in the basin of a stainless sink had only ever been wetted enough to wrinkle. The space under it was packed with wallpaper rolls and mini-buckets holding pucks of dried caulk. Over the years the room had filled with junk. Broken, paint-caked lengths of molding bristled with nails. Another spindle-backed chair was as gray as driftwood. “Let’s throw everything the fuck away. Everything,” Preston said. Promptly, Flossy unpegged the loose back of the chair. Preston helped in a token way, but Flossy soon told him it would be just as easy to do the whole thing himself.
After Flossy had thrown everything out a window, gathered it all in contractor bags and made a heap of them by the garbage, he went hunting for his father in the library. Preston was grateful and happy to go through Flossy’s list. Flossy unspun the red string from the disc on the envelope. Noticing his hands were dirty from work, he wiped the pigment of rust onto his shorts and began, “We’ll just do the ones I was thinking of taking. Should be about five minutes.”
“You take whatever lien you want? I thought it was an auction.”
“It’s this little group of old guys. Maybe six in all. When I first did it, I didn’t get their system. But what we do is we sort of talk ahead of time and divide it up, so we aren’t bidding against each other.” He smiled when he saw Preston raise his eyebrows.
“You saying you’ve got it rigged?”
“No sir.” He stopped smiling. “It’s only a few of us. And we don’t keep anybody out. They never tried to keep me out. Like they do in New York, supposedly. But let’s just go.” As usual, after a rumbling of ethical thunder, Flossy was all blue sky.
The lists in his manila envelope were of properties in several Monmouth County towns—names, addresses and property values. Other columns noted details like lot number, acreage, building type and the annual tax assessment. The key column came last: total taxes in arrears. The county was auctioning off the taxes to private investors at attractive interest rates. The government got ready cash, and the investors profited behind the scenes—less if the delinquents paid off right away, more if they couldn’t and were subject to mounting interest, fines and, ultimately, foreclosure. Although, as Flossy explained it, the system benefited the delinquents by postponing foreclosure, he must have had a vague qualm, because he wanted to make sure he never bought the taxes of anyone the family knew.
“The first ones are peanuts. Don’t know if it’s even worth it. Gates, Londra E. 6208 Fairhope Drive. Condo.”
“Nope.”
“Davenport, Guy and Louanne. 14 Teakettle Lane. Townhome.”
“No.”
“Oberdorfer, Harry. 1280 Plainview…Fanelli, Frances. 923 Maple…Testaverde, Anthony and Gail. 717 Garfield…Vijay and Sanjay Inc. 1300 Woodmere…”
“What was that one, Vijesh?”
“Vijay. I think it’s a business.”
“OK. No, then. No for all of them.”
“Lester and Gross, partners. 48 Olde Towne Road…”
“Architects, I think. Don’t know them.”
“Van Nest, Sohail—”
“Ho-ho!”
“Shit, you know him? That’s a big one.”
“Her. It’s just her name on the listing?”
“Yeah.”
“No. I don’t really know them. Or her. It’s strange, though. Her husband is supposed to be a very rich guy. Old money. Or so they said. They’re divorced now. Everyone also said he was crazy.”
“What are you saying? Maybe it’s just a cash flow problem for her? She’ll pay it right off? That would be less interesting.”
“Listen to you.”
“No. I’m sorry. It’s just—any information helps.”
“I’ll tell you I’m very surprised the name is there. Maybe she’s a screw-up with money.”
“That would be better.”
The list went on and on. Preston’s energy flagged, and he stopped teasing his son about the odor of the thing. But the list, intoned with an inquisitorial lack of inflection, was sad. Preston was sensitive today. Imagining all these people were cheats or low-lifes made the summary of failure more bearable. But Preston wasn’t innocent enough to believe it.
 
“Flossy wants to rent the globe,” he mentioned to Bea that evening. She was sitting in a pink-slip-covered chair by the little fireplace in their bedroom. An explosion of dried flowers between the fire dogs was cobwebbed and dropping litter. The old air-conditioner buzzed with faint, flying saucer oscillations. Preston lay in bed, sketching the flower arrangement on the blank pages of a book.
“Rent the globe!”
“Your dad’s globe in the library.”
“Oh. I thought you meant rent the world.”
“Ha. No, he’s got some pal works in the movie business, set decorator. And the guy said he’d pay two thousand to rent the globe for a couple of days. Move it themselves. Flossy said he’d give us half. Rapacious commission, now I think about it.” He chuckled.
“I don’t know, Preston. It’s such a nice old thing. Moving it around—movie people moving it—couldn’t it get damaged? I bet it could.”
“That’s what I told him you’d say. Anything that came from Noroton is sacred. No touchee.” He snapped to a new page in the book and continued drawing.
“Come off it, Preston. You always say that, and it’s not true. I’m much more relaxed than you think I am.” She draped the accordioned directions for a bible quotation gizmo across her lap and gazed at him. “Are you mad?”
“Not a bit. Why? Oh. No, I’m just playing here.” He snapped to another page.
“When did you start drawing?”
He shrugged. “Why did you say it was kismet that me and Flossy cleaned up over in the apartment? Actually, Flossy did all the work. I just jaw-boned like—an old guy on a pickle barrel.” He wiggled his toes and flexed his legs to worry the soreness.
“Ah. It was fate, because of Jeanette Paul.”
Suddenly very dainty with the pages, Preston leafed back to the first drawing. The twinging in his hamstrings became an all-over frisson. 
“She’s been at church an awful lot lately and asked me a favor,” Bea explained. “Which is not really a favor, but might be a good idea for us. But first, tell me if this is a good time. She asked me a while ago, and I’ve held off, because I know you have an awful lot on your plate just at the moment. Work.”
“What? The ATCA thing? That’s always there. I don’t know if it’s a good time.”
“Her son Barry’s come back into town from out West, and it turns out he’s a perfect sort of a yard guy.”
Preston said nothing for a while, canceling his drawing with hash marks. “You know, we can’t just throw Dean out.”
“I’d like to, as a matter of fact. He’s useless for anything but shooting up my windows with his silly arrows. But the point is, he and Barry are old friends. Apparently they’d be fine together if Barry took the upstairs. There’s enough room for two over there.”
“Pay him, you mean? Who can afford somebody new?” Without looking up, he asked pointedly, “Jeanette Paul asked you this? Can my son live at your place?”
“Yes. Not in those words. But it’s because of Lynn, don’t you see? I know she’s a strange woman, but you were friends with Lynn.”
“I was never friends with Lynn. Never had two words with him.”
“All right. But you were both at Lawrence together.”
“Never had anything to do with him. Nobody did. Nobody wanted to touch him. He had that—I don’t know what it is—a repulsive quality. Perfectly OK up to a point, but if he got too close, he made you cringe.”
“Who cares what he was like? The poor man’s dying of cancer. You’d think we could help a little. I’m surprised. I always thought I was the more hard-hearted one. What is it, sweetheart?” Her voice changed instantly as she looked toward their bedroom door. Preston hadn’t even heard the mousey knocking.
The door creaked open. Eleanor walked in. She held something in her fist. She walked in a strange way. She pressed herself flat against the wall Egyptian style. She gave Preston a glance, but she was evidently keeping as far from him as she possibly could. Sidling along the wall like a jumper on a parapet, she hurried stiffly, with bizarre shyness, to Bea’s chair and crumpled, half on her mother’s lap, half on the floor. Spilling directions and bible computer, Bea leaned forward to hear a secret and caressed the girl’s hair. Like cruelty, Bea’s love thrived on the helplessness of its objects.
They whispered for a while. Eleanor opened her fist covertly. Preston could hear Bea’s half of the exchange. “I don’t think so, but who knows? Sometimes a chemical reaction—and even if it was, it’s a nice thing, nothing to worry about. Your hand smells like lemon. Did you put juice in with them?”
Preston’s drawing had turned into a cross-hatched darkness. He downed the puddle of limed meltwater in his old-fashioned glass.
Bea kissed the crown of Eleanor’s head. Even her love was a well-punctuated emotion. On her way out, Eleanor flattened herself against the wall again. Again, she sidled past Preston, as far from him as she could get. What was he, an ogre? Giving him the briefest glance, she whispered, “Night, Daddy.”
Searching the crevices of the pink chair for her bible computer, Bea chortled.
“What’s with her? Am I an ogre suddenly?”
“She’s adorable! No. She was just playing. She wanted to show me. Last Sunday she washed a bunch of coins in one of the Chapel vases. I was so pissed with her about it! Anyway, she just found them where I guess they’d been sitting all week, and they’d gotten shiny. They were shiny, too. But that can happen if they soak a while—ionization or something—can’t it? Maybe lemon juice got on them. That’s an acid, right?”
“Mm. I’m worried about her.”
“What are you talking about?”
“She shouldn’t be so shy.”
“What do you mean? She was just embarrassed, Preston. She probably thought you’d tease her.”
“But that walk! That twisty, tense way she moves. That bodes ill. Like she’ll end up some nutty Emily Dickinson in the attic. Probably be obvious what’s wrong, if we weren’t her parents.”
“What’s gotten into you, Preston? There’s nothing wrong with Eleanor. She’s lovely and shy.”
“Bea, they’re a mess. All of them. The naturalness and—the life’s been squeezed out of all the kids, except maybe Flossy. They don’t know how to act for themselves. God knows how they’ll get on in the world!” Blandly, he play-acted this hysteria. At the same time, he wondered whether everything he said wasn’t the absolute truth.
“Preston,” Bea scoffed. “Your daughter was wondering if I thought it was a miracle. A tiny miracle. It was sweet. Of course she didn’t want you to make fun—and tromp—over everything.”
 
 
At work Preston felt dyspeptic and groggy. The Flexalt headquarters was a bronzed, mirrored cube. It sat in a great lawn surrounded by a grassy dike. The dike had been built to baffle the noise from Teterboro Airport across Airport Road. Preston’s office faced the hangars and tarmac, and he could often watch, as he did now, the MetLife blimp slowly revolving down to its berth. Cocoa mulch had been freshly spread on the Flexalt flowerbeds. The incongruous smell of chocolate, intense outside, somehow got in through the seams of the glass cube, and a young lawyer, Vijesh Talwani, said it was making him hungry.
Vijesh felt a need to chew over their case. He’d swung a great pile of papers onto Preston’s desk when he came in. The pile included a log of company emails for which they were claiming attorney-client privilege. Vijesh rolled a small bottle of water between the palms of clay-colored hands and paced with puppyish energy. “In one sense it may be good for us that they killed Azil in such a disgusting way. And right in front of his kid brother. Because on the narrow issue of what we can reasonably have expected—how can anyone reasonably expect crimes that are psychopathic? They’re unreasonable by their nature, right?”
“But if you employ psychopaths, you have to expect—reasonably expect—” Preston advocated for the devil, or for the other side, rather. The case hinged on Flexalt’s partnership with a Mexican company. As security, the company had employed paramilitary thugs, who happily invited members of the Sinaloa cartel to join them in murdering a bothersome trade union organizer who, they claimed, was somehow informing on the drug traffickers. The victim’s mother, in New York now, was suing Flexalt for damages under the Alien Tort Claims Act in U.S. District Court.
“But these were ex-military. Who’s going to expect them to be nuts? They’ve got a sort of government imprimatur,” Vijesh argued.
“Anyone who knew anything about the military in Mexico should’ve—” Preston tried. “No. If they were ex-military, what about post-traumatic stress? Employer could’ve looked into that before hiring.”
“OK, OK, OK, I still think it’s a promising line. I haven’t worked it all out.” Jittery junior debater, he sounded a touch condescending to Preston, his senior by almost thirty years. “We can’t let our guard down, just because Doe v. Unocal was dismissed,” he instructed his boss, rhythmically patting his water bottle. “The court’s language is sympathetic to plaintiff. We’ll have to see what happens on appeal. And I don’t think it’s a good parallel with our situation, anyway. The Coca-Cola one’ll be more interesting when it comes up. It isn’t Coke they say committed the crimes but a local, independent bottler. Much more like us. And Coke’ll argue there’s no chain of liability. Flexalt could have a tiny problem making the same argument, though, because of that email to the board.” Naturally, he’d memorized it: “…ironic they want to take the ATCA route (He’s talking about the widow’s lawyers) because we had our eye on Unocal even before that case was filed in ’97, and our Mexican partnership was configured with the developing ATCA risk in mind. That’s an email I wish I could lose. We fucked up not getting it on the privilege log. We can hope they don’t find it, but if they get it on disc, all they have to do is press Search: ATCA.”
“He’s saying we anticipated the argument we’re making now.”
“Right. But if he says the partnership was originally configured—before the murder—in expectation of an Alien Tort Claims Act suit, then we’ll have to explain why. They’ll say it was because Flexalt thought it likely a crime would be committed and was trying to insulate itself. It isn’t like a domestic regulatory thing—you can’t just comply with a set of rules and get airtight liability protection. Corporate mens rea is going to come up. So what was our state of mind? The law is in flux here. If we had the ATCA risk in mind we’re basically saying we expected something bad to happen in Mexico and didn’t want to be held liable.”
Preston’s phone rang. He was happy to be interrupted. Until he took the call. He looked up as if he might ask Vijesh to leave, then he didn’t. Extremely cautious, he spoke without betraying any information. This made Vijesh listen all the more carefully, though he retreated to the far side of the room and idly beat his water bottle on a bare bookshelf.
“She and I did talk yesterday evening—Yes, I think I can say I was a little surprised. Which is why I wanted to—I’d prefer face to face—That doesn’t come into it, of course. I have no reason not to assume, uh, everlasting good faith on, uh, both our parts—Please—Yes, we are a bit in the middle of things here—As soon as possible. Lunch, preferably—Or after work—She was amenable, and even I might be willing to go along, though there’s the issue of comfort—Well, isn’t that something to be dealt with?—Yes, face to face—I don’t know it, a RiteAid? Over by Short Hills Mall?—That’s not how I usually go. I take the exit after that—That’s fine. So we’ll say six?—Watermelons. OK.” He never cracked a smile, even after this last bit. When he hung up the phone, he breathed, “Miserable thing.”
Vijesh knew he shouldn’t comment, but he did. From across the room, he said in a strangely avuncular tone, crossing his arms, “Preston, old man, I think I know who that was.” When Preston didn’t say anything and didn’t look angry, Vijesh continued, “I’m not the kind of guy who brings up things like this, but—” He rushed, “Listen, I have a feeling that was Claire Malouf and—” Still Preston said nothing. Vijesh’s perfectly black eyes looked compassionate. “I’ll only say I think you should give her a wide berth. Really wide. She’s been talking to some people about you—and drinking.”
“She’s drinking?”
“No. You. Supposedly.”
“Ah. Always had a nice working relationship with her, I thought.”
“I’m not sure she feels the same way, Preston.” Both of them looked out the window. Trailing Gulliver-like ropes from front and back, the MetLife blimp dipped its nose.
Preston looked at his clock and decided an hourglass was a better model for time than the constant electric gliding of a second hand. Time ran, came to a stop, then all was inverted, shaken up like now, before it commenced seething forward again.
During the phone call, Jeanette Paul (not Claire) had proposed meeting Preston at a supermarket. She said she’d only have five minutes after Lynn’s sponge bath and before his dinner. Preston guessed she wanted him to fall in with her routine, act the supplicant. When he found her by the appointed pyramid of watermelons, she didn’t appear to be in a rush at all. Her cart was empty. A redhead with a tray was offering her a sample of cheese. Jeanette took a tiny mallet of sweating cheddar on a toothpick. She made the woman wait till Preston came over. Preston demurred twice, white extra-sharp and yellow.
Drily, Jeanette judged her sample “better than it looks.”
The redhead smiled and couldn’t have cared less. She galleoned off along a misting bank of lettuce.
Without preamble, Jeanette told Preston, “I’m not doing anything weird. Just so you know. You’re the one who wanted to see me. Which I understand—keeping tabs on my frame of mind. As far as I’m concerned, there’s no need. Nothing’s changed.”
That was a promising start. Relaxed. Preston was equally careful to appear casual. Stepping around a smattering of crushed champagne grapes, they drifted from the crowded fruits and vegetables to a quieter aisle, pausing by cake mixes. Jeanette backtracked to introductory small talk, which soon became banter. With anyone else Preston would have shrugged off the teasing. With Jeanette, teasing had a dark cast, implied a secret and tragic virtuousness like the unhappy, painful-looking, creases of her face. Not unlike the university president’s daughter twenty-five years on.
“You understand why I wondered, though,” Preston told her with a confiding smile.
Jeanette parried with an unexpected question, “You never liked Lynn, did you?” Preston’s silence was close enough to assent, so she went on. “Yeah. In your case I used to think it was—you know, when you really wrong someone, wrong them terribly, and then you can’t stand having anything to do with them? I thought it was that way with you and him.”
“Go ahead and shop, if you need to,” Preston offered. She didn’t take her eyes off him. He told her, “I’m sorry about Lynn. Truly sad about it. I’ve known him a long time. And it’s rotten for you, Jeanette, it really is.”
“But I decided nobody liked Lynn. Nor had they ever. Nor had I maybe. Maybe he was a convenience when I decided I wanted to get married. He’d have leapt at anything, and I like my men to leap. But isn’t it terrifying—if that’s your fate—to be the sort nobody cares for? And it’s not how he was brought up or anything he did or anything that happened to him. You know I’m right. You know it’s true. In his case, it’s like autism or something. It’s in his skin and always has been. I’m not claiming that means there’s anything so all-fired saintly about me taking care of him—”
“Why couldn’t there be? What do you get out of it, Jeanette? Always making yourself seem so sinister?” Tardily, Preston smiled to make that comment seem light.
But Jeanette gave him a nettled, haughty, “Is that what I’m doing?”
“About Barry,” he said, changing the subject. Then he thought to apologize, “No. That’s not what you’re doing: pretending to be bad. I’m sorry. But about Barry—”
“Money comes into this not at all, Preston. So you can relax. If you can pay him a bit, fine. If not, not.”
It made him nervous that the thought of money was so close to the surface. “Well, of course, I can do that, but I’m a little in the dark why you never want to settle the issue once and for all. What I mean to say is, it’s been your pleasure to keep this thing in doubt for an awfully long time.”
“Pleasure?” she repeated grandly. “I’d hardly call it that. The thing—my son—always was in doubt. I told you that from the beginning. I’ve never known for sure. But it was also never a pleasure. You know perfectly well, for years I dyed the poor kid’s hair. You know that. I guess I was frantic someone might notice. Wasn’t that a pretty desperate, unhappy… not a pleasure anyway! I’m sure everyone thought I was an idiot. Or a monster.”
“Jeanette, resemblance was never the issue you seemed to think it was,” Preston cajoled. He didn’t want to come off condescending. At the same time, he tried to sound more positive than he felt. He didn’t really know—nor had he ever—what Barry Paul looked like. For a few years, Barry had been a blond boy pointed out across the pool at Westerbrook or fishing lost golf balls from a water trap on the course. Then he vanished.
“No? You never thought so? I’m not saying I necessarily think so myself. Now. But I notice your kids never went to Lawrence, even though you did. No class pictures.”
“Come on, Jeanette! That had nothing to do with it. Bea decided all that. Schools.”
“Really? I seem to remember you and I having a talk at some point.”
“No. Where I said the kids wouldn’t go to Lawrence? I don’t think so.”
“I told you I was sending Barry there.”
“I don’t remember that. They were all at the club together with Barry often enough during the summers.”
“Only when Lynn and I belonged. Not a long time at all. But why get into all that?” She put a stop to it, so he couldn’t. “Look, if you feel you have to know, know absolutely, before you throw him a shekel, then by all means, let’s do the DNA test like some—some ghetto couple. I feel not the slightest need myself. But if you do, let’s be done with it. Who knew at the time there’d ever be this magic test?” The wildness of her threat warped her vowels. She was speaking in a low-pitched, laughter-like tone of voice. Neither of them could help looking up and down the aisle.
This was her line. Preston was certain of it. To perpetuate doubt forever. Since no demands had ever been made, she could think of herself as pure, untouched by vulgar self-interest. Whatever the cost to her, her life became a thing of beauty, as if it were art she was making with the thousand moral pigments of her frustrated existence. She’d come to him forever, whispering, I’m not doing anything.
“Let’s stop pussyfooting, Preston,” she said. “I know you don’t believe it, but I’m not coming after you. I’m not! I’m not!”
“Why don’t you want the kid at home to help you with Lynn, then?”
She smiled. She shrugged. “I need peace and quiet to poison the bastard, don’t I?”
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WEARING RUBBER BOOTS, Barry Paul and Dean walked through a field on Preston Sayles’s property, their strides tangled, stringy, snapping. They were making their way back to the house. They’d just come out of the woods, and their flushed temples and pallid forearms were spangled with bright scratches and black specs. Boulders trucked in from a road-building project had been heaped picturesquely in the field. Dean leapt up on the largest one. He tottered.
Barry uncinched the long gauntlets of yellow gloves. Careful of the invisible poison, he plucked them off. He rubbed the stubble of his scalp.
From the boulder, Dean explained, “Just wanted to see if Preston’s car was in.”
“Too early.”
“I know, but—” Dean was touchy with Barry, trying to be friends in a different way than in their schoolboy past. He enjoyed towering over Barry on the boulder. He also felt stupid, like he’d been trying to cut ahead of Barry in line all day. Not that Barry did anything but shrug affably. Even clearing brush in the woods. Dean had inserted himself in a task he’d left undone for months just because Barry was going to do it. And the bragging way he told Barry about his little intimacies with Preston felt desperate. Still, he couldn’t stop. He’d been talking about the time Preston ran for Congress.
“So anyway, they videotaped him bullshitting with Ford, so they could make a TV commercial. He has a copy still, but he won’t let anybody see it. He told me it’s too embarrassing. He talked the whole time, and Ford just sits there nodding—uh-huh, uh-huh—and maybe once he says, You’re completely right about that, Preston.”
Barry smiled, wondering if Ford had really sounded so stupid and if the job of president could really be so humiliating. “Why didn’t he try again after he lost?”
“Claims he didn’t like it. I think it might be that he liked screwing around too much. It would have been too dicey, too many skeletons in the closet. Never tell Bea, obviously. But it’s pretty well known what he’s like.”
“Didn’t seem to hurt Clinton that much.”
“This was the old days. And, incidentally, he hates Clinton, and I think that’s partly why. No, everybody wanted him to be a candidate when he was young. He told me they even took him to the White House once when Nixon was president. They go into the Oval Office, and he actually has the balls to ask if he can sit in the president’s chair. Nixon wasn’t there or anything. You got to get him to tell you. It’s fucking hysterical.” Dean took off his own gloves. He had allergies and tried blowing his nose but only got a nostril to burble thickly. His wire rims were smeared with sweat. His old scars itched. When Barry started walking again, he jumped down from the boulder and fell in with him.
Up by the sprawling house, the sunlight looked thick enough to fall in cords like honey. The trees around the house—golden already—shifted in a rogue gust of wind making Barry think, girls under a shower. Though they didn’t see her at first, Bea’s raucously friendly voice came from somewhere, “Pretty warm for October! You boys must be burning up” There she was, in a full-length aqua housedress. She was filling birdfeeders. A great plastic bag was at her feet, and a tin scoop shone in her hand.
It didn’t register with either boy how peculiar the aqua outfit was for Garden Club Bea. Rather suddenly she’d given up her dainty sapphire guard rings and tiny gold sand dollar earrings. Since Addie Mueller had come to the chapel Bea had started opting for hunks of jade and amber and a big Celtic gold cross. The menopausal shift to clunky jewelry and garish colors, as mysterious as finding religion, had happened quickly in her case. Some of the new jewels tumbled into the gold-embroidered décolleté of her screaming housedress. If the boys didn’t notice her clothes, they did notice that Bea was more harshly friendly than ever, even for a golfer. Her neat gray hair was coming apart. “Aren’t you nice! Aren’t you nice!” she railed. “I don’t know how to thank you.” 
Dean rushed to speak first. “There’s still a lot down there, Bea. It’ll take two more days, maybe.”
Something about his authoritative tone made Bea give him a brief stare that looked like it might turn into laughter.
Barry enthused, “We found this one incredibly huge one. Hundred years old maybe. Like a tree trunk.” He made a ring with his hands.
“I’ve never heard of poison ivy growing like that!” Bea exclaimed. She couldn’t not be as loud and happy-sounding as possible just now. Her oldest son, Philip, had managed a phone call from Nicaragua—long, accusing, irrelevant. Barry and Dean assumed puffy, reddened eyes were ordinary for a woman her age, not a sign of crying.
“The thing was awesome,” Barry smiled at her. “Chthonic!”
“Well! I don’t know how to thank you. For even just starting to get it out of there. No, Dean!” He’d bent forward to help drag the bag of seed to the next group of feeders. She didn’t want his help and stopped him almost crossly.
Philip had said to her, “Now you’re doing it to me. Don’t you see how we, as a class, are cruel, power-mad? The niceness is a blind. The underclass is right. The only thing they don’t get, because they can’t conceive of it, is that we have total conviction. We really do think we’re nice. And you can’t fight faith.” His voice had sounded villainous, no other word, its tone a cross between scalpel and oracle. So what could she—not the most dialectical person in the world—do but snort in contempt and shout, “Goddamn it! Class! What planet are you on, Philip?”
With a cheery “whoof!” she hefted the seed bag and got it propped against the green pole of the next birdfeeder. Its weight caused the squirrel guard to tip. De-draingy-dang-dang. “No, if the girls had ridden over from camp and gotten all poison-ivied on the trails—well, they’d think something awful about us. So thank you, boys! Thank you! Thank you!”
It wasn’t Philip’s cruelty to her. Children often tell you your life was a waste, your marriage a stinker, and me—I’m a ruin, thanks to you. But his terrible suffering! As a woman, Bea couldn’t help but imagine it had its origin in her—at a level deeper than psychiatry is able to articulate. As if he’d come out as animated crystals of uric acid when all she’d meant to do was create life. In the way of God, she’d more than allowed the possibility of sin. Crazily, Philip had gone on: “And this great training in falsehood is exactly why there are so few interesting or accomplished people from privileged backgrounds, in spite of having all the time in the world, and—” She’d had to shrill back at him, “Philip! What on earth are you raving about? Anyone can do anything, if they put their mind to it!”
“It’s actually nice for us the Riding Camp girls use the trails,” Bea told Barry. “Helps keep them open. You should try some time. I bet they’d let you. If you did any riding out west.”
“I can’t afford to right now,” Barry said. “Oh, that reminds me, I have to talk to Preston about something,” he added guilelessly.
Dean nosed in, “Preston isn’t back yet? I guess we saw his car wasn’t in. Actually I’ve got to see him about something, too, at some point.”
“Well! No, Dean. Preston won’t be back till six-thirty or seven. He’s visiting his sister at Hazelwood.” Preston had a much older sister in a nursing home.
Another gust of wind came along. The many blotches of sunlight on the grass around their feet seemed to wobble on stems. The way nature broke in upon their attention, waving its arms, made human affairs seem puny. 
With the particular sensitivity of strong emotion repressed, face to face with what she momentarily perceived to be the godless underlying boredom of the world, Bea made an incredible, tight-lipped expression of warrior sternness. At the wind’s second gusting, she used the scoop to hold her gray locks in place. She surveyed the field, the boulders. If God was temporarily absent from the world, she would find Him. She blushed when she noticed Barry’s generous face grinning at her in—she thought—admiration. With her usual fostering sweetness, a small voice, she said, “Well. You’re both—you must be covered with poison ivy. Why don’t you run and change. I’ll tell Preston you want to see him, Barry. You, too, Dean.” 
 
 
There were two entrances to the garage apartment, the main door from the outside and another from the big four-bay garage. Barry and Dean went in through the garage, pungent of gasoline and mown grass. They left their rubber boots and gloves on the oil-stained concrete floor. Each took a shower, and afterward Dean heard the indecipherable thumps and knockings Barry often made overhead. 
The noise came from Barry’s largely made-up version of Tai Chi. With his poor sense of balance, he wasn’t any more adept at this than he had been at skateboarding. But he kept trying, hoping it would help him take off a few pounds and get in touch with his body. Dressed only in red sweats, one foot in the air, his hands met in prayer over the dimples of a young man’s slight paunch, and his expression was sublimely peaceful. Until he tottered and the raised foot thudded down. He ignored the squawk of the phone from the floor below and began again.
Downstairs, still in his towel, Dean eyed the caller ID before seizing the phone. “Lloyd, you fuckhead!” he answered amiably. “How we doing?”
Lloyd ran their little insurance business, aspired to be a Republican party flack in Trenton and affected to skip greetings. “Ask me if I care if that Swiss Re holier-than-thou motherfucker thought I was an asshole running around after little jackshit insurance commissions! I sold a fucking three-million-dollar policy to the old guy in Brick. How you doing? You talk with Prez-man over there yet?”
“Not yet. I can’t bring it up yet. Because of the car still. I’ve got to let it cool off some more.”
“For fuck’s sake. Man. That was months, months, fucking months ago. What are you doing for me? Either get me Sayles or get me some other fucking leads over there. Shit.” Not sounding overly upset, he rang off after adding, “Gotta go.”
Dean’s hand covered a gold-toned plastic figure of an archer—more Robin Hood than bow hunter—third place. An erection started to tent the kilted terrycloth of his towel, and he reached under and toyed with it idly for a moment. Still holding the phone, he thumbed his girlfriend Pia’s number. As it rang, he slipped his hand under his armpit, drew it out and felt the new sweat on his fingertips, almost as evanescent as alcohol.
“Nah. Nah, I got to go out with Lloyd tonight. He just called,” Dean said to Pia. She had mixed feelings about Lloyd. She once called him a no-goodnik. Dean offered, “You want me to blow him off?”
“No,” Pia sighed. “What’s that noise?”
“Barry beating off upstairs.”
“Ha ha. No way. Why don’t you go into business with him instead of Lloyd?”
After getting off the phone, Dean turned, wondering if he felt like cleaning up the place, and caught sight of himself in the mirror. Although he affected to downplay his good looks with glasses, he was vain, vain in a miserly way. He dropped the towel and turned so he could see his butt in the mirror. After masturbating perfunctorily in the bathroom, he threw on a T-shirt and shorts and pounded on the wall at the foot of the stairs. When Barry answered, Dean called up, “Wondering if you wanted to watch some TV is all. See the debate later, maybe. Not that anybody cares. I have to go out with Pia after.”
They’d hardly said a word in the woods, and they hardly said a word now. Both of them sprawled on the couch in the sub-aqueous dimness of Dean’s room. Ghost armies of empty beer bottles lined the counters and sills. On a laminate coffee table were a beat-up copy of Foreign Affairs, a plastic bottle cap used as the ashtray for a single half-smoked joint, and more beer bottles.
Elbows flapping, Dean rubbed his eyes. He scratched his ankle with both hands. After he made a series of throaty snuffles, he told Barry he hated nature and wanted to move back to the city with Pia. Barry, who hadn’t spent much time down here, was eyeing a rubber plant in the corner of the room. The plant’s leaves had all been hacked off and a machete was stuck in the soil of the pot. “That’s anxiety,” Dean explained to him. “That’s my psychiatrist. Preston and Bea gave it to me at some point. But I’m not good with plants. Fuck me if this is a cold and not allergies.”
He got a bottle of DayQuil from the bathroom and started taking tiny, pursed-mouth sips straight from the bottle, between bigger sips of beer. He kept mistakenly grabbing an empty bottle from the coffee table. He rolled it out of the way under the couch and reached for the right one, heavy, cool, sweating. They were glued to the evening news, but they didn’t seem to be watching.
Without taking his eyes off the screen, Dean asked, “You’re going to ask Prez for little extra—” His hand gestured cash.
“That obvious?” Barry laughed.
“No. But maybe you want to talk to Bea. She decides a lot of that. A lot of their money comes from her family. I know she’s a pain to talk to.”
“You think so?”
“For me anyway. I think she likes you. The thing is, I’ve got to try to sell Preston a big policy. A nice piece of property. But if we both go after him at the same time… Also it might not be such a good time for Prez. There’s this huge lawsuit at Flexalt—and his sister—that costs a lot keeping his sister in that place.”
“They’re pretty rich,” Barry observed, not petulantly.
“In a way. In a way, though, rich people don’t think about it like that. They have all those kids, the house. What do you need more money for?”
“It’s sort of to do with my dad.”
“Shit. Right.”
“Yeah, I keep having to ask my mom and dad for money they can’t spare.”
“Right. It sucks. How’s he doing?”
“Not great. They’re always finding more—you know—cancer.”
Dean seemed to concentrate on the TV news for a while. He didn’t have any comforting vocabulary. With an adolescent show of tough honesty, he observed, “Your dad always seemed—kind of a sad guy.” Glancing at Barry, he saw that wasn’t a good line. He started over. “For money, there’s a couple of things you might try, though. Like you could ask your dad if he has a life insurance policy lying around. A lot of guys like him probably would.”
“I don’t know.” Barry shrugged.
“The thing is, you can sell it. Like other people will invest in it. It got popular when all those guys were dying of AIDS and needed money. People would sort of bet the guy was going to die in a year or two. They’d pay like ninety cents on the dollar for the policy. Then when the guy did die, the people who bought it would get the whole dollar. It was good for the AIDS guy, too, because he got all this money to spend before he kicked. That could be your dad’s situation. I don’t know for sure, because I don’t know all the details of his—or even if he has—”
“That’s so sick,” Barry said. He didn’t sound appalled or outraged, more fascinated. “I think he does have a policy, though. My mom may have said something.”
Sounding more crafty than even-handed, Dean frowned at the TV. “On the other hand, it might be less of a good thing for you in the long run. If you and your mom were beneficiaries, say, when he died you wouldn’t get the payoff. So it might be less good in a—you know—in a selfish sense. Up to you whether you want to get into it.”
“I don’t know if it would matter to me. To my mom maybe.”
“Or you could try for the real jackpot.”
“What’s that?”
“Well, that would be sue what’s-her-name—Ms. B. The one you fucked.”
Barry could tell Dean was, at least a little bit, serious, but he chuckled, and soon they both laughed. With a fanfare of tympani, the TV flashed back to a news anchor strolling through the as yet empty presidential debate set.
Dean made as if to drop the subject of money. He impatiently left before the debates even started, however, lying that he was off to see Pia as he’d lied to her that he was off to see Lloyd. He was headed to Asbury Park aiming for one of his compulsive fuck-boy pick-ups. On his way out he reminded Barry, “Seriously, about that insurance thing. If you ever decide. My man Lloyd does it all the time. He’s got these little tricks. You could talk to him. Also think about this—maybe you could help me out with selling Prez on a policy. He loves you. If you took the commission, or most of it, that would be some money for you, too. We should talk about it. You’d be a good salesman.”
 
 
After Hazelwood, Preston drove to the Clipper Room at the Radisson for a drink. From there he drove home on instruments, not trusting himself. He kept his Lexus speedometer needle from budging a millimeter. The dotted yellow line appeared to rise through the bottom of the car. Into him, he imagined. It flickered in his heart. He zippered together patches of woodland, horse farms, tracts of expensive houses. Whenever he pulled up at a stop sign, a heavenly silence descended on the crossroads. He could hear a single leaf skitter across the road. Drunkenness was a way of looking at things like any other. Through it, he was becoming a little hopeful.
A car with a ski rack followed him somnolently. He made the last turn, catching the berm. He straightened the car with a jerk as he would a suit jacket. The Lexus interior exploded with light. Heart racing, Preston thought reproachfully, “Now that’s dangerous.”
Lurid red, white, and blue swirled over his hands, his cheeks, the dashboard, clinging and flowing like oil. It hurt his eyes to glance directly at the flashing ski rack in the rear view mirror. He judged his pulling over a model of the art under the circumstances.
The police officer left his lights mutely yipping at the woods. He came up and stood a prudent distance from Preston’s window. Preston smiled. He raised his eyebrows politely. The policeman switched on a flashlight. Sweeping Preston’s lap and the front seat of the car, he slurred, or Preston heard him slur, “See your license, please!” or “Sir! License, please!”
“Of course.” Preston handed it to him, adding, “I haven’t seen you around.”
“Nose her.” The officer walked back to his car. After a long moment he switched off the flashing lights. When he returned, he said, “You live right here.” His shoulders swiveled somewhat, but he continued rereading Preston’s license with the flashlight.
“That’s correct,” Preston said in too pedagogic a tone. “Right there.” He pointed. The moon beat lividly on the roof.
The officer glanced up from the license into Preston’s eyes, a look that would have been bashful were it not so serious. Cautiously, Preston prompted him. “There was a problem?”
“Sort of crossed the line coming out of the turn,” he said. He mumbled, “Missed the road, too.”
“Live here so long, you start driving like you own the road. Which is dangerous,” Preston said contritely. His drunkenness had burned down to a headachy flush by now. He eyed the young man’s mustache, an ideal wave about to break over those silent lips.
“Arrive carefully,” the policeman slurred, handing Preston his license. More likely, “Drive carefully.”
Bea and Eleanor were in the kitchen when Preston came in. Preston gave Bea a rundown on his sister and her friends at Hazelwood, and he mentioned the cop. That got him a look. Bea told him the boys had started clearing brush and poison ivy from the woods. Eleanor was splitting Goldfish crackers with her incisors.
With innocuous-sounding cheerfulness, Bea suddenly exclaimed, “I’m in a mood to shake things up!” Her chin rose as she tried to think of a for-instance. Preston guessed she’d talked to either Philip or Anna. “Finally take care of this window, maybe.” Bea didn’t sound like she thought that was such a fun example of a shake-up. She didn’t even glance at Dean’s arrow’s divot in the tempered glass. She seemed to be trying to think of something better.
“How’s basketball, El-meister?” Preston asked.
“Fine.”
“You want to shake things up, too? With me and your mom?”
“Sure. If we can please have horses, Daddy.” She’d decorated her wrist with a cabochon Goldfish, which she now licked off.
“I’m not taking care of them,” Bea laughed. A touch wildly.
“No, really. I’m serious, you guys. I think it would be totally normal to get a pony.”
Preston bluffed. “You want a penny? Here you go. Let me—” He fished in his pocket.
“Not a penny. A po-o-ony, Daddy!”
“Right here. A shiny new penny!”
“Po-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-ony!!”
“What’s that you say? Eh?”
“Preston.” Bea put an end to the teasing.
“She just thinks she ought to want a pony, because that’s what the general theory of little girl-ness says.”
“Preston!” Bea said more sharply than was called for. As if Preston were tempting Eleanor with a cursed apple of knowledge, if a very small one.
Bewildered by the joke, Eleanor also stared at her father, not sure whether she was being made fun of. She insisted, “I do want a pony.”
“Oh, damn,” Bea remarked. “El, will you run out to the garage for some vegetables? Pick whatever you like. Us guys don’t care, do we?” In the unused fourth bay of the garage they kept a freezer full of vegetables and Lean Cuisine packages and a butchered side of beef.
In the silence after Eleanor had gone, Bea and Preston could hear a pissy-sounding talking head from the TV blasting in the library: “Gore saw Clinton as damaged goods, because of the Monica Lewinsky imbroglio. Was it a miscalculation?”
With Eleanor out of the room for a moment, privacy created a slight awkwardness between Bea and her husband. Chin jutting, Bea brushed it aside. “That reminds me. Both Barry and Dean want to talk to you. And I have a feeling both of them—both of them—are going to ask you for money.”
The flat of Preston’s hand came down on the kitchen table. “Look—”
“Hey! Don’t do that to me. I’m just telling you what they said. Well, maybe they didn’t say anything about money, but I’ll bet you...” She trailed off. She muttered, “I really do want to shake things up.”
“Why now?”
Her voice rose as if he’d challenged her. “Maybe now’s the time. I’m sorry. I know you’re tired and worried about work. But maybe I’m tired and worried, too. You know, I quit with Dr. Berman. I’m not going to see him anymore.”
“What brought that on? I didn’t even know that was on the table. Why now, Bea? Did you talk with Anna or Philip today?”
“Maybe I did. Philip. Big deal. That has nothing to do with Dr. Berman. I’ve been thinking about that for a long time. Half the fun was having lunch with Cassie Vail every time, and now she can’t because she’s gotten so grand. I don’t mean that the way it sounds. I mean, good for her! She’s busy with her gallery. Doing something.”
“You always said Berman was a big help.”
“Of course he was. But there’re other ways to change—to get out of being so—maybe, I’d like to try going to seminary! Is that so out of left field? Who knows?” She’d gotten a touch shrill. “I’m not at all sure you realize, Preston, how discovering God in my life has been—very important,” she avowed doggedly.
“I know, Bea. Of course, I know,” he said gently.
“I have to say I admire Cassie in so many ways. And Addie Mueller, too. Do you realize, that woman has a chance of becoming a bishop? Not that that’s what it’s all about. But—listen, you and I have worked pretty well together. And I’m glad of it, of course. But—but—” Unable to get something out, she turned accusing in frustration. “What do you mean, we’re messed up? Why don’t you think any of our kids can get along in the world? What about your part in it? Ever think of your responsibility?”
“Bea.”
“I’m serious. I don’t want you teasing El for being a fake little girl or me for being fakely nice or fake whatever else you think I am, when—when maybe that was exactly what you always expected of us!”
“Fake? I don’t get this.”
Bea took a moment, calmed herself and looked at him, now feeling forgiving as well as sweetly estranged from him. “You don’t, of course, Preston. I don’t think you can get it.”
 
 
In the dark garage, Eleanor could hear Barry Paul spilling his tools in front of Dean’s TV. He was going to work on his bicycle while he watched the debate. Eleanor kept shuttling a frosty carton of frozen peas between her hands so it wouldn’t burn too much. Keeping to the darkness, she crept, stepping on rubber boots and gloves, until she got a view through the door’s glass window. Barry had inverted his bicycle and was examining the chain for the master link. An American flag rippled on the TV screen. Eleanor could hear a trumpet flourish.
 She could see the scar-like white scuffs in Barry’s stubbly scalp, as if he’d been in a war. Why was he a thousand times more appealing than Dean, who was beautiful but not even attractive? She imagined Barry and herself running through a war zone together. Their happiness would be entombed by some disaster. If she survived, she’d cry her life away. Squeezing the softening box of frozen peas, she heard the sound of the collapsing rubble that, perhaps, would kill him. Or her. She felt the arousing glory of it in her gut. She nuzzled an edge of the wet, warming, softened carton of peas between her legs. It took a second, then the cold flashed through her forest green tights and cotton panties and flooded her with tingling from the puckered apex of her thighs to her shoulder blades. It was semi-painful, semi-wonderful, the most romantic wound. She took the package away only when it started dripping. Boldly, she used the box for a sly knock on the window.
She wasn’t sure he heard. She squeezed the black stone he’d given her from its secret pocket behind the waistband of her skirt. She knocked with the stone, and he heard her this time. Plucking at the front of his red sweatpants, he stood. He padded over. By the time he opened the door, she’d run to hide behind her father’s Lexus.
She could see him. He crouched. He reached out into the garage and righted the pairs of rubber boots. He smeared possible poison from them on the thighs of his sweats. He sat on his haunches, smiling gently as if he knew Eleanor was out there in the garage. Still on his haunches, he pretended to be blind, a performance just for her. His hands, streaked with bicycle grease, waved blindly through the doorway. He almost lost his balance and had to grab the doorframe. Still, he played, eyes closed, smiling as his head moved about like a blind worm coming up out 
of its hole. It was all a performance for her. “Where was she?” he played. “Where was Eleanor?” She let him hear her giggle once before she ran out of the garage with the peas.
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PRESTON WASN’T ABLE to set up a meeting with Barry until almost a month had passed. He told himself it was the demands of the Azil case, but he was also intimidated by the idea of a fully developed person rather than merely scared of the time bomb in swaddling Jeanette had taunted him with all these years. With close study, Preston thought, he’d be able to distinguish himself from Lynn in the boy’s—what was it?—phenotype. He felt the algebraist’s curiosity to solve for an unknown. Apart from the biology and the math, his muddy emotions bemused him. His slight excitement would have been spoiled had Barry known whom, or the possible whom, he was going to meet. Jeanette had always assured Preston that Barry had no clue. So Preston had the psychological elbow room to examine this alternate history in the form of a person.
Preston assumed, at least for the purposes of the meeting, that Jeanette’s story was true. He’d liked Barry, the property care worker, instantly. Both Bea and Eleanor adored him. Did that mean anything? In fantasy, Preston imagined bestowing a real job or a college education on his putative offspring. He’d be a good, industrious son, more like Flossy than poor Philip, who was too smart for his own good. 
For his part Barry expected a quick chat and nothing more. Perhaps standing together on the drive in New Jersey. When Preston suggested a trip into the city and a long lunch at someplace really nice, like Blithe, Barry, who almost never went into the city, said No. What he wanted to talk about wasn’t anywhere near that important. 
But Preston insisted on making an event of it. He decided to try reproducing a long-ago lunch, when Bea’s father had driven in from Noroton and entertained his future son-in-law at the University Club. Preston remembered being awed by the place. He was curious to see Barry’s reaction.
November was cold in the city. Snow fell a full week and a half before Thanksgiving. The plowed heaps were soon reduced to exhaust-blackened remnants, more like pumice rocks at a Hula Pele than the background for Christmas carols. Meltwater slicked the sidewalks around the University Club. The sandstone façade of the building had been ruined by a cleaning in the seventies. The blurry, dark brown structure looked like it had just stepped out of the sea.  
When Preston saw how Barry was turned out, he realized the boy wasn’t the same kind of ambitious New Jersey asshole he himself had been when trying to impress Bea’s father. This wasn’t diagnostic of non-relatedness, of course. Philip, unquestionably his, was even less like him. Barry wore work boots with an ill-fitting blazer and tie obviously borrowed from Dean. He’d left his knitted beanie at home, but his shaved head and his default drowsy contentment came off a little rent boy. His choker of vertebrae, or whatever they were, peeked over a threadbare button-down yellow collar. To Preston the choker betokened a possible brotherly likeness to Flossy, who now never removed his own choker of blue trade beads. 
A funny property of the mind is lag. Every moment that comes along is the same size. It takes a little while for psychology to blow up the big events and discard the superfluous ones. As they occur, boiling water for pasta and burying a parent take place on a uniform scale and at exactly the same steady beat. Even if Preston was having lunch with a long-lost son, the title character of an opera full of rubato and wild crescendos and diminuendos, in the moment things felt perfectly ordinary, easy, pleasant. Preston had to work to make the lunch feel as momentous as it ought to have been.
Barry laughed when he was given a menu without any prices on it. “It’s pretty easy to guess.” The white-jacketed Black waiters made him think he’d stumbled into a thirties movie. The dining room, while grand, showed an institutional decay worse than the blurred sandstone. Yellowed plastic runners lay over the carpet in front of the kitchen, and a carton of roach traps had been stashed indiscreetly under a sideboard with peeling veneer. A thousand-year-old employee strolled about holding a tablecloth and a single German silver fork, either in dementia or in a pretense of work.
“People who don’t know expect it to be impeccable in here. Like a restaurant,” Preston said, guessing Barry’s thoughts. “But we like it run down. A renovation wouldn’t do. That wouldn’t convey the right note of aristocratic weariness.” He looked at Barry to see if he understood Preston was mocking this paradoxical form of snobbery.
Twisted bundles of wires crusty with old paint hugged the moldings. They led to defunct phone jacks and window alarms. The wires circled the room at the baseboard and ran up the walls here and there to disappear into clumsy holes that leaked plaster dust. He did understand Preston’s delicate humor, but to him the décor called to mind inertia. 
Preston continued. “Too bad it’s not spring. Shad roe’s the one thing worth coming for. All the rest—” His hand tipped back and forth, meaning, mediocre. “I do like the pea soup sometimes—mushrooms and mint, which is avant-garde for them. Most of the menu’s out of fashion. They were serving jellied consommé and pêche melba till the day before yesterday.” He kept watching Barry. The boy was surprisingly alert to Preston’s gastronomic shadings. He wasn’t the oaf Jeanette talked about. 
A bloated wreck of an old man, who looked famous to Barry, greeted Preston familiarly. Preston made a little joke. The famous-seeming man brayed and gripped Preston’s shoulders from behind. His yellow-toothed laughter came off as stylish and ghastly at the same time. He gave Barry a high-caliber wink before moving off. Preston explained that the man wasn’t really famous. His father had amassed the world’s largest collection of English hammered pennies, and his mother used to go parachuting on Long Island. 
Preston’s mouth stuck in kissing position as he consulted the menu. His fingertips, the very tips, touched the padded edge of the table in front of him as if he were about to start typing. This was his dainty imitation of Bea’s father. He waved off a somnolent waiter twice while they sipped cocktails.
Preston shared a creaky joke about one of the grandiose but boring landscape paintings on the walls. “The huge jungle one with a volcano in the background used to be called A Portrait of Miss Mary Cavour. You can read the little label on the frame. She was an actress the turn-of-the-last-century crowd thought was hot stuff. So it was: volcano equals Mary, ha-ha. Yeah.”
“Pretty daring,” Barry smiled.
“And the one that looks like Antarctica has always been called Frankenstein. Unofficially. I’m not sure why. Was there a big snow scene in Frankenstein?”
“Never saw it,” Barry shrugged. “Nice frame, though. Wow!” Soon he was starting to feel drunk. Politely, he kept up with Preston, though he’d mentioned that he hardly ever drank. This slight recklessness (two drinks so far) appealed to Preston. “My mom thinks I’m a nature boy. I’ve got to tell her I had an actual three-martini-lunch. She’ll love that.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“Yeah, she’s more the social-climber type than me. I don’t mean that in a bad way. She’s just a lot more aware, you know? She hates it that I’m doing lawn and garden stuff. But I like it. Less responsibility. Of course, it means I’ll be kind of grubby all my life.” Barry announced this with unexpectedly sophisticated irony, a chip off the old block tone of voice that delighted Preston. “So she’ll be relieved if I’m turning into a businessman,” Barry looked into his drink while pumping his eyebrows like a strip club tout. 
“The martinis on the rocks?”
“No. Not only them.”
Preston copied an expression of elegant inquiry he thought he remembered Bea’s father giving him.
Barry planted an elbow confidingly on the table between them. His torso slanted, making his whole demeanor a little arch. “I’ve got to tell you my plan. I’ve got a plan for today, Preston. You probably knew that. Today I really am a businessman.”
Preston encouraged silently. Barry wasn’t handling his glass or his sips like someone who never drank.
“Yeah. Before we get up from this table, I’m gonna get you to buy a big life insurance policy. Five million, at least. A very nice piece of property, too. If I say so myself. Or that’s what I’m told and fully believe,” he finished slyly.
This was a new Barry. If the bleary-eyed performance was supposed to represent accidental drunkenness, it was a clever way to conjure up intimacy. Preston stared, not displeased.
The corners of Barry’s mouth drooped and indented crossly. He pushed his glass away and murmured, “Better not get too drunk.”
“Dean’s got you working his insurance racket now?”
“Sort of a funny deal, Preston. They want you to put down your address as Georgia when you buy the policy.” Barry grinned. “Which you will.”
“Because?”
“They figure I’ll wrap you around my little finger.” 
This wasn’t exactly a sales pitch. Why would he be telling tales on his partners? Preston wondered casually, “Why do they figure that?”
“I don’t know. I think Dean thinks you’re in love with me (which I know you’re not). But I’m supposed to be bait. The truth is, I think he’s the one in love. I mean, I think he said it about me, but really he’s the one who’s in love. With you.”
“Love?”
“You know what I mean. Not love love. Idolizes. You should see his rubber plant.”
“This doesn’t sound like a sales pitch. What would you be getting out of it?”
“He hacked it. With his machete.”
“What?”
“The rubber plant. I know that doesn’t sound like idolizes, but I kind of think that’s what it means. Like obsessed. He wants to be a politician. Like you were.”
“Not quite. But tell me. Are you making a sales pitch or what? You sound like you don’t care that much. What’s in it for you?”
“They say I’ll get half the commission. To be honest, it’s money I could use. The thing is, I was going to ask you for a loan straight out, but they have a gimmick figured out that’s good for everybody. Supposedly. Everybody gets something. I’ll get half the commission on your policy, and my dad will get the viatical whatever-it-is on his old one.” Barry smiled and winked big, an imitation of the penny-collector’s son. Preston was sure Barry was using this hint of drunkenness partly to sell, partly to ask for advice, partly to ask for money.
Preston sized him up again with—almost—pride. “They?”
“Dean and that guy Lloyd he works with.”
“And I’m supposed to give a false address?”
“They thought you probably knew somebody down in Atlanta. According to their scheme, it makes the thing more profitable. The rules are different in Georgia. I’m just the front man. Because you make Dean nervous. Not as much as Bea does, but still.”
“But he loves me?”
“Sure. Don’t you get nervous when you love somebody?”
“Oh. Maybe a long time ago. I don’t think so anymore. If I even did back then.” Preston actually thought about this for a second and concluded, “Strange not to remember how it felt.”
Barry exaggerated a pouty expression of commiseration or deep thought, putting his palm to his stubbly scalp as if to adjust his head in space. 
Barry’s skin was smooth, Preston noticed, not like his own large-pored coarseness. Its color tended to gold, not to his own burst capillary pink. Smooth and gold were traits of Jeanette’s. He couldn’t remember any of Lynn’s for the life of him. Only the man’s general ickiness, and Barry had none of that. 
Preston’s retreat from the moment ended. “I’m enjoying this,” he said. “But let’s go over it. You’re on spec for Dean and what’s-his-name. You’re the salesman. Why aren’t you trying to be more convincing? I suspect you know what you’re doing.”
“Well, I don’t know the whole story. For instance, I know selling my dad’s policy and you buying yours aren’t connected, but they almost wanted me to think so. They were subtle about it, but they were also hoping I got confused. Maybe I am. I think they just wanted me to do the work for them. I figure my best chance with you is to lay it out the way it really is. Buyers like real, huh? So it’s almost a technique. Once you—you, Preston—know what the policy is really worth, maybe you’ll understand what’s going on and be able to tell for yourself if it’s a good deal like they say. You’ll put the facts together better than I can.”
“You’re not really drunk. Let me ask you, Barry, you need money, right? Partly on account of your father. Right. Living expenses, I guess. Whatever. Your mom have anything to do with us meeting?”
“My mom?” Barry reached for the drink he’d pushed away. 
“Just wondering if you talked to her about this—intricate deal. Or about me, ever?”
“I guess,” Barry shrugged, but his answer, to Preston’s unstated question, was clearly No.
“Don’t have anything to do with those boys, Barry. To me, it sounds like a scam. Or close to it. I’ll check it out with Dean, though. He’s an ass. And not honest. About the money—let me ask you, you ever get your BA when you were out West?”
“I never finished.”
“Maybe that’s something we could look into.”
Barry drew back his head in surprise. “What are you talking about? I’m all on hold. I’m not doing anything, because of my dad.”
“I get that.”
“And college must be ten grand a year. Or I’d have to stay in Jersey for twelve months to qualify for a public one. I thought about it, but I’m not sure I’d want to stay that long—especially if I was suddenly—at liberty, you know?”
“Sure, sure. Let’s put all that aside for a minute. I’ll loan you a couple of thousand on top of the yard stuff. Pay it back whenever. But don’t tell Dean. I’ll follow up with him about the rest of it. Honestly, there’s more I wanted to talk to you about. Other stuff, I mean.”
“I thought I wanted to talk to you,” Barry corrected.
“Yeah, well, I did too.”
They smiled, and the conversation came to an abrupt halt as if they realized they were starting to flirt. Luckily, their meals arrived. Cutlery and glasses were rearranged. Crumbs from the bread Barry had been eating to soak up alcohol (he really was drunk) were scraped deftly from the mattress-thick tablecloth. After the two covered plates were set in front of them, the waiter wearily, without a hint of flourish, lifted German silver cloches from them. Holding these high like cymbals, he departed. Barry laughed. “I didn’t know anybody really used those dome thingys. I’ve never seen one before. Except in a cartoons.”
“Yeah. I know. I know. And Miss Mary Cavour. And the no prices. The whole place is an old-timey cartoon,” Preston agreed. “To tell the truth, I didn’t think it would be this bad. I guess I wanted to make an impression, and it’s been too long since I’ve been here. It’s not right for you and me. Flossy used to like it.” Preston looked at his hand flat on the tablecloth. Barry’s hand happened to be resting near it, easy to compare. It was less red, less puffy, more golden, but the thickness and straightness of the fingers, the unemphatic knuckles, the thin-looking, deep set nails, were similar. Preston sometimes had to pry clippers under the ingrowing ends of his own nails. Was he already too close to Barry to judge?
Barry withdrew his hand. “Why would you want to make an impression on me? And what other stuff?”
“Huh?”
“You said you wanted to talk about other stuff.”
“Yeah. OK. Let’s see. Well—you ever had any supernatural experiences?”
Barry laughed in surprise. “I guess I’ve got my little amulets—medicine stuff from when I was out West,” Barry admitted. “Yeah, I’m a believer. Were you talking to Bea?”
“No.”
“Sure you’re not setting me up?”
“No,” Preston promised.
“What do you mean then? You mean like coincidences or ghosts?” 
“Could be those. Or ESP,” Preston said.
“I guess I’ve had that sometimes. Or I think I have. What’s this about? When I was a kid my best friend and me played around at summoning ghosts. His schtick mostly. I was telling Bea about it, and she told me—she’s a very spiritual woman, as you know—she told me that she saw an angel once. I could believe Eleanor has a touch of ESP, too, or whatever. Maybe it runs in your family. You ever have any experiences?”
“Oh,” Preston shrugged. “I’m an old dog. No sensitivities. An angel! That’s news to me. She must think I’m too rational and—jeering to tell me anything about it.”
“I can believe that,” Barry said.
“I’m not. Not really. I don’t mean to be anyway. Here’s another thing. You have a girlfriend?”
Barry smiled curiously at the interrogation. “Hmm. Last one dumped me. No hard feelings. She was kind of controlling and she thought I was a slacker.” He rubbed his thumb and fingertips, money. “Like my mom, I guess. A lot of them are like that.” 
“Women?”
“No. My girlfriends.”
“So you’ve had a lot of them.”
Barry frowned and smiled, not wanting to say Yes. “I’ve heard you—”
“No, no! You’re answering the questions,” Preston laughed. “Don’t start asking me or I’ll get in trouble.”
Barry slid his hands under his thighs and nodded obediently. “I guess I’ve had a few girlfriends but not a lot of regular friends. Almost no guy friends. I don’t know why. Not since my friend growing up, but he was practically in love with me. Not idolized. Real love, I think. And he was gay it turned out.”
“That’s awkward,” Preston said evenly. Despite Flossy, a piggish comment had come to mind.
“No. I don’t think he knew it at the time. To be honest I kind of got a kick out of it. It can be cool in a sick way as long as the person is too nervous to touch you. You’re powerful. Which I guess I didn’t mind at the time. Though it couldn’t have been that nice for him. We were young, you know? It was almost the age before you’re aware. When did you have sex the first time?”
Preston delicately put his palm to his forehead, as if checking for stray hairs or sweat. Really, he was feeling a wave of nostalgia at the boyishness of this question, of the whole conversation. He motioned for more drinks. 
“Is that dumb? No questions allowed?” Barry asked with a challenging lack of embarrassment.
Preston stared across the table: eye color, earlobes, hairline. He’d been expecting a subtle but obvious all over resemblance, or lack of it. Now he thought it could go either way. “Probably a lot younger than you think. She was so young I could’ve gotten into big trouble if I hadn’t been the same age. I’m sure I would have, today.”
“My first time was with my teacher. I was twelve-and-a-half. I don’t know what she was. Thirties?”
“Jeez! Precocious. Was that—?” Preston stopped himself. “That was at Lawrence!”
“Oh.” Barry winced in regret. “I forgot you knew I was there. Dean and me both went. You went too, right? With my dad? Shit! Listen—” He scratched his stubble hairline with a forefinger nail. His expression was troubled. “Don’t say anything about it and—don’t even try to guess who, because—”
“Relax. I was there a hundred years before you. I wouldn’t know anybody. Besides—not that I don’t care but—I’ve got to say, it doesn’t seem to have fucked you up.”
“No. I mean, I wasn’t fucked up. But it also wasn’t what you think. Or what people think. It was extremely confusing for a long time. I’d definitely say not good in the end.”
“Ah.” Preston looked down. “In my case, both of us were fourteen. That’s a lot better.”
“That best friend I was talking about was from Lawrence, too. Darius Van Nest. Did you know them? You probably knew his dad. I could see him being a member here.”
“I knew of him, but I didn’t know him. The father. He was older. In a different class. He was—quite well known for someone who was never there.”
“He was crazy.”
“Right. He was famous for that. And an amazingly beautiful wife. Just lovely. But they were divorced.”
“Uh-huh. Also, Preston, don’t say I told you Darius was gay. I don’t even know it for sure. I just assume.”
“I don’t have anyone to tell. Anyway, I’m discreet. I’m a lawyer.” He made a sour expression about the word. “Oddly enough, his family came up the other day. Or the wife did. She has some exotic name.”
“Sohaila.”
“Mm. Someone told me she has money troubles. But that didn’t sound right.”
“I don’t think so. They were the richest people I ever knew. Except for you, possibly,” Barry added out of politeness. “In fact, Darius used to loan me money. Or he did once.” He cocked his head and looked off “Wow. So I guess I owe him. I shouldn’t have let that slide. And I guess I shouldn’t have let it slip out now that I forgot to pay him back!” He sipped and blushed, or he was simply flushed at this point. “If you do loan me a few thousand, whatever, I promise I’ll pay you back.” 
Preston laughed. “Now it’s a few? Relax. It’s open-ended.”
“I remember he loaned me money for a girlfriend problem I had a long time ago. I was basically a kid. I still feel bad about it, though. She needed to have—” He pretended to brush something from his lap. “—something taken care of. You know what I mean?” Barry let silence turn this question into something much more direct.
“Yeah, I’ve had that problem.” 
Barry smiled gratefully. “It kind of makes you feel bad, even if you’re the guy. Not that I’m anti- or anything.”
Preston’s finger ran back and forth, erasing an arc of white light on the rim of his glass. 
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DARIUS WAS WALKING as fast as he could short of running. Even so, his long strides were only a little more hurried than usual. He was headed down lower Broadway on Thanksgiving night. Office buildings echoed his footfalls in a higher register like the sound of a rockhound’s hammer. The deserted streets made for a dramatic contrast with his hurtling, chaotic emotions. He was panicking over his father. 
Something about the acoustics and the tomb-like urban backdrop conjured up his old invisible companion, the marquis from Le Trap. But that had been a stroll. He’d been the victim. Tonight he hurried to play, he guessed, the savior, rescuer at least. The eerie, soot-dark defiles were filled with light like weak broth.
He’d taken this exact route, Warren Street to Cedar Street, many times since coming back from Paris. He was always scouting Oliver’s apartment. Despite a few trivial phone calls, he hadn’t once crossed the apartment threshold or seen his father. He’d tried the street door buzzer a number of times, always retreating from the building with an ultra-self-conscious pantomime: oh, I must have the wrong time or the wrong address for my appointment. Presumably the playacting was for the benefit of passersby. It was odd that being ignored by his father was also intense, unwanted attention, or felt like it. One time he’d taped a note to the buzzer panel explaining who he was and how to reach him in case of an emergency. Tonight, long after he’d forgotten about this message in a bottle, the building super or some neighbor—Darius wasn’t clear which—finally called. 
The incredible fact that Darius had been living in Severine’s loft with Rolf blocks from his father for almost a year and hadn’t yet seen the man—that incredible fact could so enrage Darius that thought of it made him squeeze his eyes shut. His fingers swanned, his lips disappeared, and he went speechless with emotion. Rolf watched this fit with a look of horror. 
Then the tension relaxed, and Darius could claim, in all honesty it seemed, that the situation didn’t bother him so much. Smiling, he shrugged at Rolf’s concern. “My father’s an odd guy,” he said. Or he joked, as he had tonight after hanging up the phone, “Looks like I’ve got a father emergency.”
Darius turned right at the foot of City Hall Park where a Staples had just gone in. Overhead the white pinstriped World Trade Center gave off no pathos of foreknowledge. The paired towers were all out of scale to the too narrow streets and couldn’t be seen whole from any angle. Observed in passing, they looked out-of-date, ratty, provincial. Huge but not great. Oddly enough, Darius routinely imagined them falling. He did so now when he noticed them from the sidewalk. The dream-image of disaster lasted an instant, and unlike the future reality, the towers fell as timber does. This vision was almost a tic, like replaying Colin Vail’s hanging every time he walked into the New Jersey house. On Cedar Street, a man stood propping an industrial door open. Without even a name check, he nodded at Darius, ushering him inside and upstairs.
 
 
For a long time Oliver Van Nest had been prey to a strange hallucination—a little more vivid than the falling towers were for Darius and more or less continuous. He thought he could increase or slow the rate time passed for him, while it passed at the usual rate for the world and everything around him. Since he never went out, you’d think it wouldn’t matter if a hundred seconds passed for him, while only one did for the faucet or the chair. The effect of seeing everything in extreme slow motion didn’t matter if nothing moved.
Oliver had discovered this wasn’t the case. When time passed quickly for him and slowly for the things around him, and when he looked hard, he perceived fluttering gray images lined up behind every object, and even, faintly, the walls. The first dozen might be discernible as images of, say, the chair, but after that, the infinite regression of images had the aspect of a phantom tail. These tails shifted about slightly as Oliver moved around the loft. He understood that each of the images forming the long tail was the chair at an indivisible moment of its long existence in time. Each of the images had an infinitesimal being associated with it because, unlike the real chair, they were alive and even had rudimentary, pet-like personalities. Indeed Oliver called the images infinitesimal beings. Only the chair of the present was mute, dead. When Oliver sped up, he found he wasn’t alone but in the company of multitudes, many multitudes, many infinities, in fact, of tiny personalities. One or another of them sometimes raised its voice, no more articulate than a mosquito’s whine.
In order to hear the voice clearly, Oliver attended to the fantastical amplification of what he called a whispering device, the tiny slit metal bell at the end of a long lamp chain hanging from a lamp near his usual chair. Sometimes he peered into the minute brass maw as he listened. Frequently, he wrote down what he heard in cheap, spiral-bound notebooks. Though he wasn’t aware of it, what he wrote was a looping scribble, not even letters, unless they were long strings of e’s and l’s. Every few pages the scribble resolved itself into a word like “fuck,” or occasionally into something with a disturbing hint of clarity like, “you do not feel well.” He could sit writing, or scribbling, for an hour at a stretch. He kept notebooks he’d filled in a suitcase along with a vial of mercury (the type sold illegally for Santería), clipped articles about bizarre accidents, papers relating to his finances, a large hunk of red glass, travel brochures collected in the fifties mostly by his mother and, finally, old family cards and letters, including a diminutive envelope dating back to the eighteenth century. He often moved the suitcase from here to there in the apartment, going for the most secure placement. 
His acceleration in time wasn’t entirely under his control. It came over him like drunkenness or flashbacks. It had an addictive quality. Though he wasn’t always certain when he was moving faster in time and when he wasn’t, he did think he was doing it more often and for longer periods. He suspected this put him in danger. As if he were using up the allotted moments of his life too quickly.
The wah-wah of time highlighted for him the terrible contingency of his heartbeat and breathing. Lately, premonitions of dying had gotten the better of him. That Thanksgiving night (pure chance it was Thanksgiving), fear caused him to open his apartment door, leaving it ajar in case someone had to come in and revive him or save him. A neighbor was disturbed by the open door and by a humid stink wafting from inside. She called the super who peered in and tried talking to a mostly non-responsive Oliver. The man went to his ground floor apartment for the note from Darius, which he’d thumbtacked to the wall in his kitchen. As he’d been meaning to for months, he called. 
Oliver had the experience of coming to. He could hear the infinitesimal beings, but he couldn’t see them. So he was in doubt about the rate at which he was coming to—fast or slow. He was seated next to the whispering device. The lampshade was tilted toward him as if he’d been reading. His suitcase was there in a safe shadow along one wall of the vast room.
The truth was, Oliver wasn’t well. Even setting aside delusions and hallucinations, he wasn’t well. He had a lingering infection in his throat, which caused him difficulty swallowing. Arthritis made movement painful, though he’d analyzed it as a shearing effect of time on his body. His skin was as delicate as tissue paper and very slow to heal. If he scratched at a tickle or a mite’s bite, his skin often bled, and a coagulated scum of blood had accumulated under his nails. All over his bald calves blue veins made twisted heaps like earthworm castings. 
He usually only cut the nails of his right hand to write. His thin fringe of hair, for ages unwashed, was sore at the roots. When scratched, his scalp bled, too. An amber smear of blood had gotten on one of the smudged lenses of his glasses. His bathrobe, in constant use, was foul-smelling and stiff in many places. The store tag had long ago fallen off but not its pricking plastic loop.
Hungry, straining to understand the infinitesimal beings, Oliver shuffled into the kitchen and made his usual meal of saltines and tuna fish. As always, he ate standing at the kitchen counter. With fanatical deliberation, he gathered every stray saltine crumb with a licked fingertip. He ate the crackers with one hand cupped under his lower lip. When he was done, he gently raked his beard over the hand, which he then licked clean like a cat’s paw. He also licked the empty tuna fish can as best he could without cutting his tongue too much. His mouth was chalky, full of the specks of his meal. He sipped from the running kitchen faucet three or four times. His neck cracked and hurt when he straightened up.
He wiped the tuna fish can dry with a paper towel before stacking it in a cupboard full of empties. Then he carried the towel to his unplugged refrigerator where he stored the refuse he’d judged (a while ago, when he was still judicious) would attract bugs. This time when he opened the refrigerator door, the packed mass of crumpled, discolored paper towels spilled out quietly on the kitchen floor. Old flecks of tuna fish dropped everywhere. This wasn’t a small mishap for Oliver. He’d have to get on his hands and knees to clean up the mess. The chore would be painful and might take a full short-of-breath fifteen minutes or half an hour. Which would bring him half an hour, or a hundred hours, closer to his death. He was too nervous to work. Anxiously, he left the towels and hobbled out of the loft.
To Darius, standing in the hall, nervous himself, his father looked awful but probably not as awful as he really was. The old man’s mumbled remarks sounded more or less coherent. Darius was even able to guide his father back into the apartment and close the door. The super had lingered at the far end of the hall, and Darius felt a deep shame about his father’s neglected appearance and the unpleasant, warm, sweetish smell, sharply demarcated several yards beyond the door. These were an injury against decency. And the injury had been caused by a son’s remoteness.
Inside, Darius tried to get Oliver to change. He found clothes in a closet, which the loft’s original owner had cobbled together with plywood. When Oliver resisted, child-like except for his furious expression, Darius abandoned the smelly “fresh” clothes and tried to get him to come back to Severine’s dressed as he was. Oliver refused in a sibilant muttering. In a hoarse voice he managed a few lucid, depressing sentences, “I’m not completely in my right mind at the moment. I’m just going to stay here and rest, boy. That’s what I need to do.”
So Darius went to a deli and bought what supplies he could. He found the mess in the kitchen and put the paper towels into a garbage bag along with the towers of empty tuna fish cans from the cupboard. He straightened the bathroom. He extracted a promise—rather, he informed Oliver that he was coming back the next day for further serious discussion. 
Holding the garbage bag, which still exhaled that humiliating, sweet, Oliver’s-apartment smell, Darius begged a key from the super. The super narrowed his eyes. He couldn’t keep a sour stubbornness from showing. But he relented—with provisos Darius paid no attention to. On the street going home it occurred to Darius that maybe the super wasn’t so awful. He only needed to be given some money the next day.
At Severine’s loft, Darius found Rolf sitting in a window embrasure smoking a cigarette. Beside him, the remains of their Thanksgiving dinner—just the two of them—were tickled by guttering candlelight. Rolf couldn’t hide his eagerness to hear everything. Darius stared, feeling a winded blankness, and put him off. He phoned Stan and Sohaila in Bermuda. He over-described and under-described Oliver’s condition to his mother, sounding alternately alarming and reassuring. The indefinite result of his description frustrated him. Rolf looked at the floor, eavesdropping gravely. After letting the sound of a foreign siren interrupt her, Sohaila started talking about money. She sounded shrill and worried. Though Darius hadn’t meant to upset her so much, she confessed for the first time, that no matter how a trip to Bermuda looked, she was this far—this far—from having to sell the New Jersey house.
When he got off the phone, Darius was exhausted. He submitted to Rolf’s hug, which ebbed to a hand rubbing his back, to it resting his shoulder, to nothing. They were alike in how they avoided physical intimacy outside of sex. This bleak likeness in itself was a tiny bit comforting.
The morning after this disastrous Thanksgiving, Darius realized he was going to have to consult someone. Someone experienced with older people who run off the rails. He had to do something about his father. The burden felt so heavy and strange to him that he feared paralysis. He was in tears admitting that he’d nothing but indulge himself over the course of his entire pre-paid life.
“I know you hate to be clear about things,” Rolf insisted in the Americanizing way he’d adopted. “I know you think I’m pushy, and I know you have important practical things you have to do right now. But when you can, please step back. I truly think this crise could be salutary for you in the end.” Rolf was dissatisfied with how that sounded as encouragement. “Listen, I want to help. I’ll do anything.” But Rolf had to go uptown to the UN job his father had arranged.
Stunned in a way that looked, to Rolf, vulnerably open, Darius weakly closed the apartment door after him. As soon as he was on his own, Darius felt a bit more capable. Unfortunately, even with a key, he was unable to get back into his father’s apartment. The place had a Fox Police Lock, circa 1930. A steel rod ran from a cast iron box on the back of the door to a slot in the floor. Firefighters, who had axes and rams after all, said it was the best, and occasionally deadliest, way of securing a New York apartment. 
The super extolled the lock in a thick accent when Darius hunted him down. When the super finished his disquisition on the Fox Police Lock, Darius suppressed—barely—a spoiled rich boy’s whimper of frustration. The super looked at him without sympathy. He barely nodded when Darius pressed a hundred dollars in folded twenties into the man’s hand.
His father was alive, at least, because he’d spoken through the door: quite normal-sounding, inflexible and brusque. The tone of voice undermined Darius’s sense of emergency. The super warned him that a note under the door would do nothing. He’d tried it himself. Groceries left in the hall would be stolen. The man’s unsmiling discouragement was comprehensive. Darius xenophobically decided he must be Russian. (He was Maltese.) Still, Darius remembered to thank him lavishly and, despite the warning, left a box of groceries by the door. Gatorade, dusty, pull-tab cans of corn and beans and beets and Viennese sausages, as well as a few other items available at a twenty-four-hour deli and packaged for end times.
Nothing changed over several days. Darius shuttled between Warren and Cedar, his mind spinning, even during unrestful sleep. The box of groceries was untouched until the third day, when it was gone. Oliver wouldn’t admit to taking it in. He gave Darius his short-tempered, formulaic, “I’m fine. I just want to be by myself today.” Darius suspected his father only talked through the door because he was wary of a rescue break-in. But after making his daily announcement several times—leave me alone—he stopped responding.
Darius needed to talk to someone. Oliver’s old lawyer friend would have been perfect, but neither Stan nor Sohaila knew his name. Darius thought of Cassie Vail, who, according to Stan, was quite prominent now. He guessed she would know the lawyer or another likely adviser.
Since getting back from Paris, Darius had seen little of old acquaintances. He read Alan Wilkinson’s arch book reviews in the Wall Street Journal, but he hadn’t called. The Paris Vail show, much enlarged, was due to be mounted at Cassie Vail’s gallery. If he went to the opening, he would see Cassie, of course. He also than Alan might be there, though probably not with Tom. He knew his old French tutor David Caperini was in New York and, because they used to talk about Vail together, Darius guessed he too might show up. 
According to his program for this evening of old friends, Darius would be amusing and suave. He would tell Cassie her brother’s drawings were fake. (It never occurred to him that Cassie might not appreciate a bombshell like that in the middle of her opening.) Then—oh, yes—there’s something about Oliver. He’d mention that. Did she happen to know how he could contact Oliver’s lawyer friend or some renowned psychiatrist? The best in the city, please. 
Darius brought Rolf along for support, but they separated early. The gallery was crowded. Darius was immediately thrown off his program, because Cassie, though very friendly, wasn’t as uncertain as she had been when he visited from Choate with Oliver. She had the same alarming El Greco thinness, but up close she was much older. She’d caked on what looked like opera stage make-up, perhaps as an outlandish fuck you to her Miss Porter’s past. “Darius!” she cried the moment she saw him. She raised her ornamented claws as if to seize his cheeks but didn’t touch him. “Darius!”
Cassie was trying to conduct two conversations at once. She’d been regaling a group of collectors with her shocking opinions, and on the side, speaking to an attractive young man who looked about the same age as Darius. She interrupted both conversations. “Oh, Darius, Darius! How in God’s name is your father?”
Darius wasn’t prepared for her to bring up Oliver right off. He deflected with a weak, suburban Oh, all is well. All is well. He cursed his traitor nerves but what else could he say?
The thunder of chat filling the room seemed to oscillate subtly, as if crowd noise were a property of the universe, not something generated by thoughts and remarks. The gallery walls had been given a fresh coat of chalky white paint. The room’s brilliant whiteness made for a sore throb in the eyes. Darius realized he wouldn’t be able to find friends or have a worthwhile conversation about anything here. 
“This young man’s father is the uniquely nutty Oliver Van Nest! Whom I love!” Cassie crowed, her gaze sweeping the circle of collectors. She realized the name meant nothing to them. So she turned to the attractive young man, “Well, your parents—did they ever know Oliver and Sohaila in Noroton? I suppose the and isn’t current,” she added with a wry look at Darius. “Not for ages. I knew that.”
The young man lifted a clear plastic cup of wine in a shrug, or else he was trying to avoid being jostled by someone. “We’re in New Jersey, actually,” he corrected.
“That’s what I meant. Noroton—that’s the olden days. Darius! This is—I wanted my darling, darling school friend Bea Sayles to come, and this is her son who showed up!” She sounded both wildly enthusiastic and not entirely pleased. She blundered over the young man’s soft interjection reminding her his name was Flossy. “Which I’m very happy about! Yes, Flossy.” To Darius the young man looked more like a Caleb than a Flossy. Nobody was a Flossy. Cassie went on in a rush. “Yes, this is Flossy Sayles. I went to school with his mother. And this is the brilliant—world traveler—Darius Van Nest. My two very favorite boys.” She wanted to get back to the circle of collectors, who were all pretending to listen with eager pleasantness as if they were much younger and cared about two more young men.
Flossy and Darius turned to each other, separating themselves off from the larger group. “We’ll talk later, Darius!” Cassie shouted confidentially. Her hand, both feathery and hard like live coral, squeezed the back of his neck.
Face to face, smiling, Flossy and Darius spent a silent moment gauging whether they had anything in common. They seemed to settle on No. Flossy was too sporty and healthy-minded. Darius was appealing but in a hostile or unhappy way. He broke the silence anxiously, “I was hoping to find my friend Alan here.”
Flossy said nothing but his expression modulated. Am I supposed to know him? He studied the puddle of wine in his plastic cup, swirled it. “You a fan of the artist?”
“Yes. Actually, I slept in—yes.” Darius scanned the crowd so as not to look at Flossy.
Flossy asked him, “How do you know Cassie? She’s my godmother. I think. Though I’m not sure she remembers me.”
“Really? She dated my father a million years ago. I remember she dazzled me.”
Flossy nodded, somehow both warm and uninterested. 
The possible faint rejection made Darius narrow his eyes. He decided to run. “I guess I’ll get something to drink.”
Flossy toasted him on his way. 
They turned separately into the crowd. Darius could see Rolf across the room bending forward, crouching almost, to examine the Vail drawings. Rolf was unbothered by the throng. Darius recognized no old friends. Caught in the mob’s undertow, he began to feel quite helpless. He bobbed from room to room. His prepared remarks about his father kept coming to him. They sounded all wrong. His father’s situation was incommunicable in the circumstances, like news of a giant asteroid due to hit in four days. Darius blamed himself for serving Oliver poorly, for getting brushed off like that by Cassie. 
He was beginning to float over toward Rolf when he did see someone, but that too felt all wrong. David Caperini stood in a corner. Perhaps it was the brilliant warmth of the lighting, but something was a touch heightened about the ex-tutor’s disheveled appearance. His clothes, his splotchy skin, the stray ear hairs, the bitten nails, the flaky scalp—they were all oddly beautiful in the glorious light. David was talking to an older man in leather and chains, who looked ill, perhaps drug-addicted. His yellowish skin with bluish shadows seemed enameled. Darius positioned himself directly in front of his old tutor. David returned a long, unfriendly stare. 
Fear-like recognition scrambled David’s expression. He babbled. After a squeal of greeting, he immediately started recapitulating his conversation with the old addict. They’d been talking about how upset they were, because an ordinary but legendary East Village coffee shop was being renovated and ruined. “So many names were scratched into the leaves of their dusty old rubber plant! But Darius! Darius!” David gasped with a joyful artificiality like Cassie’s. After taking a huge breath and clamping his lips closed, he gave Darius an aggressive poke in the shoulder. “Ssssssss! You’ve gotten so hot—so hot, Darius!” He blew on his fingertip to cool it off. “You were in Paris or somewhere?”
Darius had no idea how badly his sudden appearance spooked David. Once David had recovered, he talked even faster, even more incoherently. He didn’t wait for Darius to answer his questions. He laughed self-consciously about his jitters. “Ah, Darius, I have terrible ADD. Diagnosed! But only after I left you. I can barely afford the Adderall. Not to sound pathetic and penurious! Actually, I’m well. Being creative! But I thought you were in Paris! Do you remember talking Vail for hours on end in the old days, and en Francais, n’est-ce pas?”
“Candi Fury was on a rubber leaf,” the drug addict recalled bafflingly.
David continued, “You know, Vail has been an incredible influence on me. That year at your house—imagine.” He turned to the old addict. “Darius lives in Vail’s old house! Or used to.” 
Darius looked at the drug addict warmly, waiting for an introduction. For a moment the man stared back at Darius, or at his lips or the bridge of his nose. His aim was off. With an almost inaudible uh-huh he left them. David whispered, “Don’t worry about him. But seriously. For years now—all by my lonesome—I’ve been slaving over a graphic novel about the life of Piero Cannata—not the filmmaker.”
“I don’t—”
“No, of course not. No one knows him. This one attacked Michelangelo’s David with a hammer. Broke the toe off. 1991. Then as soon as he got out of a psychiatric hospital, he attacked a Filippo Lippi with black magic marker! At the cathedral in Prato! And that wasn’t the end of it. But—yes, I somehow tried to build on the—on Vail’s self-consciousness about his own work. Did you see the drawings? Do you know them?”
“I saw them in Paris as a matter of fact. I don’t think they’re authentic. But, Shh! I haven’t told Cassie.”
“What? Not autograph works? Incredible! Are you sure? I quite liked them. I even wondered whether they hadn’t come through you somehow,” he steered close to the truth. “From the house or from your father. Of course, Cassie won’t care one way or the other. I happen to know they were sold in a lot to another gallerist, Arthur Greenblatt, but he’s in Zurich.” 
David had used Cassie’s first name in the familiar way Americans talk about someone famous. In passing, Darius thought it odd that David knew about the disposition of the drawings. Without suspicion he admitted, “I do think there’s a chance they were taken from our house a long time ago.” 
David was silent. His expression was like a dragonfly landing.
“Maybe by some workman Mom hired or who knows?”
After a long pause David asked, “Why would there be fakes in your house?” 
“That part I haven’t exactly figured out. I’m pretty sure they were there, though.”
“Well, that’s—whoof—wow!”
“David,” Darius began. “There’s actually something important I’d love to ask you about.”
David made an indulgent moue. He brushed long thinning hair over an inflamed corner of his forehead. He had a serious tremor in his fingers. It was particularly noticeable when his hand came near his face, brushing his hair out of the way, as now, or rubbing at a fugitive itch or touching his nose when he lied. Darius had always thought David nervous and vulnerable partly because of this tremor. Appealing to David now felt strange, because he had to abandon his old condescension toward adults. “I’m not sure I understand,” David began after Darius had broached the subject of Oliver. “He was always—”
“He’s really been going downhill. The whole time I was in Paris. It started even before that. Seven years, maybe. And it’s serious. He’s not like he used to be. Like when you knew him. He’s turned into—almost—one of those germophobe shut-ins. None of us can get in to see him. And frankly, he could drop dead, and none of us would know. I’m sure he’s got high cholesterol and high blood pressure and he’s definitely not taking anything.”
“How is this your responsibility? I mean, if he’s been able to function—and I guess he can function now in some minimal way? A lot of people don’t go to see the doctor when they should—”
“No. I’m not really asking your opinion. Sorry, David. I’m wondering if you know anybody who’s dealt with the same thing.”
“I have an aunt with dem—” 
“I mean in a professional way.”
“Like a shrink?”
“Uh—yeah, I guess,” Darius squirmed. This wasn’t going well. He’d somehow imagined a glamorous profession existed that exactly suited his father’s desperate need. A solution was going to have to involve love and understanding, amateur qualities. He worried because no one could love Oliver.
“Hmm. I want to help,” David said as if about to continue with a but. Compassionately he said, “Let me put on my thinking cap. Hm. Hm. Hm.”
“Oh, don’t worry. I can always try Cassie,” Darius waved aside his own plea. “They sort of—almost—went out for a while a long time ago.” He sounded disconsolate.
“Well, I can think of one person, but I don’t know if he’s right. Do you remember the teacher of yours who came to the house once? You brought her to dinner.”
“Ms. B?”
“Yes, Jane. Right.”
“You remember her?”
“We met up again here in the city and got friendly for a bit. Very briefly. I haven’t talked to her for ages now.”
“But David, she wouldn’t know anything about this. In fact, I’m pretty sure she hated Oliver.”
“She did,” David said with his first natural smile. “But I’m not talking about her. Last I heard she was living with a doctor or—I think—a kind of specialist geriatric psychiatrist. The guy himself is actually very young.” With a token lowering of his voice, he gossiped, “She likes young. You know, when I met her she was hooking up with a hunky Hispanic waiter—or dishwasher! And it was obviously all about you know what.” Returning to the problem at hand, David wondered, “I’m pretty sure the new guy is a psychiatrist, and not a regular doctor. I’m positive about the geriatric part, because that was funny to me. Ironic.”
“Wait! Wait! I’m trying to imagine Ms. B with a dishwasher!” Darius shook his head. 
“Yeah. But now she’s moved in with this Doctor Nathan Something. And if he isn’t the right person, he’ll know of someone. Of course, Cassie probably has a better idea.”
“I’m finding it hard to imagine Ms. B having sex at all.” Darius said clinging to his jokey shock, an unfelt emotion that felt natural to him.”
“But she’s a very sexual creature,” David said knowingly. “She was your—special favorite, right? Your favorite teacher?” David asked, causing Darius to blush. “She doesn’t teach anymore. She took care of a PhD dissertation and ended up with a job at the Ford Foundation. Congolese child soldiers. Something like that.” David remembered to add, “Young—see?” 
To have Jane Brzostovsky drop into all of this was disorienting. In truth, Darius hadn’t thought much about her over the years. His infatuation with her had cooled long before she left Lawrence. Or so Darius remembered it. 
Thinking about the past, however, just because it was past, filled Darius with melancholy. More so, perhaps, because David’s advice made Darius feel keenly what a clueless childhood he’d had. He couldn’t imagine finding a solution to his father problem by examining the years of his own preposterous immaturity, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about approaching Jane at all. David gave him the number and finished breezily, wickedly, “If it’s awkward calling her, feel free to try the common-law boy doctor directly. I’m sure he’s listed. He’s moderately well known.”
When the opening began to sputter and the gorgeous assistants were gathering cups and napkins, Cassie led Darius into a sterile, under-furnished office, not at all what he’d imagined. She posed herself on the red pad of a cheap wire chair and offered him the same. Uncomfortable. She was clearly exhausted. Things felt awkward between them now they were in private. “How in God’s name is Oliver?” Cassie repeated a touch robotically. Her lack of intonation suggested she was at the limit of her energy. Darius was reluctant to burden her. At the same time, he understood she was a thousand times more capable than he was even in a reduced state.
“He’s not doing very well, to be honest,” Darius said.
Cassie sighed with fatigue or weltschmerz. She stared through the office’s single window, all bright reflection of the office interior, except for a faint brick wall showing through their own silhouettes, an airshaft. “You know, I haven’t seen him in I don’t know how long,” she began.
“I know,” Darius said guiltily. “I wanted you to know. That’s all. I didn’t think you’d be able to do anything.” This was untrue, of course. Feeling thwarted, he leaned back, and the cruel steel chair knuckled his spine.
“That’s right, but maybe I could get the word out among his old friends. If he really is so—”
“He is. That would be a huge help,” Darius said without hope. Neither of them could immediately call to mind any old friends of Oliver’s. 
“You know, I said nutty, but that was just a tease,” Cassie said. Darius looked confused. “I called him a nut, because—well, he’s an eccentric in the grand old tradition, isn’t he?”
“We don’t really have that tradition in America. But I wasn’t offended. Nutty is fair to be honest. I’m stuck because I can’t think who—well, are there any old guys from Lawrence who knew him?”
“That’s possible. I’m afraid I never knew that crowd. I was always here in the city. And prep schools—” Nor did she know the lawyer Darius tried to describe.
One of her assistants put her head through the door with poised submission.
“What?” Cassie snapped. Without waiting for an answer, she ordered, “Yes, go! Tell Adam to wait. Everybody else can go.” Noticing that Darius was a little taken aback by her harshness, she said, “They’re NYU students. We all hire them. Or someone’s daughter. They’re ultra-privileged, and people like to pretend they’re dumb, or just prestige ornaments for the gallery. They actually work incredibly hard. They’ve all been crushed underfoot by rich parents. Especially the girls.” Cassie eyed Darius and recrossed her arms and legs with a faint jingling. “This isn’t the best ambience for a discussion, is it?”
“I know. I know.” Darius made a move to get up.
“Darius! Hold on, will you?” She jingled loudly. “I’m saying maybe I should arrange something else. It’s quiet out on Long Island at this time of year. Bleak. But that wouldn’t bother you, would it? You used to be all in for mournfulness and—tragedy.” Cassie said this without irony.
Darius admitted it was true. He added the missing hint of irony to his tone.
She returned a flicker of a smile. “What did you think of that boy who was here?”
“Your godson?”
Cassie frowned.
“He told me he was your godson.”
“He is. I was just thinking—godson sounds so quaint. Is it even a thing anymore? I don’t think I ever did anything for him. Maybe a present when he was a baby.”
“I don’t have any godparents.”
“You wouldn’t. Oliver was—well, your mother was Muslim, wasn’t she?”
“And I was adopted.”
“That doesn’t matter for godparents, does it?”
Darius shrugged. He wasn’t above trying to use his adoption as a kind of special pleading. “Mom used to say the Prophet was an orphan boy, too, so—”
“Poor baby!” Cassie deftly cut him off.
Darius responded with silly laughter. Her impatience amused him.
“My friend Bea,” Cassie went on. “That boy’s mother says all he cares about is money. He’s gay. Did you get that?”
“No. I didn’t. At all. But we barely talked.”
“Would you be interested in going out to Long Island for a day or so if I arranged it? My Carl—my man friend—stays out all winter. He’s terribly old and vague, but he might have an idea or two about our problem. He’s the same generation as Oliver. I’d try to make it—not too boring.”
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LIGHTLY IT SNOWED. Late afternoon looked like evening. In the haloes of early streetlight, discrete, soundless, peach-colored flurries jerked and streaked. The motes vanished the instant they touched the street, but little drifts like swept sugar formed on the sidewalks and on the windshields of parked cars. Darius stood with his hands clasped in front of him. He did nothing to protect himself against the snow except hunch. The snow motes stuck to his lashes. An icy zing tickled his scalp, another his decolletage, another an inaccessible spot inside his ear canal. The last made him shudder. And at last she came.
Together Jane and Darius entered an overheated coffee shop at the cocktail hour. The time and the place were both off-kilter. The dusty orange-yellow snow hit the plate glass windows with a whispery clicketting. Quaintly mismatched tables and chairs were vacant. Walls of black-painted brick were hung all over with mirrors, giving the place an air of night’s storeroom stacked with lustrous extra ingots of darkness. Jane had suggested the place just because it was in her neighborhood. She hardly felt obliged to travel to see Darius. She wore an unteacherly scalloped bustier. At work, a jacket had covered it, but it was hot in here. One of Darius’s fingers pinned her soaked napkin to the table-top, so she could lift a large paper coffee cup clear. Slightly soupy breasts rose in pallid swells when she took a steadying breath. Her puckered lips sipped gingerly at the rim of the cup. Her lips were thin and dry, the top one scored by vertical hash marks.
There was more than the usual awkwardness between them at first. Once again, Jane found Darius a type of young man she just didn’t get along with—gay, she assumed. Without her former awesome authority she now struck Darius as a much more specific person, and surprisingly fragile. They both struggled to smile and make small talk. Both veered wildly from bland politeness to mechanical recollection of their shared past. After winding through news about David Caperini and Jane’s new Doctor Nathan and Darius’s Rolf, they’d gotten onto the subject of marriage. “I always dreaded it,” Jane said firmly. “I still do undoubtedly.” She backtracked. “No. I suppose some of my friends have decent marriages.” She laughed. To think she was having this typically American confessional conversation with little Darius Van Nest, the peculiar, insufferable one. 
To Jane’s surprise, he quickly agreed. “I don’t know any yet—any marriages. Or even any long-term relationships. The inwardness. It sends shivers down my spine. I can’t think of a single case where the friends aren’t dropped like leaves. Always a kind of folie à deux. Like my mom and Stan. Though, I guess they need each other.” 
“Folie à deux,” Jane echoed. Her stare was blank, neither friendly nor unfriendly. “One does begin to think being alone—well, in a certain way—is preferable. Don’t know what it’s like in your case, but I’ve never felt the pressure some women do. The baby clock. I don’t know why. You do think about it. But I was never driven like—well, that’s not anyone you know. None of this is really anything we need to talk about.” Jane shook her head at her lap. “Are you finding this as odd as I am?”
“A little,” Darius admitted.
Jane folded her arms. She repeated it more firmly, “I owe you ten thousand dollars.” The drawings had been the first thing she mentioned. She hadn’t shifted blame to David, but she let Darius understand the facts. She had sold the drawings, but they came to her from David and before that, as she understood it, from Darius’s own New Jersey basement. “And that’s just if we consider the small percentage I received. You helped pay for my graduate degree.” 
“That’s not really the issue with me. Not now. I—” Talk of money would make this conversation much harder.
Jane warned parenthetically, “We’re going to have to talk about the money at some point, Darius.” Then she returned to marriage. “You know,” she admitted brightly. “Maybe I am thinking of marriage. Even at this late date. I guess, with Nathan—”
“I often feel sorry for straight people. They have to deal with all those expectations. You’re sure it’s not that? None of my business, I know.” He shrugged. “Why not get married, if you want to?”
“What about you and your friend? Ralph?” she asked with surgical care. 
“Rolf. He’s German. But marriage?” Darius shuddered primly. “We’re not really together like that. And anyway, I think I’m too young. I hope I am.”
“Obviously, you are. Obviously! I can’t help prying. I’m sorry. But if anything ever does happen with him, I suggest you make sure it’s on your own terms. Well, not on your terms. With another person there’s always compromise. But—well, you hardly need my advice about that! I can’t shake the bossy teacher thing with you.” Not entirely friendly laughter flooded out of her like silver coins. “I’m not your teacher anymore,” she reminded herself. A forefinger with a short, neatly glazed nail stopped a drop of coffee in the center of her lower lip.
“Did you mean I might be too compromising or not compromising enough?” 
More coins spilled. Jane hunted in her purse. “I can’t advise. I don’t think we’re alike. Enough about all that. Why am I asking about your love life? Awful way of putting it, huh? Love life. Why would I assume you had any at all?” She took lipstick from her purse. A few last coins of laughter tinkled, and she apologized. “I’m sorry, Darius! That sounded rude. Of course, you have a love life.”
“No. Don’t worry. I don’t. No love life.”
An expression of revulsion crossed her face almost too quickly to register. “No one?” she wondered blandly, trying to gauge the color of the lipstick in the darkness. “I remember you used to spend all your time with that boy? That was a sort of childhood crush, wasn’t it? Barry? You ever see him now? Or know what he’s up to? No?”
A slightly uncomfortable silence fell, during which she reached for the table’s votive candle and held it near the butt of the lipstick tube, which read, PassionFrost. Darius quietly dropped, “I did like him a lot.”
“Hunh!” She raised her eyebrows.
“No big surprise, maybe? That I liked him?”
“No, not really. Somebody told me he came back into town because his father was sick. I never hear from old students. I don’t think I was the popular type. Plus, I only taught a few years. I’m a much better fit at the Foundation.” Jane twiddled the lipstick, which she hadn’t put on yet. She brought it down on the table with a little rap of order. “Listen, when our annoying friend David Caperini called, he told me you wanted to ask Nathan something. Something about your father?”
“Yes—”
“Mm?”
“Yes, it’s about my father. I was over there—on Thanksgiving—”
A hint of a mocking drawl audible, she said, “I can imagine holiday dinners with your family—”
“No, no. No, my dad lives alone now. Downtown. A lot has changed. When I saw him, it was the first time in years. Literally years. He’s got some psychological problems, and they’re much, much more serious than when you came over for dinner that time.” Darius was starting to feel something worse than bashfulness. Grief maybe. It was rising suddenly the way emotion sometimes did when he disinterred little pieces of his story. it mostly happened with Rolf, who—thank God—was scheduled to rescue him from this immobile maelstrom of nostalgia. Indeed, Darius didn’t have much time left. 
Jane was as attentive as he could wish now. With appropriate gravity, she asked whether something had happened to change Oliver’s state of mind. Or was it age?
Darius continued determinedly, “It’s mostly age I think. But considering where he started off… It’s actually good you met him. You have an idea of how he was, how he already had a lot of issues back then. But if you imagine turning the dial up on what you remember. Not to ten. Eight, maybe? I mean three or four higher. But eight or nine in all.”
She asked for specifics. She nodded for him to go on when he couldn’t speak for a second.
“He’s sort of—not clean.” She didn’t respond, so he added, “I think he’s blacked out the windows.”
She looked askance. “Newspapers?” She caught herself adding gently, “This happens.”
“No. No newspapers. Well, paper towels—I don’t know. I know he almost never goes out. Also some people have called me and told me that he wasn’t in his right mind. Which, of course, I knew, but now—”
“Who called?”
“A guy Ali I used to know. A fundraising guy. Some of the calls I have no idea who it is.”
“Anonymous! You’ve gotten anonymous calls? More than one? Are you kidding? Darius!” she exclaimed in a windy whisper.
“I think it was someone from his building. I’ve met the super. He’s at least aware of what’s going on. But this might have been a neighbor. I’m guessing. And a couple of calls had area codes from out of state. That may have been somebody Stan hired. Stan kept trying to get an investigator to look into my dad’s business. For mom. We thought Oliver might have secret business in Philadelphia or somewhere.” Darius snorted about the overwrought complexity of things and at the scattershot way he was trying to explain. He’d never been able to tidy things into a story. “Basically, I think I have to do something about him. Oliver. I have to.”
“What about your mom?”
“Well, you know. They’re divorced. A long time ago.”
“But still.”
“I think I may be the only legal—”
“Darius! Are you talking about having him declared incompetent?”
“No,” he whispered reflexively. He was almost breathless with shock. Is it what he’d been leading up to? The coffee shop barista stacked unsold plastic-wrapped sandwiches and slices of cheesecake in a fridge. He emptied the display counter of oval dishes and dropped them into a sink along with parts of an espresso machine and empty coffee pots. “They close early,” Darius fretted. “They probably want us out of here.” He turned, searching for Rolf. The barista looked up from the dishes and waved a soapy hand for them to stay.
Jane asked, “I wonder who it was? This anonymous investigator guy? That’s so—”
“Please. I was just hoping you could talk to your—to Nathan. To see if he has any ideas.”
“It sounds like you need a lawyer. I mean, needless to say, I’ll talk to Nathan.”
Though Darius, he minimized the job. “I only need to know what he would recommend in a case where someone is older and shut off and refuses to see people and just—refuses all help.” Like a child Darius was secretly asking for everything to be taken care of. 
“I’ll ask, Darius. Of course, I’ll ask. This is right up his alley. That’s perfectly true. It’s a joke of ours. He handles the oldsters and I deal with the kids—meaning my work at the Ford Foundation, not teaching. Darius, do you remember—? This almost reminds me. Do you remember—you couldn’t have been more than twelve? Before you left Lawrence for Choate. Maybe the year you had me over for dinner. You kept coming to me to ask about legal emancipation. You were obsessed with it for months!” 
Darius responded to this with chills. Luxurious and slow at first, they ran along his inner arms and the backs of his thighs. He had no memory of what Jane was talking about. 
She continued, “Well, you were obviously much too young. I had no idea how seriously I should—in the end, I just remember thinking it was—it was—” Even now she was having a hard time showing compassion for the boy, as if that entailed a loss for her. She’d meant to say she remembered thinking his request was sad. But she finished, “—that it was really unfortunate.”
Soon Rolf came. They all stumbled outside, hunching and pulling up collars. Voluble Rolf greeted Jane with his usual friendly animation and without teasing Darius too much. He obviously liked her. He chatted about his UN job, and she talked about a Ford Foundation study on art therapy for ex-child soldiers. They shared their outrage over an American diplomat who’d recently claimed on TV that Africa had bigger problems than mental illness. Without exactly being jealous, Darius observed Rolf and Jane, two distant parts of his life, interacting. He walked quietly on their wing, hands clasped behind his back, occasionally lifting a shoulder to rub at a ticklish snowflake on his neck. When he looked at Jane’s profile for a long time, trying to see her as the new person Rolf was meeting, she sensed his stare. She looked at him, and for a second, it seemed, they recognized each other the way rivals sometimes do, not with mutual dislike but with a pitiless fondness.
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CARS MAKE SUBURBAN extra-marital affairs difficult. A doctor neighbor’s little red Volvo parked in a strange drive was like a flashing sign, The Adulterer Is In. In this case the neighbor became quite artful about parking at a distance or squeezing the car behind a screen of hedges. Even so, everybody caught on. Bea listened to Cassie’s story with slight discomfort. “You can’t call the glamorous Hamptons suburban!” She sounded complaining.
Cassie trumpeted, “That’s exactly what they are. I’m telling you the Hamptons, as we have to call them, are wonderfully vulgar. I like it. There’s nothing stuffy here like Noroton used to be. It’s all show-offy ambition. Shrinks and bankers. TV people. Carl bought this place back when Henry Geldzahler and Jerry Robbins and that whole gay crew were swanning around Southampton. It was kind of expected if you had a big gallery. And Carl was being gay back then anyway. Crossdressing, even. Crossdressing was a huge seventies thing. You remember?”
Bea did not. She smiled, ever more uncomfortable. Crossly, she thought Cassie’s conversation sounded pat and inattentive. Her friend was hauling stories out of one bin and tossing them into another, like separating whites. A chore. Their old girl friendliness felt irrecoverable.
They were in a large beach house in Bridgehampton, where Carl Hagen, Cassie’s long time going-to-benefits companion, sat out winter weekends. The blankness on the landward side, potato fields and empty houses rimed pale, balanced blankness on the thundering seaward side. The occasional wanderer on the December beach looked like he or she had no qualities at all in the existential ur-landscape. The plaintive gleam of a ship in the Atlantic offing was the epitome of solitude.
Cassie had invited Bea and her son Flossy to stay the weekend, thinking she would have a chance to catch up with a neglected friend at the same time she took the edge off a visit from Oliver’s son Darius. The two boys were about the same age and gay and Carl adored having young men in the house. Mounded like a toad in his wheelchair, he could only follow them around with his eyes. 
Carl’s nurse, a cook/housekeeper and another young assistant lounged and chatted with the guests. Status was blurred. Everyone went around shoeless in heavy socks, wearing jeans or sweatpants, cable knits or slinky cashmere sweaters. Visitors could play a kind of parlor game, guessing who was a guest and who was paid for their time. Bea divined that the ones who really knew their way around the house were employees. 
The cook/housekeeper answered Cassie’s nod by strolling over to the open kitchen. Pensively she started putting sandwiches together on the vast white counters. “I often think this is the nicest season,” she announced as she set out tubs of washed romaine and watercress.
In an immense living room, the nurse was contemplating a half-completed wooden puzzle on a low table. Flossy knelt near her though he’d stopped fingering pieces and pretending to help. He turned to look at the Atlantic over his shoulder. The sphynx cat was lounging by a heating register in front of the wall of windows. It raised its head alertly and stared at him. Without thinking, Flossy said, “Uch. Steel gray.”
“You don’t see something subtle in all this?” Cassie wondered, gesturing as she returned from confidential murmurs in the kitchen.
“Of course, I do. I’m sorry! That sounded churlish.”
“It has been gray for a long time,” the nurse commented. Cassie stared down at a sketchpad and a nest of charcoal pencils on the off-white living room rug. She looked like she might want them off the rug. The third employee, the assistant, who was coming back from the bathroom, noticed Cassie frown and promptly collected the pencils and pad for her. She set them on a white side table and called down a nearby spiral stair, “Darius? This art stuff is yours, right?”
From downstairs, Darius cried, “Oh, I’ll get it—yeah, I’m still working—I’ll take care of it.”
Cassie shrugged. With a thumb and forefinger, she held her watch on its limp diamond bracelet against her skeletal wrist. “I have a telephone call at four. I don’t know if you’re still working on the computer in the study. I need to make it in there.”
“I had to stop,” the assistant sighed. “I was feeling faint because I haven’t eaten anything, and that awful computer light! It’s like Occupational Affective Disorder. OAD.”
“Why don’t we all have sandwiches out here?” 
The assistant protested, “I can easily make a sandwich for myself.” 
“I’ve got them,” the cook/housekeeper called sweetly from the kitchen. Her various elegant sandwiches involved roasted peppers and artichoke hearts (not marinated), country pate, cornichons, cold salmon, butter, various greens, crusty sourdough and focaccia. Without much visible effort the sandwiches were set out with wine and bottled water and white cloth napkins. Even the nurse got up from her puzzle to help.
Flossy had to hold his sandwich away from the sphynx. Darius skipped up the steel spiral stair, which made a twangy rumble. His eyes hunted for his pencils and pad. He politely exclaimed over the sandwiches.
Bea was watching her son. “With that choker, you and Barry are twins,” she observed.
“Ow,” Flossy warned the cat and poured it from the crook of his elbow. He held his sandwich aloft. 
Before taking a sandwich himself, Darius crossed the room to stand in front of the wall of windows. 
Eyeing his back and, beyond him, the Atlantic, Flossy announced, “You’re right, Aunt Cass. It is subtle. It’s beautiful.” 
Darius turned from the permanent winter twilight, from the cold beach, cold water, cold sky to look down at Flossy. “I think they call scenes like this sublime, not beautiful. Not to be a know-it-all.”
“Kant!” Bea ejaculated. The almost involuntary cry, so improbable that everyone stared, had come out when she remembered a survey course she’d taken at Smith years ago. “That’s Kant, Flossy. But that’s all I remember. The beautiful and the sublime.” 
Flossy murmured, vague, not mocking, “Wow. Cool.”
Eating nothing, Cassie swept a strangely predatory gaze over the group. She decided visibly not to join the conversation for now.
“All I remember was he died a virgin,” Darius said.
Flossy raised his eyebrows, now skeptical of Kant.
“Or was Nietzsche the virgin?” the assistant wondered.
“Both of them, for all I know,” Darius said. “Thinking so much probably makes it hard to deal with people.”
“I’d find it depressing. I don’t want to sit around,” Bea said. “I want to be free, get out there!”
Cassie smiled faintly. In a hiatus of conversation, the landscape outside felt momentarily heavier and more insistent.
“Philosophizing’s not for me either, Mom,” Flossy said, picking crumbs from the carpet around him.
“You couldn’t possibly die a virgin, Flossy,” Darius said. He blushed in case what he’d just said without thinking sounded hostile somehow.
 
 
All of them were quietly absorbed through the afternoon. The nurse with her puzzle. Bea reading a thriller. Flossy walking on the beach with the assistant. Darius trying to draw them in the lineless foggy style of a Seurat charcoal. The cook/housekeeper napped after straightening up the kitchen. Cassie disappeared into the study. Carl, who hadn’t appeared for lunch, was supposedly working on the catalogue for an American Folk Art Museum show of non-representational outsider art. But that’s what guests were always told. Free time, leisure, old age, all had a bad reputation in that famous summer colony of work-crazed New Yorkers. The house was as silent as a library, except for the repetitive sound of the waves—like the muted collapse of bookshelf after bookshelf.
Carl finally made his start and stop entrance when they all sat down to dinner at a huge round table. He let Cassie adjust the placement of his wheelchair. Its joystick couldn’t manage fine motion. The cook/housekeeper and the assistant ferried dishes from the kitchen, but for once they didn’t join the party. 
The all-day twilight had finally expired. The ashen sea thundered almost invisibly beyond candlelit, prosciutto-hued reflections of their hands and faces. Flossy settled his eyes on a blip of yellow light, a container ship coasting Long Island on its way to, perhaps, Rotterdam. This happy fantasy of trade didn’t make the ship appear any less forlorn to him. 
Flossy wasn’t enjoying the weekend much, but he made a dutiful effort at dinner. He told a curious anecdote about an arrow delivered to him at his college dorm. “I think it was meant to be a cupid’s arrow. Love offering.” He shrugged. “But some people tell me they think there’s something threatening about it. I mean, it is sort of a stalker’s gift, isn’t it?”
“Decadent,” Darius commented. He was charmed by the idea. “The kind of thing some poète maudite would—” 
“I didn’t like it a bit,” Bea said.
“But who on earth sent it?” Cassie asked. “Not anonymous I hope.”
“Oh, just some TA. Nothing came of it. It was still a lot better than the guy in a bar once who came up and gave me a penny and then said, Now you owe me something.”
Everybody made faces and clucked in disapproval.
“That’s insulting,” Darius said. “Who’d want to respond to something like that? The arrow may be creepy, but it’s a lot more—elegant. You have a lot of suitors?” He sounded nakedly interested.
With perfect pleasantness, Flossy didn’t answer.
“Carl!” Cassie raised her voice, leaning forward. Carl’s head swiveled. He squinted and raised a beaming face more or less in Cassie’s direction. “Carl, do you remember the first thing I ever bought from you? Trompe l’Oeil dollar bills or something. Americana. Well, I gave it to Oliver Van Nest, who is this boy’s father! I’ve told you about him.”
Carl rumbled something at length. Not a word could be made out, but he seemed satisfied with the comment. At least the tone of it was unmistakable: a drily humorous aside. Cheerily, Carl turned his head. Everyone at the table smiled, even chuckled, at the incomprehensible witticism. 
Cassie laughed hardest of all, finally translating, “He says he ripped me off. But it was a positive thing, because he’s never been able to love anyone he hasn’t cheated first.” More polite laughter. “But Carl do you remember everything I told you about Oliver? Darius has come partly—” She looked to Darius for permission, and he nodded, even whispering to Flossy next to him, My dad needs some really serious help. “He wants to talk about his father. So, do you remember when Oliver was around in the old days? It seems like he’s closed himself off more than is good for him, or anyone.”
“Oh, Darius!” Bea said. “But that’s upsetting to hear. Preston and I never really knew your parents, but they were—I just hate it when things like that happen as people get older. It’s such a trial.”
Carl rumbled something briefer than the earlier joke but not much more serious. After giving him a frosty look of disapproval, Cassie translated, “He says capitalizing the Van in your name is an American vulgarization. Sorry,” she said crossly, though Darius was laughing. “That’s a big help, Carl,” Cassie huffed.
The cook/housekeeper came to set more dishes on the table, imposing a silence. “What were you drawing today?” she asked Darius.
“Lotte is a painter. A fine one,” Cassie glossed, smiling at her cook/housekeeper.
“Oh! Him actually.” Darius nodded at Flossy. “Down on the beach. But he’s just a smudge. And I’m sort of a dilletante, I guess.” 
“Just doing it is the main thing,” Lotte said.
“I tried to get your necklace, though,” Darius told Flossy. “I love the color. Unfortunately, I only had charcoal and graphite.”
“Supposedly they’re antique trade beads,” Flossy said.
“It’s new,” Bea put in. “Our gardener has one just like. I guess boys all wear chokers nowadays.”
“Mine isn’t like Barry’s, Mom,” Flossy complained.
“Not Barry Paul,” Darius said.
Bea looked astonished. “Yes, as a matter of fact. Barry Paul. You know him from Lawrence?”
Darius said, “I heard he came back to New Jersey because his father was sick.”
“Why are fathers such burdens?” Cassie muttered. She chuckled when Carl mangled a word. “Only post-insemination, he says,” she translated.
Bea continued in excitement, “You know, another old Lawrence boy is living in our garage apartment. Did you ever know a boy named Dean?”
Darius shook his head. “No. But I knew Barry. We were best friends for a while.”
“We all have a big crush on him,” Flossy said. “Even my father. Even me.”
Darius flushed. Wildly, he thought for a second that this un-gay-seeming gay person had somehow managed to seduce his old friend. His mind reeled with jealousy, though he remained perfectly poised. “He’s another of your suitors?” he let slip, a touch sourly.
Flossy laughed. “Barry! No! I’m sure he’s not—well, actually I don’t know. I haven’t seen him with any girls.” A pondering expression cleared. “Oh, yeah, he is straight. Definitely. Dean told me he had sex with one of his teachers when he was twelve. A woman.”
“Good God!” Bea clapped her hands to her bosom. 
Cassie laughed. “Bea!” The group allowed room for Darius to make some comment, since he’d said he knew Barry so well. But Darius looked quite stupid, and his flush redoubled.
Cassie had been frustrated during dinner. She was annoyed when she tried to say something, and her verbal memory ratcheted a bit too slowly for her to jump in and out of rapid conversation. She held her hands up. “Wait a minute. I have to get Carl to be serious for just a second.” But at that moment the cook/housekeeper/painter Lotte came back to the table and started picking up plates. Cassie shrugged, and the corners of her mouth screwed tight.
Obliviously, Lotte asked, “Has anybody seen Becca Stern’s gargantuan watercolors? A couple of them are up at the Parrish show. They’re kind of hideous.”
“That should cheer you up, at any rate.” Cassie smiled, lifting a plate for her on weak wrists.
“Why on earth?” Lotte asked.
“I’m sorry. I always thought you were a little jealous of Becca. The way people kowtow to her. And her family has that huge house. Fantastic art collection. Her father’s an even bigger cheese than me.”
“I’m not jealous of Becca.”
“Anyway, we have to get back to Darius.” Cassie played at pounding the table. “I promised Darius that Carl and I would try to—"
“I may have some slight, healthy degree of envy. But that’s what spurs you on in life,” Lotte said. “The only reason I said I didn’t like Becca’s family was they were Bush supporters, which I can’t conceive. And her mother had that extreme face-lift. I mean, who wouldn’t feel a little low looking at someone whose face is so—up?”
“Cassie,” Darius said. “I did finally get a chance to talk to Nathan Kimmelstine about Oliver.” Everyone looked attentive. The name prompted no recognition. “Isn’t he kind of famous in New York? I thought so. He’s a geriatric psychiatrist. He had an article in the New York Review of Books.” Faces remained blank.
“Was he able to help?” Cassie asked. “Carl, listen. I wanted you to think back if there was anyone around who used to know Oliver Van Nest. All of us, let’s bring the hive mind to bear.”
A few whispers or snuffles came from Carl. Bea threaded her napkin through the napkin ring repeatedly, vaguely magical.
“I’m sorry to drop this on everybody,” Darius said. “Cassie’s been incredibly nice. She’s trying to help me with my madman father.”
“Don’t be cruel about him,” Cassie said tepidly. She remembered Oliver was the cruel one.
 “It’s true,” Darius protested. “He’s more or less insane. You saw what he was like in the old days. And now he’s worse. He lives like a hermit. Won’t—he won’t see anyone. Literally.”
“Was the geriatric psychiatrist able to tell you anything?” Flossy asked, sounding truly concerned in a way that caused Darius an extraneous shiver.
“Can you imagine?” Darius exclaimed. “You live in the same city, and your father refuses to see you? People aren’t insane like that anymore, are they? I was hoping it was something that would clear up if he started taking one of those drugs. SSRIs. But Nathan says that won’t happen. He did try to help, I guess.” Darius sounded grudging. “He gave me plenty of names. For nurses and stuff. He looks younger than me. Like Doogie Howser.”
“He knew what he was talking about?” Flossy asked.
“I guess,” Darius drawled.
“Darius thinks the situation can’t go on,” Cassie explained. “Oliver never goes out. The place is completely shut up. Anything could happen. I’ve been asking around, but what do you do when an old person holes up like that? It must happen sometimes.”
“As long as someone can get in,” Flossy tried. “The family. And it sounded like you’re still able to get in? Or not?”
“Only sometimes,” Darius said unhappily. “I think it’s worse than just the old person who doesn’t go out. I wasn’t being cruel about the insane part. I really think something organic might be wrong. But Nathan said he’d have to be able to make it to his office. Which I know my father won’t do, or can’t.”
“You can’t get through to him at all? Oh, Darius,” Bea commiserated.
“Basically, Nathan told me when someone really can’t take care of themselves, the first thing you do is contact a geriatric social worker or a geriatric nurse. See whether they can get in. And I will do that. Kimmelstine can’t do it himself.” Darius tartly demoted the doctor from first names. “Some geriatric psychiatrists will make a house call, but not him. I asked. He said it can be dangerous. I don’t think he wanted to get involved.” He snorted in feeble amusement. “I told him Oliver is hardly dangerous.”
Cassie made a face. “I hate this, but Darius may be right. That it’s more than just an old person being a recluse. I knew Oliver, and he was always—off. I’m sorry, Darius. By now, who knows? Maybe insane isn’t too strong a word. Not that that helps us at all.”
Darius stuck out his lower lip thoughtfully. “People just keep giving me names. Nathan said that if he gets truly disoriented or belligerent, I have to call 911. They’re actually trained to deal with people like that.”
“They break in?” Bea asked in discomfort.
“That’s what I heard, yes, they break in. They have a rule of thumb. If person is a danger to themselves or to others,” Darius singsonged.
“What?” Flossy demanded. He immediately softened the question. “I mean, if they’re a danger, then what?”
“What?” Darius echoed, wondering himself. “It must mean that if they’re a danger in some way, then you can do what you want and you don’t have to worry about what they want anymore. Or their opinions.”
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“TOO BAD IT’S not a more beautiful day,” Rolf said. His elbows were on the table, and a forearm as long as a child’s leg teetered toward the sweeping windows. He was radiant in a silky shirt and unseasonable white jeans. Blotches of sunlight raced across the carpet of the Delegates Dining Room and out onto the dingy East River, fading and brightening the whole time, as if an imp were playing with the dimmer switch. The water took on a faint brownish hue when the sun appeared. Then all faded to black and gray again, and the thronging platelets of ice in the river continued to shift without really flowing anywhere.
Rolf’s companions for lunch weren’t bothering with the view, yet they had a hard time looking at each other. Rolf scanned the room contentedly. “It’s impressive, though, isn’t it?”
“I’m impressed,” Flossy smiled. He was enjoying Rolf’s almost impenetrable niceness. The din of cultured accents and unknown languages sounded oddly uniform. Despite an effort at national dress here and there, the UN functionaries all looked like iterations of the same polite person. Not unlike the collectible dolls in the gift shop. Darius was achingly silent. He discarded the nervous jokes that appeared in his thoughts. Next to him, Barry Paul was equally silent. Flossy continued to his new acquaintance, “The actual delegates—do they ever eat here?”
“Not often. Parfois, quand même,” Rolf said, in case Flossy was disparaging the place. “It’s mostly the view. And the architecture. Though the building’s in terrible shape. Partly the US arrears.”
“I always forget about that,” Flossy said. To him sluggish bill-paying was a normal business practice.
“We don’t. It’s most of our budget. And really not a huge amount. It’s just a stupid xenophobic statement. Not that I’m some huge Wilsonian queen. But with the billions you spend, I mean, really, who cares?”
Rolf’s fluent and campy queen was more strongly accented than usual. Quveen. Darius felt an old, closeted reflex to glance at Barry when Rolf came out with it. Barry looked reserved but serene. “The country’s rotten,” Darius grumped.
“Well, I hope we pay up soon, so you can stay in New York.” Imitating Rolf’s politeness, Flossy sounded almost flirtatious.
“These jobs aren’t permanent. It’s for the resume. That’s the way of things,” Rolf said without a smile. He admitted, “It’s funny about your ambitions. I used to be incredibly political. Even ambitious for a while after I was at the Beaux Arts. But that seemed to fade. Then the other day, I realized all I wanted was a job and money, a lot of money. It’s sort of disappointing.”
“Don’t say that!” Flossy laughed. “That’s my dream.”
“Money? You’re probably just starting your career. The U.N. is almost like student life, and student life is different. Maybe if I looked for a real job, it would reenergize me. Who knows? The truth is, I would like to stay in New York.”
Under Rolf’s relaxed gaze, Flossy looked away. Catching sight of Barry, he snickered, “Whenever I look at you, now, Barry, I have to laugh. The whole time we drove in, I was laughing.”
Barry seemed to be in on the joke and smiled pleasantly. 
“He looks normal to me,” Rolf said. 
“Right, but we’re twins,” Flossy began.
Darius gave Barry a careful once over for the first time since sitting down. Tentatively, he guessed, “Is this about what your mother said on Long Island!” 
“Exactly,” Flossy said. He turned to ask Rolf, “You see why?”
“Because of the necklaces?”
“Ah,” Rolf said vaguely 
“Right,” Flossy went on. “He’s brown and I’m blue. It looks a little matchy-matchy. My mom was so cute. Because of us, she thinks all boys wear puka beads now. She also thinks it’s gender-bending. Which it may be in my case, but not yours, Barry,” he said.
Barry shrugged.
“You do look a bit alike,” Darius said. 
“He made me change twice,” Barry said.
“I did,” Flossy admitted. “At first we were both wearing almost exactly this shirt.” He plucked at his blue button-down. “We couldn’t possibly go around looking like that. Like a boy band. So I told him to change into something completely different. But the first time he comes out, he’s wearing practically the same shirt again, maybe half a shade lighter.”
“I don’t have a lot of dress clothes,” Barry said.
“Anyway, yellow looks good on you. You’re tanned,” Flossy said.
Darius didn’t think it was the subject of fashion, but he decided Flossy seemed gay this time. Meeting Rolf had energized the young businessman. Darius stole a glance at Barry. 
With exquisite politeness, Rolf tried engaging the straight outlier. “Barry? Darius said you went out West after school. Are you thinking of staying here now?”
“I’m not sure. I don’t really have a plan. I just came to help out my mom because my father is sick.” Rolf made a murmur of compassion to which Barry returned a shrug. “Cancer. It is what it is.”
“Such a weird expression,” Darius noted. “What does that mean? It is what it is. Everybody’s started using it. Where’d it come from? It always reminds me of Iago—I am not what I am.”
Barry gave Darius a remote, admiring smile, probably about the Shakespeare quotation. Darius felt the admiration was so undeserved he frowned.
“But do you have a—say, a career plan?” Rolf wondered.
“Jesus!” Darius stopped him. “You sound so American. I thought you guys were better than us. You’re asking about career plans?”
Barry made it clear he wasn’t bothered. “I’m sort of the gardener for his family.” He nodded at Flossy. He added, “Which I’m really liking.” The others gazed at him expectantly. It didn’t occur to them not to wait for more. Barry finally continued with a smile. “And I’m getting into financial crime. According to Preston—his dad.”
Flossy buried his face in a palm. “That’s so fucked up. None of us had any idea.”
Barry quickly reassured Darius, “It’s not that serious. You remember Dean?” Darius shook his head, No. “He was a friend of mine, too. And he’s down there at Flossy’s parents’ house. It turns out he was into some kind of insurance scam, and he tried to get me involved. But Preston figured it all out. It was some low-life friend that got Dean involved. And it was big talk more than anything. Dean’s an OK guy.” 
Flossy raised his eyebrows skeptically. “I think it’s more serious than you’re making it sound. Dean may just get a slap on the wrist, but people remember that stuff. Now every time he tries to do business with anybody in the area, anybody who knows, that’s the first thing they’ll think about. His reputation is kind of ruined.” Flossy explained to Rolf, “This person we’re talking about is a total bro. One of those guys with a big hot shot attitude.”
“Hot shot!” Barry said dismissively. “More like nervous.”
 Flossy shrugged. 
“I hope it doesn’t go too badly for Dean,” Barry said. “His girlfriend already dumped him. He wanted to marry her.” 
“Ouf,” Rolf said. He was reverent about relationships.
“Uch!” Darius said. He disliked them.
“Darius is phobic about commitments,” Rolf noted possessively. He planted one hand on the table between them. It looked gargantuan, even threatening, emerging from its too short cuff. Though it wasn’t very close to him, Darius felt crowded by it. The sun pinkened the still hand wanly in passing. 
Darius told Barry, “This has been old home week for me. Or month. Besides you, I also saw David Caperini a little while back. And—” he almost mentioned Jane. “You remember, he was the weird, nervous guy my parents got to teach me French.”
“Ah, yeah,” Barry said, smiling at the memory.
“He’s still a cipher, maybe a tiny bit bitter now. He got married for two minutes. Which I can’t fathom. I always thought he was semi-gay. And I think I heard there was some baby involved. He was too young for that.”
“That’s what happened to me,” Rolf said.
“Your parents got married too young?” Flossy asked.
“No, me.”
“You weren’t married!” Darius asserted. 
“Darius, I’m sure I told you,” Rolf said brusquely. He was embarrassed to realize that, despite the radical American openness he aspired to, he’d left this item out of his resume. “It was a very brief thing. A mariage blanc. She was from Turkey, and she’d come to Paris to the Beaux Arts. She needed EU papers. That’s the whole story. A few months. Then we divorced. She lives in California now.”
“Rolf!” Darius exclaimed. He didn’t know why this information delighted him. “You have secrets!”
“My parents were furious. They were worried about money.”
“A whole secret life,” Darius said. “But was it—I mean—amicable? Do you see her?”
“Of course, it was friendly. It wasn’t real. And no, we’re not in touch. It was just for papers. Even so, we were too young.”
Flossy had to wonder, “That’s so different from me! I don’t think I could ever do that. Even to help out a friend. Besides being gay.”
“I’m just as gay. And that doesn’t matter. We can get married now,” Rolf trumped him. “In fact, I wonder if I don’t romanticize the domestic life in a way. Because my parents were diplomats and had to move around so much when I was growing up. On the other hand, my parents are the ones who have the—antiquated dynastic ideas. When my brother got married two years ago, the girl had to sign a prenuptial agreement.”
“A morganatic marriage? Because of the title?” Darius pressed with pleasure. Naturally, he’d told everyone that Rolf was a count in the course of phone calls setting up this lunch. 
“No. Because of money.” Rolf gave Darius a stare like a poke. “Strictly speaking, there is no title. Legally, in Germany, it’s just part of your name. Like Mr. Count.”
Flossy started laughing. “Mr. Count! Oh, so the woman becomes Mrs. Count, not Countess whatever. That’s too bad. I mean, obviously, it’s right, but—”
“That’s the theory anyway,” Rolf said. “The priest still calls my father Excellency, which isn’t even the right term. We just roll our eyes.”
“Married and divorced. God, and when we met, I thought you were immature—” Darius produced a stagey cough of laughter. “Sorry, I mean, more, innocent. You’ve always seemed innocent to me!”
Rolf grinned, insulted but not displeased. 
After this uncharacteristic teasing, Darius went quiet. His mind was clouded by a lady-like inwardness. He gazed at his plate. He shifted an uneaten orange Tandoori rubble with his knife. At the buffet, a woman in a sari rang the lid of a steel chafing dish closed. “You get married, and I get raped. You know, that makes sense,” he said brightly. 
Rolf’s expression went black. His chin rose, his lips compressed and he gazed out the windows. A mass of cloud, gray on gray, sped, unbudging, over Queens like a flat on rollers. The others were naturally stunned, but Rolf had heard this before. He hated the bizarre, airy tone Darius invariably used when he mentioned rape. 
Barry and Flossy both looked down as if dust had gotten into their eyes. Barry asked, “Are you for real, buddy?”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that,” Darius said too assertively. “It was a date rape drug situation. A long time ago and I really have no memory. Not that I should make light—” 
“Shut up, Darius,” Rolf said. His mouth formed a tighter seam. He caught the others’ eyes. He shook his head at the outlandishness of his friend. No matter how often Darius insisted, he couldn’t possibly be as blasé about this as he pretended.
After lunch Rolf offered to show Flossy the U.N. building. Without any particular goal in mind Darius and Barry walked west along Forty-Fifth Street together. They felt a sort of duty as old friends to talk privately, though neither knew what to say at first. Because it was blustery, they kept half-looking to stop in a diner or Starbucks. Sizing up various places as they walked created awkward interruptions in the conversation.
First off, clumsy and delicate, Barry went back to the lunchtime revelation. Darius snapped, “Of course, it’s true. Why would I make up something like that? It’s actually Rolf who annoys me. He wants me to be all mournful. Why do I have to act like that?” His better nature rolled in like a wave. “Listen, Rolf is lovely. Don’t get me wrong. It’s just—I’m much more worried about my father now. Like you are, too, right?”
“Ah. Yeah,” Barry agreed. “Flossy told me what’s going on with Oliver. But also, right. Both of us.”
Darius could hardly believe Barry’s gentleness was failing to have the effect he wanted. His old friend’s personality was showing strange gaps, like thoughts or qualities politely withheld. This wasn’t exactly the Barry he remembered, and it might be a new person entirely. Darius himself felt too revealed. And in his case, there was no doubt about it. He was unpleasantly different from the boy he used to be. “Freezing,” he muttered unhappily. “Honestly, that one looks a little—roach-infested to me. Sad, but I almost need a plasticky chain place to make me comfortable.” After a considering pause, they continued walking/searching. Darius said, “You seem a lot more—grounded. More than I am anyway. I mean, you look good.”
“Thanks. You, too.”
“I guess problem fathers aren’t making us—uh—lose our looks or anything,” Darius finished the sentence almost at random and looked dissatisfied with how it came out. He laughed suddenly. “I remember I used to stare in the mirror as a kid and think, Jesus, I’ve been alive for so long and I’m still so young!” Darius waited for a response. None came. “Then my face turned into Bloody Mary after a while. Of course.”
As in the old days, Barry was pleased with his friend’s slight insensitivity.  
“Have you met anyone?” Darius asked. “I know Rolf kind of gives the impression we’re—but it’s not at all clear between us, really.”
“I was seeing somebody out West. She dumped me. Right before I came back.”
Darius said, “I can tell you’re lying. Somehow you dumped her. Don’t hide your infinitesimal ruthlessness from me. You’re already so decent you make me want to kill myself. You always have.”
“Shut up.” Barry grinned. He didn’t mind Darius catching him in a self-deprecating lie. “Kill yourself!” he repeated in a whisper, savoring the old familiar extravagance. He gestured at another restaurant in front of which they were automatically slowing. “I’m OK with this one. I think it’s fast food, though.”
“You’re right. We can do better.” They kept walking.
“No, I want to get on with my life,” Barry said. “But I’m not in any rush to shack up with somebody. I don’t have any outsider stake in the ideal relationship—the way gay people do. Not you maybe, but—I don’t want to just stumble into something. That would make me feel—I wouldn’t like it. I’m happy enough at Preston’s for now. The whole family is pretty cool.”
“How’s it been seeing your dad?”
“Harder seeing my mom.” Barry smiled.
“But you two always got along in a weird way.”
“Yeah.”
“Everything I’m saying sounds harsh. Or snarky. I don’t know why. I’m usually all—” Darius made a wide-eyed, comically sweet face. “That’s how I used to be, right?”
“Not really,” Barry said.
“At lunch I hope we didn’t make you feel like not having some stupid New York career made you inadequate. And can you believe you were the only straight guy? That’s not fair.”
“No.” Barry laughed, then pondered. “I guess I don’t want to be only a lawn care guy forever. My mom would probably kill me.”
Darius couldn’t feel his own wild nerves, but he started to rave. “You should become my imam. I’d follow you anywhere. I’d blow myself up for you.” Barry waited for this burst of eccentricity to fade. Darius finished, “Sorry.” He looked around them. “This block is dead.” 
Barry suggested a pizza shop, but Darius didn’t want to stand at a high top talking in front of bicycle messengers and lawyers on the run.
They spoke up at the same time. Each had remembered something he needed to talk about. Darius went first. “There was this odd story I heard. Not even a story. Actually, that guy Flossy mentioned it when I was in the Hamptons with him. I guess he heard about it from his family? I don’t know. They said you had sex with a teacher when you were a kid.”
Barry kept his gaze on the sidewalk and tried repressing a smile, not an amused one. More like a grimace.
“Wow,” Darius said. “That explains why she always disliked me so much. That’s—I’m assuming. It totally pulls the rug out. I really liked her. I was always convinced she liked me, too. Until—until Paris, I guess. I must’ve thought I was irresistible. You know, I saw her recently. I thought she might have some ideas about Oliver. I told you it’s been like old home week. We weren’t—I’m sorry. Have you seen her at all? You know she’s in the city, right?”
Barry eyed Darius. “Yeah. No, I haven’t seen her. I thought maybe I’d try at some point.”
“I can give you her phone number,” Darius began. His upbeat helpfulness came to a hard stop. After a long time, he tried, “That must’ve been—well, I don’t have any idea. Weird?”
“Yeah. It was a little sick. A lot of pressure not to tell anybody. That fucks with you. Of course, at the time I thought I was totally into it—”
“Uch,” Darius said helplessly.
“It wasn’t about looks at all. Even though—” 
“Looks? Oh, cause she was old? But nobody ever knew? Who figured it out? Did you ever tell anyone?”
Uncomfortable, Barry made a face. He didn’t feel like answering a barrage of questions. Darius saw this at once and held back. When Barry finally spoke, he changed the subject. “It sounds like shit, the stuff you’ve been dealing with with Oliver.” 
Darius felt Barry’s hand come to ghostly rest on his shoulder blade. Involuntarily he pulled his shoulder forward, breaking contact. At once laughter erupted from deep in his chest. “Ha! My God!” In the cold air, his innermost breath steamed out like smoke. “Did you just see that? Like I couldn’t stand being touched by you. That’s like Oliver, actually.”
Barry’s mouth twitched. Mutual self-consciousness was an irritating distraction. Both he and Darius were wondering whether Darius shying like that, like a little bird, wasn’t really a flash of old jealousy over Jane Brzostovsky. Barry decided it couldn’t be. 
Darius was about to say that it probably was—a swirl of memory and love—and turn it into another stark, confessional joke—I used to love you—but he didn’t. His good behavior acted as a chill between them. Without saying it aloud, they both decided to skip the coffee shop. They turned and headed back toward the garage where Flossy had left his car. The wind blew their hair in the opposite direction. 
Darius interrupted a last attempt of Barry’s to say something, “There wasn’t any place decent around here anyway. We can sit down and talk another time if you want.” This sounded a little—omniscient narrator. 
“Actually,” Barry persevered. “I have something for you.”
A silly excitement sparked in Darius. It burned out at once when Barry took the smudged something from his pocket.
“I completely forgot,” Barry said. “I’m usually pretty good about things, but this was so long ago. And it was really a crazy time for me.” Barry squeezed a pad of folded bills in his fist. 
“You’re giving me money?”
“No. It’s yours. I borrowed it—I remembered the other day.”
“But I don’t remember. I don’t even remember how much it was. No.”
“This is five hundred. Four-ninety, actually. It was probably a lot more.”
“This was for the abortion? Barry, no. It’s old and—just, no.”
“Let me do it, Dare. I took this out for you. Come on. It makes me feel good. I don’t want to owe you.”
The bills didn’t look like they could have come from any machine. The soiled dollar green made them look organic in Barry’s pale gardener’s fist. “No,” Darius said almost stridently. “No.” He took a step back and held his hands up so they couldn’t possibly touch the money. He tried to make this pantomime good-humored, but he wasn’t feeling it at all. Just the opposite. He was embarrassed, angry.
Barry played at being good-humored, as well. Held out slightly, his fist wavered like a pet hoping to nuzzle. He didn’t appear pleased by the refusal.
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BARRY WASN’T SAYING much. Dim familiarity with his teacher from the distant past towed his present self like an empty skiff. For her part, Jane mistrusted the sequence of events since they’d finished lunch at a pink-and-chartreuse place in a cute commuter town. In fact, she couldn’t remember why she drove him home or decided to drop in or fastidiously climbed the narrow stairs to see where he lived now—over some New Jersey millionaire’s garage, it seemed. 
All afternoon she kept noticing a kind of worry afloat behind Barry’s brown-eyed, lopsided-smiling sweetness, something she had no memory of. She supposed it was adulthood. During their first phone conversation, Barry had mentioned wanting to ask her something. A passing terror came over her that he would be completely different. That she’d destroyed him, and he was coming after her, his wizened soul in his palm to shame her. Penitently, she met him anyway. At a glance, more than a decade’s fear dropped away. He wasn’t after her. There was only that odd worry in his eyes, something private-seeming for a boy she remembered being utterly transparent. 
The impersonal effects of time triggered faint grief, which distracted Jane from the narrow business of meeting Barry after so long. His slight pudginess. Unmanicured threads of beard on his neck. Little flaws and scars and nascent wrinkles and maybe even thinning hair. Her short-term memory shortened even further to pure observation. She was fascinated by Barry’s heavy-pawed masculinity. Not only was it grown up, but also completely unlike Nathan’s gentlemanly primness.
As she expected, the apartment had hardly any furniture except a bed, neatly draped with a duvet but not exactly made. They sat on it, Barry leaning back on his elbows, Jane leaning forward over crossed knees. They sat there quite a while, expressions nervously explicit from time to time, fingers quirking on the surface of the duvet. Barry purred or groaned at the back of his throat, an against-my-better-judgment noise. Neither of them resorted to words, which paradoxically seemed liable to gum up everything. Barry’s palms drummed at his sides. When one of his hands stopped, tensed, Jane’s fingers slipped under it, forcing themselves between a callused palm and the bedspread. 
Barry smirked vaguely when she was naked. She frowned. Even his silken penis with its flaring, hat-like, mauve-tinged tip—even it—had aged fascinatingly, acquired a saltiness and a scribble of thick veins. He didn’t have much hope of punching past her tonsils, but slowly, deliberately, he tried, playing at inconsideration—a streak of hostility, perhaps, which he was basically too cheerful to notice in himself.
Jane threw herself backward on the duvet, but Barry disregarded her vulnerable wrists or simply didn’t pick up the hint. This in itself was sexy. It wasn’t a winking game for him. Inept, rough and very strong despite their unbaked pallor, his hands ran over her, kneading a little, possessive but aimless, unsure of the point of it all. His face went slack in concentration. Jane could already feel the depression to follow, fugitive as a ghost and, for the moment, outrun by pleasure. It was going to hit the second they were finished. And sure enough, the depression was right there in the room, all but laughing at them the instant they came to themselves. 
They caught their breath. “That was a mistake,” Jane said the obvious. “Nice, but a mistake. Probably.”
Barry had to clear his throat several times. He chuckled weakly. He tried to shrug but couldn’t quite since he was lying on his back.
“Of course, it was,” Jane agreed with herself.
Finally, he admitted, “But I’m not all that surprised.” He frowned at the ceiling. A word or two began and died on his lips. Each caught the other’s eye a few times. They settled on not looking. Barry stared through the never painted bathroom door, wishing he were in the shower already. 
Trying to season the unhappiness, Jane drily complimented him on having a big dick, which made him snort. 
“I’ve never been told,” he lied.
“What? Do you only see virgins?” This came out harsh, instead of ironical. 
“No. Not at all.” Answering the virgins crack made him sound flat-footed, he thought. A cross frown appeared for a second, unusual for him. “No. I haven’t been with anybody for a long time.” 
“Of course, you’re not the type: all virgins all the time.” Jane squeezed her eyes shut at her involuntary virginity talk.
He made a dismissive sound, rude about his own attitude not about hers. Surely, you knew what would happen—that much was clear, Jane thought. “Oh, Barry,” she said. “So maybe it was stupid. But so what? It’s not the end of the world.”
They used the bathroom one after another. Their present personalities had come back, as thick as wax on preserves, and they made a grown-up effort to forget their unhappiness, which nevertheless didn’t decrease.
“I’m surprised you’re not with someone, Barry. You’re a wonderful guy, and you have that same gift you always had—making people feel good.”
“I was seeing somebody,” He countered childishly. He didn’t want to talk to her, but, as a sop, he commented, “Maybe it would surprise you, but I’m actually pretty happy where I’m at in my life.” He looked at her so seriously he might have been comparing now to the past. She wasn’t sure.
Feeling guilty about extinguishing his earlier good mood, she tried, “You were always wiser and more—grown-up. Probably why we got into trouble in the first place.” She corrected herself, tapping her sternum and mouthing, Why I did. Between their present selves—even them—what had happened was extremely awkward to mention. “There was never anybody when you were away? Or out West?”
“Yes, I just told you,” he said.
“Right-right!” she whispered. His hint of self-pity, so at odds with his personality, so at odds with the note of happy contempt in sex, was just the sort of concealed weakness that saddened Jane about men. “Have you seen our little Darius Van Nest since coming back?” she asked just to change the tone of things. “Of course you did. You told me. He gave you my number.”
“Darius knows them out here, I think,” Barry chucked his head in Preston and Bea’s direction. “Or used to. Or his family did or something.”
“Well, and I guess you’ve heard. Our favorite rich kid’s father—” Jane immediately corrected what sounded like a sneer. “Darius, I’m afraid his father is… Of course, you know. But that’s why he and I got together. He wanted to consult my friend Nathan.” She mentioned the name without a flutter, a minor but perfect deception. “Also, I owed him money, but that’s another story,” she slipped in wryly. She used the past tense.
Barry asked in astonishment, “Why did you owe him money?”
“I didn’t, really. It was that very affected French tutor he had. I happened to meet him in the city years later. I was the go-between for a money problem between him and Darius. All very complicated.” Another smooth lie, though she wondered why she’d bothered to confess in the first place.
“You never liked him much.”
“Who? David?”
“No, Darius.”
“I don’t know. He was just another student.” That didn’t sound true. “He probably made me feel like a crude Polack. I imagined his family were all vile, weary aristocrats. That was a turn-off.”
“But we were kids, him and me. He was just acting pretentious.”
“You were kids,” she echoed forlornly. “And even though he was a little gay boy, he probably never came on to you,” she added.
“That’s right, he never really did. And I loved him. I probably would’ve messed around with him, too. It wasn’t that unusual.” He grinned in a Barry-like way.
“He didn’t. I did,” she sighed. 
“You don’t have to sound so tragic,” he told her. 
“What did you want to ask me?” 
“You know, you didn’t fuck me up. I’m not stuck on this one thing that happened in my life.” He jumped up and clapped his hands energetically. He returned to the bathroom. “Quick shower!” he ordered himself. “OK, if I’m first?”
“But what did you want to ask?” she called. Her frown felt pettish.
Barry called through the door, “Oh—I guess, I wanted to know—” He laughed at his own naivete. “Since I can’t remember for me, I wanted to know if—back then—if you were in love with me. Or thought you were.” He didn’t sound as if he still wondered or cared.
 
 
“It was depressing,” Jane said to Rolf. She had to tell someone, and they had quickly become friends. But she only talked about this time in the garage apartment, not about the original sin. “Like something you do in high school.” That particular word choice made her drop her face into her palm for a second. She kept cutting it close with Rolf. “And not made up for by the sexiness at all. At all. Which is depressing in itself. Maybe that’s it, in fact. You realize you’re getting old—not you, but someone my age—and you’re too weak not to protect yourself—not to not do that wonderful, idiotic thing. Of course, he wasn’t any happier about it than I was. Miserable, I think. With him it wasn’t guilt, though, but maybe some buried resentment. Like he’s forever under my power. Because I was his teacher, I mean. But he kept trying not to seem young, to be exaggeratedly not that way. He actually said Thank you. Which I despise. It gives me the creeps. Like women give up something.”
“Don’t they?”
“Of course not,” she said scornfully. “Rolf, that’s so primitive of you!”
“I can’t believe you slept with an ex-student!” He sounded admiring.
“Mm—”
“You’re unstoppable. More women should be like that. Dare to be the aggressor with men. Unless—well, it wasn’t that you thought you’d missed the boat and wanted to catch up with this guy?”
“With a student? Ex-student? God, no! First of all, I feel like never seeing him again. The thought makes me—”
He smiled. “The post-coital black mood. Anti-sex really, and it’s like—like love—like the inverse of love!” 
“You would know about inverted emotions.” That was a bit too harsh to be funny. “Or Darius would.”
“Homophobe!” Rolf exclaimed happily. But the mention of Darius made his face fall after a moment.
Jane insisted, “And in no way have I missed the boat sexually. Just for your information.”
“Maybe, I was thinking more about me,” Rolf admitted.
Jane looked around Severine’s apartment. “Why is Darius living here with you? I though he was rich.” She sounded irritable all of a sudden.
“He’s here because his father’s place is right around the corner.”
“Oliver’s down here? How strange. Not exactly the neighborhood you’d expect. You’ve never met him, have you? Awful, awful man. Partly because of him, I always wished I could’ve been—more compassionate with Darius, but I had such a hard time. Has he mentioned his school days much? Or talked about me?”
“You mean other than you being his teacher?”
“Maybe. I felt we had a little trouble connecting when he was a boy. Frankly, I should never have been teaching. I mean, I liked it, but—”
“He hasn’t talked much. If anything, he said you were his favorite, I think.”
“Promise not to tell him, but that former student I was just telling you about, he and Darius were friends back then. Good friends, even.”
“Wow. That is young.” Rolf’s manners slipped for once. He had no idea.
“Thanks!” She slapped his enormous knee. “But really don’t mention it, unless—unless you have to for some reason. Not that it’s important. Lawrence was another world. In fact, I find myself much more—tolerant of this new, grown-up Darius. Tolerant is a snooty way of putting it, isn’t it? And you love him. I’m sorry.”
“I do love him. God knows why? But I certainly understand how someone could find him maddening. As a matter of fact, even I’m getting to the point where—well, he’s been elusive with me for a long time. Let’s leave it at that. And now this apartment is wrapping up, so—you don’t know his friend, Flossy, do you? More like a family acquaintance.”
“Flossy? A girl?”
“No, very much a boy. Gay.”
“Is that some kind of drag name?”
Rolf howled. “I never thought of that. It does almost sound that way. But no, I think it’s—it must be a childhood name or a nickname.”
“Well, I wouldn’t know him. You’re the only friend of Darius’s I’ve ever met. Since school, anyway. Has he ever mentioned a school friend called Barry?”
Rolf shrugged, not even recalling Barry’s name from the UN lunch. “I don’t remember. He’s talked about some friend he felt the classic longing for, the gay boy longing for his straight best friend. But all of us have felt that at some point.”
“I suppose it could’ve been Barry. Or any number of boys, really.” Jane smiled blandly.
“But what was he like as a boy? Darius? He said he was artistic in a way. But he’s so self-deprecating.”
“I suppose he was a little arty,” Jane said grudgingly. “I was English, not Art, so I never saw anything.” In truth, Darius had loaded her like a parent with his fond creations, all disposed of long ago.
“Was he happy?” Rolf asked.
“No,” Jane drawled. “He had his manic episodes. That looked like happiness. And he had a gruesome streak. He loved the Borgias.”
“And according to him, he had—” Rolf continued avidly. “He had an almost mystical relationship with the artist who killed himself in their house. Colin Vail. He still knows his sister. She’s incredibly grand, but ancient now.”
“I don’t know anything about that,” Jane rat-a-tatted. “Well, that’s not true. I do. It’s interesting. I do know about the Vail person, the artist, and I think I’ve heard some of his story. Suicide—all that. Darius never actually knew him.”
“But he grew up sleeping in the man’s bed,” Rolf said empathetically. “Can you imagine?”
“Darius hasn’t mentioned me in connection with this Vail artist?”
With a blank look, Rolf showed her he was entirely in the dark.
Jane explained, “There’s a very weird, winding story about a series of Vail drawings, and I’m tangentially involved.”
“I know those drawings! I don’t know the story, but Darius and I have talked about them. As art. He thinks they’re fakes.”
“Who knows?” Jane shrugged. “What they really are—and Darius knows all of this—he probably didn’t tell you out of consideration—but what they are is stolen. By the old French tutor—” 
“My God, I met him at the show! The Vail show.”
“Right. David. A slightly oleaginous, downward-spiraling guy.”
Rolf looked aghast at Jane’s cruelty.
She smiled to put a patch on his shock. “Anyway, I met him here in the city, and he convinced me to sell these drawings for him. I didn’t know he’d stolen them. Well, I suspected, but... Anyway it’s old news and hugely embarrassing. I have nothing to do with David now. But of course, I owe Darius money from the sale. I’ve been meaning to—”
Hurt, Rolf murmured, “I can’t believe he didn’t tell me this. We’ve talked a lot about those drawings. We both thought there was something off about them.”
“Have you ever owed somebody something—money—and it’s not that you can’t get it—that’s no problem—but you just can’t bring yourself to pay it back?”
Rolf laughed. “Have I been reluctant to part with money? Of course. You don’t want to pay Darius for the drawings?”
Jane made a face. She hadn’t meant to be quite that transparent. She’d wanted to be like brother and older sister with Rolf. She’d planned to subtly guide this ethical dialogue with her own gentle hand. Suddenly Rolf didn’t seem like such a tame companion, much less sibling. She hadn’t realized how much it meant to her to be liked by this sophisticated young German. She ignored a pang of disappointment. “Of course, I’m paying him! I have to borrow the money from Nathan temporarily. Which is awkward in a very minor way. That’s all.”
“But he’s your husband.”
“No, Nathan and I aren’t married. Yes, we might as well be. I just don’t like to—well, I hate dealing with money. Simple as that.” Jane rolled her eyes hoping to lighten the mood by seeming ditzy. She grabbed one of Rolf’s Nepalese pillows, an elaborate brocade glinting with sequins and bits of mirror. She held it tight to her belly. Its edges hidden by her upper arms, she looked, for just an instant, like a jewel-bedizened goddess of love. The tall windows behind her were just high enough for an open rooftop view stretching to the river and beyond into the next borough. In the afternoon gloom, the broad, anonymous-looking cityscape, cubic and drably colored, appeared perfectly motionless, like a boring panoramic photograph, until your eye caught the near-secret trickle of traffic, the lengthening smoke from venting boilers. It was real. 
 
 
Darius got into the Cedar Street apartment with groceries for Oliver. Gratitude about the unbolted door was shadowed by self-pity that he should feel, of all things, gratitude to be allowed to bring groceries to his father. Maybe the door’s mysterious binary state—sometimes bolted, sometimes not—betrayed rationality on Oliver’s part. He seemed aware that he needed food sometimes, and he had the wit to let it into his privacy. Darius never had the impression he was wanted for himself or for company. But the brutal functionality of their relationship was comfortable. It had none of the anxious perhaps that love always did.
On the far side of the dim room, Oliver was lying, like a knight’s effigy, on his single bed. Every so often, his hand waved at a pestering nothing then came back to rest with the slowness of a jeweler tweezing a diamond into place. His hands had no dexterity. Frozen, root-like, they found their place atop the hem of the sheet crossing Oliver’s chest. They stopped. From where he lay, Oliver watched Darius enter the loft but said nothing. Darius bustled into the kitchen with the bags, hoping to conjure an air of normalcy. He passed close enough to hear his father test a few word-sounds in a raspy voice.
“Thank you,” Oliver said belatedly. His mouth quietly smacked at the taste of his voice. He probably hadn’t spoken since the last time Darius had gotten in. His stiff hands came into motion again, making crippled gestures as if to fling his sheet away.
While unpacking the groceries, Darius surveyed the kitchen. New paper towels had been stuffed in the refrigerator. Oliver had been using a coffee cup with a bullseye mineral deposit on the bottom. Not for coffee. There was nothing to drink but tap water. Oliver was two tuna fish cans from starvation. 
The kitchen had a small window, narrow as a loophole, covered by an old-fashioned parchment shade. As he did every time, Darius pulled the shade away with his finger. Behind it, opaque black cloth had been duct-taped across the glass. He touched the waxy cloth. Close up, it didn’t suggest madness, but Darius checked on the black cloth every time, in case the reality of the situation became incontrovertible to him. It never did.
His visits to his father were untethered from the normal world. The moment he walked in, a fog of uncertainty overcame him. He knew he ought to take an afternoon to sound out Rolf or Cassie or Nathan Kimmelstine, or now, even Barry. The truth of his father’s condition could only be established through talk, the simple social back-and-forth he and Oliver were both incapable of. Nevertheless, Darius felt at home in the loft’s dense atmosphere of make-believe. It made sense to him in the same way Oliver’s brutal emotionlessness did. No one was here to argue. No one was here to propose or dissuade. Decisions were unnecessary in the home-like stupor. 
Darius didn’t want it to remain this way. He tried to bring the world in with him. He had plans he clung to. Hidden in his pocket, his fingers made arpeggios against his thigh, muscular and silent. The sequence of fingertips represented his to-do list. Food. Clean. Health check. Disable bolt. Arrange geriatric nurse visits. Coming out of the kitchen was like stepping on stage. He crossed the scrappy, narrow nineteenth-century floorboards, earth-colored with age. The floor was startlingly vocal, creaking. The strange animal whines stopped when Darius stood over his father’s bed. 
Oliver was almost sitting up now, an odd, half-reclining posture. “One thing,” Darius began, curling a sweaty forefinger in his pocket. “I keep wondering if it isn’t time for a—sort of a maid or assistant to come over here. A few times a week? At least. In my opinion it definitely is time.”
That got nothing. Shifting, Oliver sighed or huffed. Darius realized his father was trying to sit up fully. His feet had snagged in the sheet. Darius lifted his arm to pull the sheet away, but he saw Oliver brace for a tug-of-war. Root-like hands clamped on the threadbare cotton. Apparently Oliver wanted to sit up but he also wanted to remain entirely draped in the unclean sheet. Darius helped him accomplish this.
In hand the uncleanness of the sheet was obvious and unpleasant. The mealy bedclothes also reeked of sweat or ferment. A metallic tang of urine ran through the fug. Darius recalled the muddy-colored bums of his childhood years, the men who’d huddled at gratings, in abandoned doorways, on the grimy marble of Grand Central.
“Tired?” Darius asked. “It looks like you have some weird something under your eye.” 
Again, no response. Oliver’s hands let go of the sheet to twiddle at a non-existent something. His sudden movement, full of nervous precision, made his general immobility look less like feebleness than like a yogi’s eerie self-mastery. The silence between father and son felt like something, too, a coiled stillness. Not for the first time, Darius feared he’d put things off too long. The fear drifted from him almost lazily, another misty uncertainty. His father watched him like a listening dog.
“For some reason, I was just remembering the time we came to the city together. The time I was at Choate, and you were seeing Cassie Vail. That was a good trip. That was the only time we went anywhere together. I told you about the show Cassie put on, right? And afterward I went out to her place for the weekend. She always asks about you. There was also a woman named Sayles who claimed to know you. Actually a lot has gone on since last time.” Darius didn’t usually bother to chat like this when Oliver was unresponsive. “One thing I’ve really got to do—this was something Cassie told me to do—and everyone, really—I have to make another set of keys, so we can give one to the nurse person or whatever. That way they’ll be able to get in here. Whatever person we settle on. I was thinking maybe every day for an hour would be good? I don’t know if that’s how it works. I’ll keep asking around. When you do the research, you find out these people have all got a system. You have to conform. I guess to yourself your problems look really particular, but to everybody else, they just fit their system.” 
The dog spoke! Something about his son’s soliloquy must have jogged Oliver, who said, “Perfectly fine.” He then turned his head to the side with a mild expression like, Who said that? 
“Good!” Darius exclaimed instantly. After that, the silence coiled up again. Darius tried a few more Goods, each one smaller. The loft felt like nature, a desert landscape, and the coyote had barked or rocks had tumbled, indicating, somewhere, a living presence.
“You liked his stuff,” Oliver croaked. It could have been a question or just a memory. His tone, for a change, had a touch of the old, healthy unpleasantness. “The art shit.”
Darius figured out he meant Colin Vail. “I do like it. Always did. You probably remember I do.” The room seethed. Darius doubted whether his father could sustain an exchange of remarks for long. He reached out for the sheet. “Let me take that. There’s a good one somewhere, I bet.” He was worried Oliver had wet himself under the sheet. But the old man remained rigid, and Darius couldn’t just drag the sheet away from him. “Well, I’m glad you’re OK about the person coming. Don’t bolt the door. And I’ll be here, too, the first few times at least.”
At length Oliver interrupted another long, desert-like hush. “You got any money?” 
Because the old man said money out loud—the first time he’d mentioned it since his immurement here—Darius grabbed at the opportunity. He was blunt. “Actually that’s an issue. You talked about it a long time ago and made it sound like I was supposed to get something, but I have to tell you—something I’ve tried to talk to you about before—that mom is in desperate shape as far as money goes. She’s about to give up the house. Stan is also still talking about suing. He doesn’t trust how you set things up for us, Mom and me. You probably don’t realize how hard you’ve been to approach about—”
“Oh, I do.”
“You do?”
Darius had to pull Oliver’s next words from a whispery thicket of sound. “I understand everything microscopically.” 
With complementary precision, Darius answered, “I don’t know what you’re thinking of.”
“You think I’m dying?”
“No,” Darius said automatically. Haste made it sound like a lie. “No.”
With agonizing slowness, Oliver raised his forefinger to the red sore Darius had noticed earlier under his eye. He grazed it several times too feebly for normal skin even to sense the touch. Oliver’s skin was unearthly white. Darius had thought about this pallor on and off for a long time. He assumed at first it was the natural result of never getting any sun. But Oliver’s skin had turned paper white, opaque white. It didn’t look natural, and close up it looked unreal, even impossible. A few blue veins showed in Oliver’s forearms and temple, like serpents frozen in thick ice. 
Whenever Darius registered a novel detail connected to his father’s decline—the strange whiteness, in this case—his heart raced and he flushed with fear. Anxiety about Oliver’s death crested. Then it quickly receded when the loft’s bizarre, altered normality reasserted itself. Oliver calmly breathed and blinked. Darius felt his heart rate return to normal and the flush burn off. An existential boredom rushed in. “I don’t know what that is under your eye. But now maybe somebody can look at it.” 
Oliver swung his legs out with three kicking motions. He pushed himself up to a sitting position. Very unsteadily, he stood. He kept the sheet wrapped around him like a child playing king. “You’re able to walk and get around all right?” Darius asked. He stood back, his hands raised at his father’s precarious balance. 
Oliver gave him a withering look so slowed down it was almost unreadable. He shuffled toward the kitchen. “I used to have a lot of multidimensional activity going on in here,” Oliver mumbled. Such a long sentence seemed to cause him pain. He had to stop walking and raised squinting, watery eyes to the pressed tin ceiling. “I can barely piss. A few drops.”
“What about the money?” Darius asked.
“I need a cracker.” 
“What about money for mom?
With a ghostly form of his old severity, Oliver croaked, “Everything was arranged a long time ago. I don’t remember. I honestly don’t remember.” He passed into the kitchen.
“Is there anything in Philadelphia? Stan says there’s an investment company somewhere.”
“I don’t remember.” Oliver hacked. A cracker sounded like the last thing he needed.
While his father was in the kitchen, Darius took a tiny metal plate the super had provided him and a tube of polyurethane glue from his pocket. He opened the apartment door in stealth. He smeared the metal square with glue and after using his fingertip to brush clean an opening in the doorjamb, he pressed the plate inside the hole. The thickness of the plate would shrink the size of the hole enough to keep the bolt from sliding into it. At the same time, if Oliver examined the bolt, the hole would appear relatively normal. Visually, the edge of the inserted piece might look like part of the metal strike plate that covered the whole doorjamb.
After saying goodbye to his father and dropping many more casual reminders about the visitors coming soon, Darius closed the door. He thanked the super on his way out. Spiking the bolt had been the Maltese’s idea. His pot-bellied gravity, the unfriendly kindness of his dark, expressionless eyes made Darius feel trivial when he shook the man’s hand. His thanks were ornamental, his own assistance to Oliver obviously inadequate. His delay, nerves, affectations, fine distinctions, attention to detail—all of these were a structure as frail and merely suggestive as one of Colin Vail’s paper villas or a Vail/Van Nest drawing—one the mysterious fake collaborations now dispersed to oddball art collectors. The keys to his father’s apartment weighted Darius’s front shirt pocket like a steel teat. At the hardware store, new keys with a strawberry sheen shrieked as their fangs were ground.
 
 
Afterward, Darius stood on lower Broadway for a long time in stunned inaction. Annoying as they were, the crowds struck a chord with Darius. All strangers seemed dear. He’d heard that overflowing tenderness like this sometimes affected people who were dying, perhaps because the dying know they have to hand off consciousness any minute to whatever fools happen to be around, so why not love them? Standing cow-like, Darius saw a particular stranger in the crowd, a very nice-looking boy laden with bulky Century 21 bags. This turned out to be Flossy Sayles. The last person he wanted to see. Darius almost hid, almost turned away, but he didn’t have the alertness to do either. Passively he let Flossy’s sticky glance turn into recognition.
From a few yards and very far away, Darius watched the other boy, not unhappy or excited, merely curious now. Flossy had been on a clothing shopping spree. That much was obvious. And he could tell Flossy was pleasantly surprised to see him. Darius was too exhausted to be flattered by the strange enthusiasm. But it intrigued him. He thought of Flossy as cool, appealing but not overly nice. Flossy charmingly deprecated his shopaholism, raising the bags as evidence. Did his materialism embarrass him? But nothing would especially embarrass Flossy in front of Darius. 
Of course, Flossy hadn’t bought Sohaila’s taxes in the end, but knowing that Darius’ mother was in arrears created an illusion of intimacy for him. He meant to take advantage of it.
At Flossy’s suggestion, they wandered from Chambers Street across the sun-stuffy skyway to the Winter Garden, where free concerts took place at that time of day. Today, surprisingly, it was Patti Smith at the beginning of a comeback. To Darius, the stroll, the concert, even Patti Smith, had a dream-like civility. When he commented on this—some babble about a genteel universe parallel to this grim real one—Flossy smiled uncomprehendingly. Thinking Darius was talking about the palm-colonnaded Winter Garden, or about the city in general, Flossy said his older sister and brother, Anna and Philip, pretended to hate the way New York had gotten. “They would say this is police state. Or Vienna. Boring. But I’m like you. I like it.”
“I have to say it’s causing me a kind of cognitive dissonance to see her in this place.” Darius nodded at Patti Smith and her little mob of black leather devotees in the sun just outside. New York harbor sparkled like a children’s book illustration behind the stage.
As they chatted, Darius didn’t think anything was going on at first. Flossy cheerfully selected and repositioned chairs for them. He arranged his bags in front of them with an air of satisfaction. He even unstapled a few of the bags to show Darius a sweater he’d bought, several shirts and a not-jeans pair of pants. In passing, he mentioned his best color was green. And that he thought Darius was a man-in-black type. “But not like them.” He gestured at the retro Patti Smith audience. He asked about the keys Darius had been toying with this whole time. 
Darius used them to catch the afternoon light in a stuttering, bloody rhythm. “They’re not the keys to happiness,” he said wryly. 
Flossy shrugged. He philosophized, “My key is I don’t care. I’ve always figured if I ever do anything too embarrassing or painful, I can just kill myself.” Darius thought this was a strange remark coming from an inhabitant of the parallel universe of civility and palm trees and nice clothes—and one who seemed so healthy-minded at that. “I wanted to ask you about the man we all had lunch with—your roommate or—?” 
Darius frowned into his palms. “Rolf? He’s a count.”
“So you said.” Flossy smiled drolly. “I thought he was great. Most of the people I know are airheads. Business types like me, I guess. I couldn’t tell if you and he—” 
“I don’t think you’re an airhead,” Darius said automatically. “Oh.” He suddenly realized this was a particular kind of conversation he’d never had. A charming movie plot point he’d never experienced in life. Love had never struck him as subject to a plan or decision, or people subject to claims. “Oh, oh, oh. No. We’re friends. Feel free! We had a brief something in Paris, maybe, but—and as a matter of fact I think he said he found you—you know—appealing. I know him incredibly well. And he’s—”
Flossy put a stop to Darius’s writhing. He’d found out what he wanted. “I definitely didn’t mean I’m an airhead. I care about appearances. A lot. My Dad would say too much.”
“Kill yourself!” Darius repeated, waggling the keys on their wire ring. 
“No,” Flossy reassured him. 
“And isn’t that backward? With your dad? Isn’t the parent supposed to care more about appearances than the kid?”
Flossy made a showy two-handed gesture at his bags of new clothing. “Not in my case.”
Darius smiled weakly at the hint of camp, and Flossy wondered whether he was that particular type, the ultra-stiff, slightly homophobic gay person. Ex-military almost. (Office-worker military, not the macho kind.) Darius said, “They’re to my father’s place, these keys. I’m sorry. I was just over there, and that’s why I probably seem distracted. He’s a very difficult guy. I find it depressing.”
 
 
The party was on a Sunday night. They were calling it a de-warming party, because it was the end of all housewarming. The management of Severine’s loft, irritated by the chore of suing its own tenants, hadn’t been fussy about maintaining the boiler or anything else. The apartments were indeed cold. They were also all empty now except for Severine’s. After moody transatlantic consultations with Rolf, she, like the rest of the tenants, was finally going to accept ten thousand dollars to abandon her lease. Rolf and Darius would have to move out. 
They spent the day together. Darius had the fantasy to make their farewell party glamorous. That was impossible, of course, given their futons and frat house red plastic cups. But Darius bought quail’s eggs and exotic radishes in Chinatown and planned to serve them with little dishes of salt from Khewra, Pakistan.
After shopping the streets for a while, they found themselves in a glitzy mall. Except for herbalists, a not too clean noodle shop and sparsely provisioned jewelers, most of the storefronts were empty, which gave the place an air of financial speculation gone wrong. Darius was conscious of being solemnly eyed by idle patrons, as if he’d interrupted a game of dice or worse. The mall punctured his mood. When he teased Rolf about Flossy’s possible interest in him, hoping to lighten things up, Rolf reacted angrily. They returned to the loft, both unhappy. They readied everything for the party, hardly talking at all.
After an awkward and mostly distracted conversation with two early birds, Rolf started welcoming guests who arrived in cheerful knots. They talked, formed groups, exhibited personalities and behaved independently. This ordinary spectacle pleased Rolf, as if something he’d built with his own hands worked the way it was supposed to. A pompous young sage from the U.N. held forth on the Balkans and had to endure someone’s raillerous boyfriend, who said he was sick of Balkan nativism and was sorry they hadn’t all killed each other off. A French girl made an illuminating comparison to Africa, and Rolf, letting Darius handle the door for a while, invited Jane to make a Ford Foundation-related comment. Jane had come alone and was noticeably the oldest person there. 
Darius found his way to a corner and pretended to arrange the radishes and hard-boiled quail’s eggs. The crowd struck him as a little boring, glib, but he admitted to himself that he was out of sorts. The only person he looked forward to seeing was Barry Paul. 
Dean Quinn, a completely unexpected apparition, had come in from New Jersey with Flossy. Dean stood in the middle of the room, apparently at ease but talking to no one. A smirk made him look unapproachable. Elbow out, he raised his red plastic cup of whiskey-and-soda to his lips at long, relaxed intervals. 
Drawn by the blond arrogance, Darius approached him and joked confidentially, “You have a look of Satanic pride standing here.” They introduced themselves and made the Lawrence Academy/Barry/Flossy connection rapidly without undue excitement. Darius talked to Dean in the sourly ironic tone that got him into trouble with Rolf. With Dean, it was a good fit. Dean’s smile became more and more natural.
“Not that I meant you looked evil at all,” Darius said, ingratiatingly or maybe not. In any case, it wasn’t true.
“I don’t know this crowd,” Dean said.
“They’re interesting. Friends of my friend Rolf, mostly,” Darius commented blandly.
“Seem sort of intellectual. I’m used to business types.”
“You were doing some insurance thing? I remember now. Someone was talking about you and mentioned insurance. Flossy, maybe.”
Dean looked at him narrowly. “I’m between careers.” 
“Ah,” Darius said, not sure how to respond to Dean’s defiance.
Pumping defiance into pure aggression, Dean then said, “I just got back from Hawaii. My fiancée and I broke up. For the second time.”
“I hope—I hope it was amicable.”
Dean hitched his wire rims with an ugly contortion of his beautiful face and seemed to enjoy Darius’s discomfort. He said, “To be honest, it wasn’t something I particularly wanted. But I was having some troubles. Now she wants me dead.” He smiled.
Darius scratched his chin. Oliver had taught him to be unafraid of getting mauled in conversation. He said, “That reminds me of a time—also at a cocktail party—some guy told me he just found out he had Lyme disease. I think he wanted me to go away.”
“No,” Dean touched his forearm. “Don’t worry. I’m a little sensitive is all.”
Before he could stop himself, Darius made a cutesy remark. “I like you. Maybe you’re nice underneath?” 
Dean laughed and repeated Nice. It wasn’t a word anyone would use to describe him. It made Darius seem appeasing and false, which felt surprisingly good to Dean.
Embarrassed by the weird declaration, Darius voided it, asking when Dean thought Barry was coming. Dean said he doubted Barry would show up at all. He looked significantly at Jane across the room and murmured, “Because of—obviously—” He added, “You know what I’m talking about?”
“Yes,” Darius said. He was cool to Dean for the first time, too subtly for Dean to notice.
“I think they hooked up again, believe it or not.”
Again, Darius repeated, as Dean had repeated Nice.
“Like now. Weeks ago. When they met.” Dean raised his eyebrows. 
“But he won’t come tonight, even so?”
“That’s probably why he won’t. I’m only here cause Flossy has a crush on the guy who lives here. Flossy can’t do anything alone.” Dean tilted his head and said unexpectedly, “You seem smart. Maybe you can tell me how I fucked up with Pia.”
Darius shook his head. No.
Dean barreled on, “I tried to make up with her by buying these earrings. I took them down to Hawaii. A total fucking waste. She never threw anything before. She never got mad at me like that, until this time.”
“What’d she throw?”
“The earrings. One of the stones broke. It actually broke. I thought she was just mad about the money.” He chuckled incongruously as though this were party chat. “It all happened because there was this—there’s some business pressure I’ve been under. Flossy’s family knows about it—cause I’m living out there with Barry—like I said before,” he explained incoherently. “Anyway, she isn’t going to forgive me for some decisions I made. Like ever.”
“Maybe you’re better off. I don’t know.” Darius thought of ending the conversation. “I know sometimes a couple can get stuck and then it’s hard—forgiveness.”
“You don’t understand. She’s Asian. They never forgive.”
“You’re positive Barry’s not coming?”
Dean looked at the crowd contemptuously. “He won’t come.”
“Well, I’m sorry about your girlfriend.”
“She’s a bitch. Luckily I’m bi.” Dean said this with a flash of giddy hostility. Naturally, it stopped Darius from going away, but he couldn’t think of anything to say in response. He bobbled three useless thoughts in mind. Dean was not coming on to him, because the confession was purely hostile. Dean was the least gay-seeming person in the world, so maybe he was joking? Could Dean be the kind of aggressive, closeted guy who was actually a total, almost masochistic, bottom? 
As Darius eyed Dean, becoming a little more sure that he wasn’t joking, he decided the last idea was closest to the truth. Dean stared back with unpleasant defiance. Darius asked, “Did she find out? I mean if you’ve been—the whole time—?” 
“On the down low?” Dean snarked.
“And didn’t you say she was your fiancée?”
“I did say fiancée. So what? It’s not weird. Every so often you sneak off to Asbury Park and fuck some guy. Big deal. That doesn’t have to affect your real relationship.”
Darius snorted and shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe because I’m gay—and you knew that, right?”
Dean made a broad do-I-look-like-an-idiot expression. Darius felt the usual twinge of irritation, which he blamed more on himself than on Dean’s constant, unfriendly playfulness. Darius was also wounded, because—to be honest—he found the handsome blond wildly attractive. It was a chore suppressing even this passing, party desire, like the straight schlub cowed by a model. It reminded him of being with Oliver, though Oliver was the opposite of physically attractive. It almost made him wish for the Marquis, a man who’d hardly been there at all.
 
 
Darius and Dean made a vague promise to get together. Darius ducked over to the table littered with bits of eggshell and radishes scored by front teeth. He’d insisted indoor smoking be allowed and someone had stubbed a cigarette out in the salt. He surveyed the tabletop as if doing something.
Jane left early, after Rolf had sequestered himself in a long smiling-touching conversation with Flossy. Dean woodenly ended that, shepherding his driver out. Later but not truly late, Rolf tried to rouse the clay-footed stragglers. An hour earlier, someone had turned the music higher hoping to get everyone to dance. It hadn’t worked. After Flossy had gone, Rolf’s genial host act wore thin. He stalked over to a little screen running iTunes. He frowned at it with a hint of German censoriousness as his oversized fingers pecked the volume down. He started carrying things to the steel counters of the galley kitchen. Darius disapproved of this on principle, but he was too indifferent to ask Rolf to stop the unfestive chores.
“Don’t clean up,” Darius ordered when they were finally alone. “It’s awful in the morning, but it’s much better now,” he said with the authority of a socialite. “Maybe just whatever’ll be really gross.”
Rolf spread his arms for a celebratory hug. Picking up the radish and salt dishes, Darius managed to get past him with half a hug, patting his back skittishly.
“You tell me what’ll be really gross,” Rolf called after him.
“Oh, any creamy, saucey things. Cups and bottles are OK to leave.” He came back and flounced into a chair facing the loft’s anonymous city view.
Rolf continued straightening up. “I think that was a big success.”
“You do?” Darius said doubtfully. “Some people didn’t come. You think everyone had fun? They left so early.”
“It’s almost midnight. Who didn’t come?”
“Barry Paul.”
“I think everyone had fun. Everyone I talked to did.”
“That’s nice.” Darius was sitting with his back to the room and listened to the peaceful clatter behind him as Rolf carried things to the kitchen. For a minute, eyes full of tears like lenses, he toyed with his vision. He blinked at the glinting Nepalese pillow. The tears disappeared to the nowhere they’d just come from—maybe his eyes absorbed the excess. “You had a good talk with Flossy?”
“Mm.”
“Did you see the beautiful blond guy who came with him?”
“Yeah.”
“He told me he’s bi. I didn’t think he looked it at all. Did you?” Darius still sounded supremely indifferent.
Rolf came around and knelt by his chair. He looked at his friend so intently Darius had to close his eyes for a second. Rolf didn’t touch him, but he steadied his hand on the arm of the chair against which Darius had tucked up his knees. Darius had to force himself not to move his knees to the other side. “Have you called the home health care people?”
“Not yet,” Darius answered. “I think I drank more than I realized. I don’t want to leave this place.” 
“Moi non plus.” 
Later on, Darius was unable to sleep. Once he rose stealthily to masturbate with the most delicate attention to silence. Metabolizing alcohol and Dean and thoughts about Barry and Oliver and Rolf and Jane combined in a faint nausea of love behind his sternum.
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GUILTILY, DARIUS SKIPPED a visit to Oliver the day after the de-warming party. He’d woken in the powder blue dawn and, needing more sleep, polished off the remainders of several bottles of wine standing amid a scatter of cigarette butts and withered radishes and slumping cheese. Next time he woke, he felt vaguely ill and decided to stay in. The following day, at about eleven, he made it to the Cedar Street apartment bearing a cheap set of sheets he’d picked up at a dollar store along the way. The spiked bolt remained spiked, unlocked. The hall outside the apartment smelled of distant poison, which, as soon as the door opened, resolved into inflammatory fumes of bleach. He always recognized that smell from the basement laundry room growing up. Something was off about the stillness in the apartment. 
Darius dropped the flimsy plastic bag containing the sheet set and left the door ajar. He walked into the apartment with a ticklish spine. His knees felt a little spongy.
Oliver’s bed was unmade and empty. The old suitcase was on its side, open and also empty. Its boulder of red glass was on the floor along with the old beading tray and several strange wafers and pearls of dusty mercury. The mercury quivered against the floorboards when he walked over to see what it was. The papers and letters from the suitcase were all missing, along with the many notebooks of l’s and e’s. Oliver had brought his demented work on the notebooks to a close quite a long time ago, when he’d somehow been able to achieve a more perfect monotony. This appeared saner at least. But he’d carefully preserved the old notebooks. 
Darius called his father’s name as sternly as he could. He heard a pretty, startled tinkling of liquid from the bathroom. It sounded like the showerhead had dribbled, or someone soaking in the bathtub had lifted an arm. 
Giving the door a wide berth, Darius came around to look into the original owner’s slapdash attempt at a super-sexy bathroom. Brown sedimentary stains caked the aged basins of a black tub and sink. 
On a tingling wave of nerves the inevitable fantasies came to Darius—discovering a body in there, someone cut into pieces, someone hiding and liable to spring out. The dizzying stench of bleach intensified the closer he came.
Oliver couldn’t really kneel anymore. His chest and arms rested awkwardly over the edge of the bathtub, while the lower half of his body was propped against the closed toilet. He looked almost like he’d fallen partway into the gap between toilet and tub, but he was full of desperate energy. Evidently in a hurry since hearing his name called, he clawed fistfuls of papers from the tile floor with both hands and plunged them into the bathtub. The splashing was violent. The old man kept forcing the papers to the bottom of the tub. He’d pushed back the sleeves of his filthy dressing gown. The sleeves were soaked black to his shoulders, and the silk stuck to his meatless biceps. His forearms were burned bright red from the bleach. Oliver turned his face away from the fumes and splashes as best he could, but his chest and his crumpled lips were already wet. He tried to dry his cheek with a wet shoulder of the dressing gown.
When Darius could finally speak, his question sounded bizarrely ordinary. “What’s up, Dad? Can I help?” His heart raced. His sense of responsibility skated toward panic.
Oliver squinted open an eye, a crazed look on his face. Darius could now see his father’s cheeks and chin were also inflamed. Red spilled-liquid shapes marked the pallor. His arms rose from the tub trailing water. He felt around his hip for an empty plastic bleach bottle, which he threw through the door at Darius. Taking the last of the papers in his fists, he submerged them. He kneaded the documents against the deglazed bottom of the tub. Blue-green-black water sloshed drunkenly from side to side and onto the bathroom floor, and the smell of bleach came out in waves. Oliver worked the wet paper like a laundress. All that remained on the bathroom floor was a heap of stretched spiral wires, the confetti of torn perforations and the odd scrap of a glossy travel brochure.
“OK!” Darius called. He wanted to sound stentorian, to shock Oliver into attention. He strode into the bathroom. He stood over his father in uncertainty. His sinuses burned and ran with thin mucus, so he tried breathing the poison through his mouth. Oliver’s arms kept moving in the tub with the same washerwoman stirring and kneading. Darius took hold of his father’s frail upper arm, which kept moving like a tie rod. Oliver shook the hand off again and again. In what looked like a pantomime of drunkenness Darius started missing his father’s arm with his slow-moving hand, or his father easily jerked his arm free from the gentle grasp. When Darius held on at last, a ridiculous yanking back and forth started. 
After several grunting attempts, Darius got a purchase under both his father’s arms and began pulling him to his feet. Oliver screamed. The scream was feeble, a high-pitched, loudly spoken, Aaaahhhh, Aaaahhhh! Oliver repeated it like a siren. He interrupted himself only to move on to a nasal keening, a sound of pain or physical effort. He struggled as Darius walked him out of the bathroom toward his bed, across the puddled mercury which divided and scattered and glinted as they shuffled through it.
Darius found his father’s gaunt body surprisingly heavy. At least his struggling was feeble. He heaved Oliver like a sack the last two feet to sit him on the bed. Oliver kept screaming. 
Where his own hands had gotten damp and where he’d rubbed under his nose, Darius could already feel his skin burning. His few patches of redness were nothing compared to Oliver, who looked as entirely red now. Head bowed, a haggard, waifish figure, Oliver sat on the edge of the bed and screamed, stinking of bleach.
Oddly, Darius wasn’t overly worried at first. He let Oliver scream the repetitive mezzo-forte scream but felt certain he had plenty of time. His real anxiety was historical. All those letters. He went back to check on the papers in the bathtub.
Most were already ruined. The ink of the old letters had become weird blotches and swirls on ghostly sheets suspended in the electric-colored water. The sheets moved like sea grass under the still wobbling surface, mercuric flashes slowing. Anything that still showed lettering, Darius gingerly pulled from the water. He held his breath to keep the fumes out. His fingers burned. He ran intact sheets out to the loft and lay them on the floor. The bleach made his hands feel hot to the core and raw and, somehow, mealy when he dried them on his thighs. 
After several trips in and out of the bathroom, he noticed the writing on the pages he’d laid out on the floor continued to vanish. Likewise for pages he’d draped over the shower curtain rod or the lip of the sink. He’d have to rinse the bleach out of the soaked pages. He opened the faucet. 
He transferred wet sheet after sheet into the basin of pure water. Like a photographer working against the arrow of time, his lines and shadows kept disappearing in his bath of fixer. Many of the papers tore. Many collapsed into a wet hank of whiteness. The work was futile, really, but Darius became absorbed in it. His race against time so played on his nerves that when an empty truck passed outside with the usual clangor of pothole and steel, he jumped violently, ruining the damp pages from one of Oliver’s scribbled journals. He drained the tub of its poisonous liquid. When the gulping stopped, all that was left was a mass of pulp from which Darius could no longer separate single pages. He filled the tub with clean water in a last effort to save something, but the force of the running water made a mess of what was left. Fragments of paper swirled like vortices of leaking egg white in boiling water. The handful of letters he’d been able to rescue, keep intact and lay flat outside the bathroom to dry, were now blank. 
All this time, Oliver screamed. Darius barely registered the screams or the voices rising, he thought, from around the big pothole outside. On one relay, he looked over at Oliver, noticing instantly that the screaming wasn’t petulant eccentricity but real pain, agony even. Without a break in his desperate pace, Darius changed jobs. Now he bunched hand towels in the sink basin, destroying the last of the paper floating in it. He ferried the soaking towels to Oliver, runs that sent whips and drips of water and mercury flying everywhere. He tried to wash Oliver’s hands and forearms. Any rubbing against the bright red skin, however, any pressure at all, increased the volume of the screams. The noise rose and fell, nearly mechanically, as Darius manipulated the towels as gently as he could. He wrung them over Oliver’s lap and head, trying to rinse him in spiraling gouts of water.
After several trips, Darius came out of the bathroom to find other people were inside the apartment. One must have kicked his plastic bag of sheets from the door into the room. Imprinted with a pinkish I Heart New York heart, it sat near Oliver’s empty suitcase, deflated and wrinkly. These were the voices Darius had thought were coming from outside. One stranger, a neighbor probably, knelt by Oliver. Another was just hurrying back into the hall. The door had been propped open. The super hovered outside. Darius handed a towel to the kneeling neighbor without thinking, and she suggested, too calmly given the noise Oliver was making, “Why don’t you fill a big pot with water. Like a spaghetti pot. This was bleach, I guess? Did he fall?” In a few places, blisters were already forming on his father’s skin. Oliver’s mild screaming ceased completely when his first heart attack started. His eyes squeezed shut and opened in shock. The color of his cheeks deepened. His chest spasmed with silent gasping. His body didn’t appear physically capable of what looked like wracking motor seizures. Nor did the color of his congested expression of surprise seem at all realistic.
 
 
Contrary to Oliver’s old promise, nothing had been arranged. Sohaila waited in vain for the trustees of Mather Capital to get in touch with her. For over a month, Stan made furtive, sometimes enraged, phone calls to his investigator. He couldn’t afford to restart the investigation. Worse, the glib investigator now seemed unsure of most of the information he’d given Stan the first time around. He’d merely talked to trust companies and investment firms in Philadelphia but had never discovered a solid connection to Oliver, the one Stan remembered so clearly. Stan began to suspect the sleuth had scammed him. He couldn’t find any papers referencing the discovery of Mather Capital. Ali was called. He dug out his charity’s records. The checks he’d thought had come from Mather Capital had come from an ordinary Capital One bank account, and in the space for notes was the scrawl Mather or, just as likely, Mother.
The three of them walking around made the floorboards squeak and chitter. This was the first time they’d returned to the Cedar Street apartment. Like a crime scene, the rooms remained exactly as they had been the day of Oliver’s initial heart attack. But paper towels, cans of tuna in the kitchen, the mineral-stained coffee cup on the counter were all drained of personal significance. Some light-fingered neighbor or EMT may have taken the hunk of red glass and the beading tray. They were nowhere to be seen. A number of yellow and blue plastic bits, the broken tabs from medical somethings, had been dropped here and there. The EMTs had tackled Oliver’s heart attack first. The chemical burns were slow to develop, so the medics hadn’t registered how severe they were for quite a while. Nevertheless, the floor was also strewn with crumpled pieces of gauze, fresh and soiled, some of which had been used to dress the worst of Oliver’s excruciating burns. 
He suffered two more attacks later in the hospital, where he lingered for a month, mostly in blessed unconsciousness as the doctors struggled to treat his heart and the second degree burns covering his body, to say nothing of toxic levels of methyl mercury from his all-tuna diet. Oliver’s mercury levels were so high it was suspected he’d been swallowing doses of straight mercury from his Santería vials.
An explosive pop pop pop pop pop came from the kitchen, followed by the noise of something falling. A sudden ugly brightness poured through the kitchen door. Stan had succeeded in tearing the black cloth from the window frames and that had also caused the shades to collapse.
Sohaila touched her neck in alarm, but a shout from Stan calmed her. She walked over to the kitchen and peered in. She produced a whimpering sound of disgust and pity at the state of the kitchen in sunlight. She’d been making the identical sound, a nervous repetition, ever since they’d entered the place.
The smell of bleach had volatilized completely. The sickly sweet Oliver scent had returned. It seemed strange that such a stagnant, intimate odor could fill the whole loft space. Stan strode from the kitchen. “I’m opening the windows,” he announced. He reached behind the shades in the main room and started tugging at the black cloth covering those.
Darius eyed the open suitcase in the main room. The mercury was also gone. Where? It wouldn’t have evaporated or been consumed by insects or dribbled through cracks in the floorboards. No trace of it remained. Strange. He continued his exploratory stroll.
In the bathroom, under the sink, a white hand towel and a washcloth sat in dried swirls like cowpats. The terrycloth ridges had turned a sickly yellow, which made them look like they’d been there for years. Spiral notebook wires and paper fragments, fewer than Darius remembered, had been swept aside into a corner. Had he done it himself that day? 
Kneeling by the black tub, he got his first whiff of bleach. In such a weak concentration that it smelled like cleanness. On the stained bottom of the tub sat a heap of paper pulp, thoroughly dried like the towels. Darius picked away at the mass. The pile was dry to its very center. Certain folds of this papier maché were starting to yellow like the terrycloth and to exactly the same hue. No print or handwriting or images remained, not even faint traces of the photos from the glossy travel brochures.
“What was that crazy person yelling at us when we came in?” Stan called.
Darius heard his mother’s keening whimper from the far end of the apartment. Her heels tock-tock-tock-tocked across the floor in his direction. Stan’s footsteps made a soft cree-cree-cree.
“He was just being a clown,” Darius answered Stan loudly. “He wanted money.”
“Did you find anything?” Sohaila asked her son from the bathroom doorway. Darius shook his head. No.
“Yes, but what was it he said?” Stan insisted. He was by the kitchen again. The whole loft was now lighted, pathetic in color, all the windows stripped of black cloth. “It was something funny. I’ll give him a dollar on our way out if he’s still there.”
Darius called from the bathroom, “He said, I was born with no sense of smell, no tonsils, and no tailbone.”
“Right!” Stan started laughing.
“Stop yelling, both of you,” Sohaila hissed. 
Stan, who couldn’t hear her, called, “That’s so peculiar a thing to say. It’s probably true. He was probably a friend of Oliver’s. Maybe his banker.”
They’d tried to come at a time when the neighborhood would be deserted, a Sunday. But they had to cross the street to avoid a homeless man dancing by himself. He stopped dancing, bowed his head and side-eyed them as he shuffled along the opposite sidewalk. He wore a showy pout of resentment, as if to demonstrate how their rejection crushed him. From across the street he then yelled in a seemingly happy shift of mood, “I was born with no sense of smell, no tonsils and no tailbone!” 
Coming out of the bathroom Darius answered Stan in a normal tone of voice so as not to annoy Sohaila. “That’s a lot of odd stuff to be born without. But you’re right, it doesn’t really sound like, poor me, I was born with no hands, give me money! Maybe it’s true.”
“Yes, it was his true autobiography,” Stan agreed. 
“I don’t see anything.” Sohaila came over to join them. “I don’t want anything here.” Her voice was a touch thick with emotion, which she expelled in another whimper. She clapped symbolic dust from her hands.
Her emotion made Darius notice his own lack of any. He wasn’t displeased. If anything, he was happy that he might be turning into an untouchable monster. Like the sharks of his childish imagination, whose only lovable quality was their perfection and the fact they couldn’t be harmed by anything.
“Could there be any secret hiding places here?” Stan wondered.
“Stan!” Sohaila chided him for the fantasy.
Looking around him Darius shrugged, meaning he thought it would be hopeless to search a place like this for anything hidden. Aloud he said, “I’m not sure I would ever tell people about the intimate me. Like my tailbone or my nose. Why would they need to know? Even if it was for money.”
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