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In memory of . . .




Prologue


Sunday, October 24, 2004
One month before the tragedy




My cousin Woody is going to prison tomorrow. He’ll be there for the next five years.


As I drive from Baltimore airport to Oak Park, the neighborhood where he grew up and where I’m about to join him for his last day of freedom, I can already imagine him standing outside the gate of the imposing penitentiary in Cheshire, Connecticut.


We spend the day together, at my uncle Saul’s house, where once we were so happy. Hillel and Alexandra are there too, and for the space of a few hours we are again the wonderful foursome we once were. I have no idea how significant that day will turn out to be for all of our lives.


*


Two days later, I get a call from my uncle Saul.


“Marcus? Uncle Saul here.”


“Uncle Saul, hello! How are—”


“Marcus, listen carefully: I need you to come to Baltimore right away. Don’t ask any questions. Something bad has happened.”


At first I think we were cut off and I call him right back: he doesn’t answer. Since I keep trying, he does eventually pick up and says only, “Come to Baltimore.”


He hangs up again.


*


If you find this book, please read it.


I want someone to know the history of the Baltimore Goldmans.




Part One


The Book of Lost Youth
1989–1997
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I’m the writer.


That’s what everyone calls me. My friends, my parents, my family, even people I don’t know who recognize me in a public place and say, “Hey, aren’t you that writer . . .?” So I’m the writer, that’s my identity.


People think that if you’re a writer you lead a pleasant life. Only recently one of my friends was complaining about the long commute from his house to his office and he said, “Basically you get up in the morning, sit down at your desk and write. That’s it.” I said nothing, I must have felt too despondent at the realization that in the collective imagination my work consisted in not doing anything at all. People think you don’t lift a finger, but it’s precisely when you’re not doing anything that you’re working the hardest.


Writing a book is like starting a summer camp. Your life is ordinarily solitary and quiet, and suddenly you’re being shoved around by a multitude of characters who show up out of the blue to come and turn everything upside down. They arrive one morning on a big bus then off they get, making a huge racket, all excited about the roles they’ve been given. And you have to deal with it, you have to look after them, feed them, house them. You’re in charge of everything. Because your job is to be the writer.


This story began in February 2012, when I left New York to go and start my new novel in the house I’d bought three months earlier in Boca Raton, Florida, with the money from the film rights to my most recent book. I had made a few quick round trips in December and January to buy furniture, but this would be my first extended stay. It was a house with picture windows, overlooking a lake where people came on walks. It was located in a quiet, leafy neighborhood, mostly inhabited by affluent retirees; I felt out of place. I was half their age, but the reason I chose the place was precisely for its absolute tranquility. It was just what I needed, to be able to write.


My previous stays had been very short, but now that I had a lot of time ahead of me I went to Florida by car. The fact that there were twelve hundred miles of driving didn’t put me off at all: over previous years I had made the trip from New York any number of times to visit my uncle Saul Goldman, who had moved to the greater Miami area after the tragedy that had struck his family. I could drive it with my eyes closed.


When I left New York there was a thin layer of snow on the ground and the thermometer said minus ten, and I reached Boca Raton two days later, in the balmy air of a tropical winter. On seeing that familiar décor of sunshine and palm trees, I couldn’t help but think of Uncle Saul. I missed him terribly. I only realized how much when I left the freeway to head to Boca Raton, and I instinctively wanted to keep on going to Miami to go and see him. So much so, I even wondered whether my previous trips really were about furnishing the house, or whether deep down they were a way of reconnecting with Florida. It wasn’t going to be the same without him.


My nearest neighbor in Boca Raton was a congenial man in his seventies, Leonard Horowitz, formerly a leading expert at Harvard on constitutional law, who spent his winters in Florida and had been passing the time since his wife’s death writing a book he had not yet actually managed to start. The first time I met him was the day I bought the house. He came and rang at the door with a six-pack of beer to welcome me, and we instantly hit it off. He made a habit of coming by to say hello whenever I was in town.


I think he was happy to see me settle in for a while. Since I explained I was there to write my next novel, he immediately started talking about his book. His heart was in it, but he wasn’t making any progress. He went everywhere with a big spiral notebook; on it he had written in black felt tip, Notebook No. 1, implying there would be others. Whenever I saw him he was bent over it: first thing in the morning, out on the patio, then later at a café table in the center of town, always intent on his notebook. He, on the other hand, saw me going for walks, jogging, swimming in the lake, or heading for the beach. In the evening he came to ring at my door with cold beer. We sat out on the patio drinking while we played chess and listened to music. Behind us was the sublime landscape of the lake, the palm trees dusted pink by the setting sun. Between two moves he always asked, never taking his eyes from the chessboard, “Well, Marcus, how’s the book going?”


“It’s going, Leo. It’s going.”


I had been there for two weeks when one evening, just as he was about to take my rook, he broke off and said, suddenly sounding annoyed:


“Didn’t you come here to write your next novel?”


“I did, why are you asking?”


“Because you aren’t doing anything, and it bugs me.”


“What makes you think I’m not doing anything?”


“Because I see you! All day long you sit around daydreaming, or doing sports, or watching the clouds go by. I’m seventy-eight years old, I’m the one who should be vegetating the way you are, but you’re hardly a day over thirty, you ought to be working like mad!”


“What really bugs you, Leo? My book or yours?”


Bull’s-eye. More calmly he said:


“I just want to know how you do it. My novel’s not getting anywhere. I’m curious to know how you work.”


“I sit out here on the patio and I think. And believe me, it’s a lot of work. But you, Leo, you write to keep your mind occupied. That’s different.”


He moved his knight, threatening my king.


“Can’t you just give me a good idea for a plot?”


“No way.”


“Why not?”


“Because it has to come from you.”


“Whatever you do, please don’t mention Boca Raton in your book. I don’t need to see all your readers coming around here cooling their heels to see where you live.”


I smiled and added: “You don’t have to go looking for an idea, Leo. The idea will come to you. The idea is an event that can happen at any time.”


How could I have known that that was just what would happen, the moment I said those words?


I noticed a dog sniffing around down by the water’s edge. He had a muscular, yet slender body, pointed ears, nose in the grass. There was no-one walking nearby.


“Looks like that dog’s on his own,” I said.


Horowitz looked up and observed the wandering animal.


“There are no stray dogs around here,” he decreed.


“I didn’t say he was a stray. I said he was on his own.”


I love dogs. I got up from my chair, cupped my hands around my lips and whistled to call the dog. He pricked up his ears. I whistled again and he bounded up to us.


“Are you crazy?” Leo grumbled. “How do you know that dog doesn’t have rabies? It’s your move.”


“I don’t,” I said, moving my rook distractedly.


Horowitz took my queen to punish me for my insolence.


The dog had reached the patio. I squatted down next to him. He was a biggish male, with a dark coat, a black mask across his eyes and long seal’s whiskers. He pressed his head against me and I stroked him. He seemed very gentle. I felt an instant connection between him and me, just like that, and people who are familiar with dogs will know what I mean. He didn’t have a collar or anything to identify him with.


“Have you ever seen this dog?” I asked Leo.


“Never.”


The dog inspected the patio, then left again before I could hold him back, disappearing between the palm trees and the bushes.


“He seems to know where he’s going,” Horowitz said. “He must belong to one of the neighbors.”


*


It was very muggy that evening. By the time Leo left, you could already tell, despite the darkness, that the sky was menacing. Shortly afterwards a violent storm burst, with impressive bolts of lightning on the far side of the lake, then the clouds opened in a torrential downpour. At around midnight, as I was reading in the living room, I heard barking on the patio. I went to see what was going on, and through the French doors I saw the dog, looking miserable and soaked. I opened the door and he bounded inside. He gave me an imploring look.


“It’s fine, you can stay,” I said.


He spent the night. When I got up the next morning I found him sleeping peacefully on the tiled floor in the kitchen. I made a leash with a length of cord, which was only a precaution, because he followed me obediently, and we set out to look for his master.


Leo was drinking coffee on his porch. Notebook No. 1 was open in front of him on a blank white page.


“What are you doing with that dog, Marcus?” he said when he saw me putting the dog in the back of the car.


“I found him on the patio last night. I brought him in because of the storm. I think he’s lost.”


“Where are you going?”


“To put a sign up at the supermarket.”


“So you really do never work.”


“I’m working right now.”


“Well, don’t wear yourself out, buddy.”


“Promise.”


Once I’d put signs up in the two nearest supermarkets, I ambled down the main street in Boca Raton with the dog, hoping someone would recognize him. In vain. Eventually I went to the police station, and they gave me the name of a vet. Sometimes dogs had chips that could help find their owners. It wasn’t the case with this dog, and the vet couldn’t help me. He offered to send the dog to the pound for me, but I said no, and went home with my new companion, who was, I have to admit, particularly docile, in spite of his size.


Leo was on his porch, waiting for my return. When he saw me coming, he hurried over, waving the pages he had just printed. He had just discovered the magic of the Google search engine, and he keyed in every question that crossed his mind. For an academic like him, who had spent most of his life in libraries looking things up in reference books, the magic of algorithms had a special impact.


“I conducted my own little investigation,” he said as if he had just solved the unsolved mysteries of the J.F.K. assassination, handing me the dozens of pages which would soon earn me the privilege of helping him change the toner cartridge on his printer.


“And what did you find out, Professor Horowitz?”


“Dogs always find their way home. Some will go thousands of miles to get there.”


“So what do you suggest?”


Leo’s expression was that of a wise old man.


“Follow the dog instead of making him follow you. He knows where he’s going, you don’t.”


My neighbor had a point. I decided to take off the leash and let the dog wander. He set off at a trot, initially by the lake, then along a footpath. We crossed the golf course and came to another residential neighborhood I did not know that was situated on an inlet of ocean. The dog followed the road, turned to the right twice and finally stopped outside a gate through which I could see a magnificent house. He sat down and barked. I rang the interphone. A woman’s voice answered and I told her I had found her dog. The gate opened and the dog dashed up to the house, obviously pleased to be home.


I followed. A woman stepped out the front door and the dog jumped up on her in a rush of joy. I heard her call him by name, “Duke”. There was a flurry of affectionate greeting. Then the woman looked up and I was thunderstruck.


“Alexandra?” I eventually stammered.


“Marcus?”


She was as astonished as I was.


Seven years or so after the tragedy that had separated us, there she was. She opened her eyes wide and said again, with a sudden cry, “Marcus, is it you?”


I stood there without moving, stunned.


She ran over to me.


“Marcus!”


With a surge of tenderness that came perfectly naturally, she took my face in her hands. As if she couldn’t believe it either, and wanted to make sure this was really happening. I could not say a word.


“Marcus,” she said, “I can’t believe it’s you.”


Unless you live in a cave, you’re bound to have heard of Alexandra Neville, the most celebrated female vocalist and musician in recent years. She was the idol everyone had been waiting for, for so long, the woman who had revitalized the music industry. Her three albums had sold twenty million copies; for the second year in a row she had been named one of Time magazine’s most influential people, and she was said to be worth $150 million. The public adored her, critics were tireless in their admiration. She was loved by young and old alike; in fact everyone loved her, and at times it seemed like the entire country was chanting their love and fervor, in four syllables: A-lex-and-ra!


Her partner was a Canadian hockey player by the name of Kevin Legendre, and now he came out the door behind her.


“You found Duke! We’ve been looking for him since yesterday! Alex was so upset. Thank you very much.”


He held out his hand to greet me. I saw his biceps contract as he crushed my knuckles. I had only ever seen Kevin in the tabloids, which were full of his relationship with Alexandra. He was insolently handsome. Even more so than in the photographs. He gave me a curious look for a second then said, “You look familiar.”


“Marcus. Marcus Goldman,” I said.


“You’re a writer, isn’t that it?”


“Exactly.”


“I read your last book. Alexandra recommended it, she really likes your work.”


I could not believe this situation. I had just found Alexandra, at her fiancé’s house. Kevin, who didn’t really understand what was going on, suggested I stay for supper, and I accepted with pleasure.


We grilled some enormous steaks on a huge barbecue out on their patio. I hadn’t kept up with the latest developments in Kevin’s career: I thought he was still a defender for the Nashville Predators, but during the summer transfers he’d been recruited by the Florida Panthers. This was his house. He now lived in Boca Raton, and Alexandra was making the most of a pause in recording her next album to come and visit.


Only at the end of dinner did Kevin realize that Alexandra and I knew each other well.


“You’re from New York?” he said.


“Yes, I live there.”


“What brings you to Florida?”


“I got into the habit of coming here over the last few years. My uncle used to live in Coconut Grove, and I often went to see him. I just bought a house in Boca Raton. I wanted somewhere quiet to write.”


“How is your uncle?” Alexandra said. “I didn’t know he’d left Baltimore.”


I avoided her question and merely replied, “He left Baltimore after the tragedy.”


Kevin pointed at us with his fork, not realizing.


“Am I imagining things or do you guys already know each other?”


“I lived in Baltimore for a few years,” Alexandra explained.


“And part of my family lived in Baltimore,” I said. “My uncle, for a start, with his wife and my cousins. They lived in the same neighborhood as Alexandra and her family.”


Alexandra refrained from going into details and we changed the subject. After the meal, she offered to drive me home.


Alone in the car with her, I could tell she felt awkward. I said, “That’s wild, the way your dog showed up at my place.”


“He runs away a lot.”


It was tasteless on my part, but I tried to joke about it.


“Maybe he doesn’t like Kevin.”


“Don’t start, Marcus.”


Her tone was curt.


“Don’t be like that, Alex . . .”


“Like what?”


“You know exactly.”


She suddenly stopped right there in the street and looked me straight in the eye.


“Why did you do it, Marcus?”


I was having trouble meeting her gaze. She shouted, “You abandoned me!”


“I’m sorry. I had my reasons.”


“Your reasons? You had no reason to ruin everything!”


“Alexandra, they . . . they’re dead.”


“And so what, is it my fault?”


“No,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry about everything.”


There was a heavy silence. The only words I spoke were to give her directions. Once we were outside the house, she said, “Thanks for Duke.”


“I’d be really glad if I could see you again.”


“I think it’s better if we leave things like this. Don’t come back, Marcus.”


“To Kevin’s place?”


“Into my life. Don’t come back into my life, please.”


She drove away.


I didn’t have the heart to go home. My car keys were in my pocket so I decided to go for a drive. I went to Miami and, without thinking, drove through town to the quiet neighborhood of Coconut Grove, where I parked outside my uncle’s house. It was warm outside. I got out of the car and I leaned against it, and stood for a long time gazing at the house. It was as if he were there, I could feel his presence. I wanted to see my Uncle Saul again, and there was only one way to do that. Write it.


*  *  *


Saul Goldman was my father’s brother. Before the tragedy, before the events I am about to relate, he was, to use my grandparents’ term, a very important man. He was head of one of the most renowned law firms in Baltimore, and his experience had involved him in cases that were famous all through Maryland. The Dominic Pernell affair, that was Saul. The City of Baltimore v. Morris, that was Saul. The case of the illegal Sunridge sales, Saul again. Everyone in Baltimore knew him. He was in the papers and on television, and I remember how in the old days it all really impressed me. He had married his college sweetheart, the woman who became my Aunt Anita. In my child’s eyes she was the most beautiful woman, the sweetest mother. She was a doctor, a leading physician in the oncology department at Johns Hopkins Hospital, one of the most famous in the country. Together they had a wonderful son, Hillel, a kind boy with a superior intelligence; we were born only a few months apart and we were like brothers.


The best moments of my youth were spent with them, and for a long time just hearing their name made me swell with pride and happiness. Of all the families I had met until then, of all the people I had known, they seemed second to none: happier, more accomplished, more ambitious, more respected. For a long time life would prove me right. They belonged to another dimension. I was fascinated by the way they seemed to breeze through life, I was dazzled by their radiance, subjugated by their affluence. I admired their allure, their possesions, their social standing. Their huge house, luxury cars, summer place in the Hamptons, apartment in Miami, and skiing vacations in Whistler, British Columbia. Their simplicity and happiness. Their kindness toward me. Their magnificent superiority, which meant you couldn’t help but admire them. They didn’t inspire jealousy: they were too incomparable to be envied. They’d been blessed by the gods. For a long time I thought they were immortal.
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I spent the day after my chance encounter with Alexandra shut in my study. I went out only in the coolness of twilight, to jog along the lake.


Not yet sure of what I would do with them, I decided to start compiling research and taking notes on the salient features of the Baltimore Goldmans’ story. I began by drawing our family tree, until I realized I had to add a few explanations, in particular regarding Woody’s origins. The tree quickly began to resemble a forest of comments in the margin, so out of a concern for clarity I decided that it would be better to transcribe everything onto file cards. In front of me I put the photograph Uncle Saul had found two years earlier. It was a picture of me taken seventeen years prior, surrounded by the three people I loved most: my adored cousins Hillel and Woody, and Alexandra. She had sent a copy of the print to each of us and on the back she had written: I LOVE YOU GOLDMAN BOYS


Back then she was seventeen, and my cousins and I had just turned fifteen. She already had all those human qualities that would make millions of people worship her, but we didn’t have to share her yet. The photograph plunged me back into the labyrinth of our lost youth, long before I lost my cousins, before I became the rising star of American literature, and above all before Alexandra Neville became the celebrity she is today. Long before the entire country fell in love with her, with her songs; before, album after album, she enraptured millions of fans. Before she started going on tour, or became the long-awaited national icon.


*


Early that evening, true to form, Leo came and rang at the door.


“Is everything O.K., Marcus? I haven’t heard from you since yesterday. Did you find the dog’s owner?”


“Yes. It’s the new boyfriend of a girl I was in love with for years.”


“Talk about a small world,” he said. “What’s her name?”


“You’ll never believe it. Alexandra Neville.”


“The singer?”


“That’s the one.”


“You know her?”


I went to get the photograph and handed it to him.


“That’s Alexandra?” Leo said, pointing at her.


“Yes. In the days when we were happy teenagers.”


“And who are the other boys?”


“My cousins from Baltimore.”


“What became of them?”


“It’s a long story.”


Leo and I played chess until late that evening. I was glad he’d come to distract me: it helped me put my mind on something besides Alexandra for a few hours. Seeing her again had upset me. All these years I had never been able to forget her.


The next day I could not help going back to the streets around Kevin Legendre’s house. I don’t know what I was hoping. Probably to run into her. To talk to her again. But she would be furious at me for coming back. I was parked on the road parallel to their property when I saw something moving in the hedge. I watched attentively, intrigued, and suddenly good old Duke came out of the bushes. I got out of the car and called to him softly. He remembered me and ran up for a caress. An absurd idea sprang to my mind and I couldn’t stop it. What if Duke could be a way to reconnect with Alexandra? I opened the back of the car and he jumped in. He trusted me. I drove off quickly and went home. He knew the house. I made him a spot in my study, he lay down and kept me company while I plunged back into the story of the Baltimore Goldmans.


*


The designation “Baltimore Goldmans” was the counterpart of what my parents and I were with regard to our address: the Montclair Goldmans, from Montclair, New Jersey. Over time, with the shortcuts that language takes, they became the Baltimores and we were the Montclairs. It was the Goldman grandparents who came up with these names in order to simplify conversation, so naturally they split our family into two geographical entities. That way they could say, for example, when we all went for the holiday season to Florida where they lived: “The Baltimores arrive on Saturday and the Montclairs on Sunday.” But what in the beginning was just a tender way to distinguish us came in due course to express the superiority of the Baltimore Goldmans at the very heart of the clan. The facts spoke for themselves: the Baltimores meant a lawyer married to a doctor, with a son who attended the best private school in town. As for the Montclairs, my father was an engineer, my mother was a saleswoman in the New Jersey branch of an upmarket New York women’s wear store, and I was a good little pupil at public school.


Even when it came to family pronunciation, my grandparents had ended up emphasizing their privileged feelings for the Baltimores with their very intonation: the word “Baltimore” seemed to have been coated in gold, whereas “Montclair” was smeared with slug drool. The Baltimores got compliments, the Montclairs criticism. If their T.V. wasn’t working, it was because I’d messed it up, and if the bread wasn’t fresh it was because my father had bought it. But the loaves that Uncle Saul brought home were exceptional, and if the T.V. was working again it was certainly because Hillel had repaired it. Even when the situation was identical, the treatment was not: if one of our families was late for dinner, my grandparents would decree – if it was the Baltimores – that the poor dears were stuck in traffic. But if it was the Montclairs, off they went complaining that we were systematically late. In every circumstance, Baltimore was the capital of beauty, Montclair that of can-do-better. The finest caviar from Montclair would never equal a mouthful of putrid Baltimore cabbage. And whenever we were out all together at a restaurant or a shopping mall, if we ran into some acquaintance of my grandparents’, Grandmother would make the introductions: “This is my son Saul, he’s a high-flying lawyer. His wife Anita is a top-ranking physician at Johns Hopkins, and this is their son Hillel, who is a little genius.” Each of the Baltimores would then receive a handshake and a sort of bow. Then Grandmother would continue her recital, indicating my parents and me with a vague wave: “And this is my youngest son and his family.” We would get a nod not unlike that with which you might acknowledge a doorman or domestic staff.


The single perfect equality between the Baltimore Goldmans and the Montclair Goldmans was to be found, during the early years of my youth, in our number: there were three of us in each family. But while the Bureau of Vital Statistics may have officially registered the Baltimore Goldmans as consisting of three individuals, those who knew them well will tell you there were actually four of them. Because before long my cousin Hillel, with whom I had always shared the burden of being an only child, was granted the privilege of having life lend him a brother. Following the events I will describe shortly, he would start going everywhere, no matter the circumstances, in the company of a friend you might have thought was imaginary if you didn’t know him: Woodrow Finn – Woody, we called him – handsome, strong, tall, good at everything, attentive, and always there for you when you needed him.


In no time Woody earned a status all to himself among the Baltimore Goldmans, and he became both one of them and one of us – nephew, cousin, son, and brother. It instantly became so natural to find him with the Baltimores that – ultimate symbol of his integration – if someone failed to see him at a family reunion, they immediately asked where he was. His absence was troubling, thereby making his presence not only legitimate but also downright necessary, if the family unity was to be whole. Ask anyone who remembers those days to name the Baltimore Goldmans, and they will put Woody on the list without even pausing to wonder. So they beat us once again: in the match Montclair versus Baltimore, where we had been tied at three all, the score was now four to three.


Woody, Hillel, and I were the most faithful friends you could find. My best years with the Baltimores were when Woody was there, from 1990 to 1998, a period that was blessed, but that also set the stage for everything prefiguring the tragedy. From the time we were ten until we turned eighteen, the three of us were inseparable. Together we formed a brotherly entity that was three-faced, triad or trinity, which we proudly referred to as “the Goldman Gang”. We loved each other as few brothers have loved each other; we pledged solemn oaths, mixed our blood, swore loyalty, and promised undying mutual love. Despite everything that happened later, I will always remember those years as an exceptional time: the saga of three happy adolescents in an America that was blessed by the gods.


Going to Baltimore to be with them was all that mattered to me. I only really felt complete in their presence. Praise be to my parents who, in an era when not many children traveled alone, gave me permission to go to Baltimore on long weekends, by myself, to be with these people I was so fond of. This was the beginning of a new life for me, revolving around the perpetual calendar of school holidays, professional development days, or celebrations of American heroes. The mere prospect of an upcoming Veterans Day, Martin Luther King Day, or Presidents’ Day triggered feelings of boundless joy. I was so excited at seeing the Baltimores that I could not sit still. Glory to the soldiers who died for our country; glory to Dr Martin Luther King, Jr for having been such a good man; glory to our honest, valiant Presidents for giving us a day off every third Monday in February!


To gain a day I got permission from my parents to leave straight after school. When classes were finally over, I’d go home quick as a flash to pack my things. When my bag was ready I waited for my mother to come home from work to take me to the station in Newark. I sat fidgeting on the armchair by the front door with my shoes and my jacket already on. I was early, she was late. To pass the time, I looked at the photographs of our two families on the table next to me. It seemed to me that we were as drab as they were brilliant. And yet the life I led in Montclair, a pretty New Jersey suburb, was a privileged one, full of tranquillity and happiness, sheltered from want. But our cars didn’t seem as shiny, our conversations weren’t as sparkling, our sun wasn’t as bright, our air was nowhere near as pure.


Then I heard my mother blowing the horn. I rushed outside and climbed into the old Honda Civic. She was touching up her nail polish, drinking coffee from a paper cup, eating a sandwich or filling out an advertising order form. Sometimes all at the same time. She was elegant and always very well groomed. Pretty, nicely made up. When she came home from work, on her jacket she still wore the badge with her name and the caption beneath it, Here to serve you, which I thought was humiliating. The Baltimores were served; we were servants.


I scolded my mother for being late, she asked me to forgive her. I did not, and she ruffled my hair with tenderness. She gave me a kiss, leaving lipstick on my cheek, which she immediately wiped off, in a gesture full of love. Then she drove me to the station, where I took a train for Baltimore in the early evening. Along the way she told me she loved me and missed me already. Before letting me board the railroad car she handed me a paper bag with sandwiches she had bought where she got her coffee, and she made me promise to be “polite and on my best behavior”. She gave me a hug and at the same time tucked a $20 bill in my pocket, and said, “I love you, kitten”. Then it was two kisses on my cheek, or sometimes three, or four. She said one wasn’t enough, whereas for me it was already too much. Now that I think back on it today, I’m sorry I didn’t let her kiss me ten times whenever I was about to go away. I’m even sorry I went away so often; too often. I’m sorry I didn’t remind myself how ephemeral our mothers are, and that I didn’t tell myself often enough: love your mother.


Barely two hours by train and I was at the main station in Baltimore. At last the family transfer could begin. I would take off my tight Montclair suit and cloak myself in Baltimore cloth. On the platform in the falling dusk she was waiting for me. As lovely as a queen, radiant and elegant as a goddess, the woman whose memory often, and sometimes shamefully, inhabited my young nights: my Aunt Anita. I ran up to her and put my arms around her. I can still feel her hand in my hair, her body against mine. I hear her voice saying, “Markie darling, I’m so happy to see you”. I don’t know why, but usually she was the one who came to get me, on her own. The reason was certainly that Uncle Saul generally finished late at the office, and no doubt she did not want to drag Hillel and Woody along. I enjoyed the moment as if I were being reunited with my fiancée: a few minutes before the train got in, I would adjust my clothes, comb my hair in the reflection of the window, and when the train stopped at last, I would disembark with a pounding heart. I was cheating on my mother with another woman.


Aunt Anita drove a black B.M.W. which was probably worth both my parents’ annual salaries combined. Getting into the B.M.W. was the first stage of my transformation. I rejected the messy Civic and surrendered to the veneration of this enormous car, flashily modern and luxurious, and in it we left the center of town and headed for the fancy neighborhood of Oak Park where they lived. Oak Park was a world unto itself: the sidewalks were wider, the streets were lined with massive trees. Every house was bigger than the next one, every gate tried to outdo the next one with its arabesques, and the fences were excessively high. The people out walking seemed better looking, their dogs were more elegant, the Sunday joggers were more athletic. While our neighborhood in Montclair was full of welcoming houses, with no fences around the gardens, in Oak Park, the vast majority were protected by hedges and walls. A private security service drove through the quiet streets in patrol cars with flashing orange lights, sporting the badge of Oak Park Security, to ensure the residents’ peace of mind.


Driving through Oak Park with Aunt Anita set off the second phase of my transformation: it made me feel superior. It all seemed obvious: the car, the neighborhood, my presence. The agents patrolling Oak Park were in the habit of greeting the inhabitants with a quick wave when they passed them, and the inhabitants returned the greeting. A wave to confirm that everything was fine and the tribe of rich folk could walk around in safety. The first car we met, the agent waved, Anita responded, and I hurried to do the same. Now I was one of them. When we got to the house, Aunt Anita beeped the horn twice to announce our presence before pressing the remote to open the two steel jaws of the gate. We went up the drive and into the four-car garage. No sooner was I out of the car than the door to the house opened with a joyful commotion, and there they were, rushing out to greet me with cries of excitement, Woody and Hillel, the brothers that life had never wanted to grant me. Every time I went into the house I would gaze around me in wonder: it was all beautiful, luxurious, colossal. Their garage was as big as our living room. Their kitchen as big as our house. Their bathrooms as big as our bedrooms, and there were enough bedrooms to lodge several generations.


Every new stay surpassed the previous one and only increased my admiration for my aunt and uncle and above all the matchless chemistry in the gang consisting of Hillel, Woody and me. They were like my flesh and blood. We liked the same sports, the same actors, the same films, the same girls, and it wasn’t because we’d discussed it or come to some agreement, but because each of us was an extension of the other two. We defied nature and science: the trees of our ancestors did not share the same trunk, but our genetic sequences had the same spirals. Sometimes we went to visit Aunt Anita’s father, who lived in an old people’s home – “the death house”, we called it – and I remember that his friends, who were a bit senile, their memories fraying, would constantly ask about Woody, and confuse us with each other. They would point at him with a twisted finger and unabashedly ask the same old question: “And this one here, is he a Baltimore Goldman or a Montclair Goldman?” If it was Aunt Anita who replied, she would explain, her voice overflowing with tenderness, “This is Woodrow, Hill’s friend. He’s the kid we took in. Such a good boy.” Before saying that, she always made sure Woody wasn’t in the room, not to offend him, even if you could tell at once from her tone of voice she was ready to love him like her own son. Woody, Hillel and I had our own answer to the same question, and to us it seemed closer to reality. Whenever, during those winters, in those corridors wafting with the smells of old age, those wrinkled hands clutched at our clothes and enjoined us to say our names, to make up for the inevitable erosion of their ailing brains, we’d reply, “I’m one of the three Goldman cousins.”


*


My neighbor Leo Horowitz interrupted me in the middle of the afternoon. He was worried, he hadn’t seen me all day and wanted to make sure everything was alright.


“Everything’s fine, Leo,” I reassured him, from the doorway.


He must have thought it was strange I didn’t invite him in, and he suspected I was hiding something. So he persisted:


“Are you sure?” he said again, his voice full of curiosity.


“Absolutely. Nothing special. I’m working.”


Then he saw Duke appear behind me; he’d woken from his nap and was eager to see what was going on. Leo opened his eyes wide.


“Marcus, what’s that dog doing here?”


I looked down, abashed.


“I borrowed him.”


“You did what?”


I motioned to him to come in quickly and I closed the door behind him. The dog must not be seen at my place.


“I wanted to go and see Alexandra,” I said. “And then I spotted the dog leaving the property. I figured I could bring him here, keep him for the day, and take him home in the evening, and say that he had come to my place all by himself.”


“You’ve got rocks in your head, bud. That’s nothing short of theft.”


“I borrowed him, I don’t intend to keep him. I just need him for a few hours.”


While he listened to me, Leo headed into the kitchen, helped himself to a bottle of water from the fridge and sat down at the counter. He was enchanted by the unusually entertaining turn his day had taken. With a radiant air he suggested, “Why don’t we have a little game of chess? It will relax you.”


“No, Leo, I really don’t have time right now.”


He frowned and looked again at the dog who was noisily slurping water from a pan on the floor.


“So tell me one thing, Marcus: why do you need this dog?”


“To have a good excuse to go back and see Alexandra.”


“That I understood. But why do you need an excuse to go and see her? Can’t you just stop in and say hello the way a civilized person would, instead of kidnapping her dog?”


“She asked me not to get back in touch with her.”


“Why did she do that?”


“Because I left her. Eight years ago.”


“Damn. No, that wasn’t very nice of you. You didn’t love her anymore?”


“On the contrary.”


“But you left her.”


“Yes.”


“Why?”


“Because of the tragedy.”


“What tragedy?”


“It’s a long story.”


*  *  *


Baltimore
1990s


The moments of happiness with the Baltimore Goldmans were counterbalanced twice a year when our two families got together: at Thanksgiving at the Baltimores’, and over Christmas vacation with our grandparents in Miami. In my opinion these family get-togethers were more like football games than reunions. At one end of the field, the Montclairs; at the other, the Baltimores, and in the middle, the Goldman grandparents, acting as referees, counting the goals.


Thanksgiving was the annual consecration of the Baltimores. The family met in their huge, luxurious house in Oak Park and everything was perfect from beginning to end. To my great delight, I slept in Hillel’s bedroom, and Woody, who was next door, would drag his mattress into our room so we could all be together, even in our sleep. My parents had one of the guest rooms, with a private bathroom, and my grandparents had the other one.


It was Uncle Saul who went to pick up my grandparents at the airport, and for the first half hour after their arrival at the Baltimores’, the conversation revolved around the comfort of his car. “You should take a look . . . it’s marvelous!” Grandmother said. “The leg room, I’ve never seen anything like it! I remember getting in your car, Nathan,” (she was referring to my father), “and I said, ‘Never again!’ And so dirty, dear Lord! Is it so expensive to run the vacuum cleaner? Saul’s car is like new. Those leather seats are in perfect condition, you can tell he really takes good care of it.” Then when she had nothing left to say about the car, she went into raptures about the house. She explored every corridor as if it were her first visit, marveling at the superb taste in decoration, the quality of the furniture, the floor heating, the cleanliness, the flowers, the perfumed candles scenting every room.


During Thanksgiving dinner she could not stop gushing over the superlative dishes. Every mouthful was accompanied by enthusiastic noises. It’s true, the meal was sumptuous: squash soup, tender turkey roasted in maple syrup and pepper sauce, macaroni and cheese, pumpkin pie, creamy mashed potatoes, succulent Swiss chard, delicate green beans. The desserts were not to be outdone, either: chocolate mousse, cheesecake, pecan pie, and apple pie with a thin, crusty pastry. After the meal and coffee, Uncle Saul brought bottles of strong alcohol to the table; at the time, their names meant nothing to me, but I remember that Grandfather would pick up the bottles as if they were magic potions and marvel at their name, their age, or their color, while Grandmother would pile it on about how wonderful the meal was and, by extension, their house and their lifestyle, leading to the Grand Finale, always the same: “Saul, Anita, Hillel, and Woody, my darlings: thank you, it was sublime.”


I wished she would come with Grandfather to stay in Montclair, so that we could show her what we were capable of. One time I did ask her, for all that I was only ten years old, “Grandmother, will you and Grandfather come and sleep at our house in Montclair some day?” But she replied, “You know we can’t come there anymore, sweetie. It’s not big enough and not comfortable enough.”


*


The second major annual Goldman reunion was held in Miami over Christmas vacation. Until we turned thirteen, our Goldman grandparents lived in an apartment that was big enough to accommodate both families, and we spent a week all together, never out of each other’s sight. Our stays in Florida were an opportunity for me to observe how much my grandparents admired the Baltimores, those formidable Martians who, basically, had nothing in common with the rest of the family. I could see the obvious family similarities between my grandfather and my father. They looked alike physically, had the same odd habits, and they both suffered from irritable bowel syndrome, about which they had endless discussions. Irritable bowel was one of Grandfather’s favorite topics of conversation. I remember him as gentle, tender, absent-minded and above all constipated. He went off to do his business the way others leave for the station. With his newspaper under his arm he would announce, “I’m off to the bathroom.” He gave Grandmother a little parting kiss on the lips and she would say, “See you later, dear.”


Grandfather worried that I too might be stricken one day with the non-Baltimore-Goldman affliction, the famous irritable bowel. He made me promise to eat plenty of vegetables with fiber and never to hold back my stools if I needed to do a “number two”. In the morning, while Woody and Hillel stuffed themselves with sugar-coated cereal, Grandfather forced to me to stuff myself with All-Bran. I was the only one who was obliged to eat it, proof that the Baltimores must have had additional enzymes that we were lacking. Grandfather told me: “My poor Marcus, your father has a colon just like mine. You’ll see, you won’t get out of it. Eat a lot of fiber, son, that’s the main thing.” He stood behind me while I shoveled down my spoonfuls of All-Bran, and placed a hand heavy with empathy on my shoulder. This colon business made a big impression on me. I searched through medical dictionaries at the local library, watching apprehensively for the first symptoms of the disease.


This mixture of the Montclairs and the Baltimores was, for me, the indicator of the deep divide between my two lives: one was my official life, the Montclair Goldman life, and the other was secret, the Baltimore Goldman life. I took the initial of my middle name, Philip, and on my homework and school notebooks I wrote Marcus P. Goldman. Then I added a loop to the P, which made it Marcus B. Goldman. I was the P that sometimes became a B. And as if to prove me right, life played funny tricks on me: alone in Baltimore, I felt like one of them. As I wandered around the neighborhood with Hillel and Woody, the officers in the patrol cars would greet us and call us by name. But when I went with my parents to Baltimore for Thanksgiving, I remember how ashamed I felt the moment we drove into Oak Park in our old car, as if it was written on the bumper that we didn’t belong to the dynasty of Goldmans who lived there. If we met one of the security guards, I made the secret sign of the initiated, and my mother, who didn’t know what was going on, scolded me: “Markie, would you stop acting the clown, making those stupid gestures at the officer?”


The most horrible thing was if we got lost in Oak Park: the streets were circular and you could easily become confused. My mother got annoyed, my father stopped in the middle of an intersection, and they would argue about which way to go until a security guard showed up to see what was going on with that beat-up, obviously suspicious, old car. My father explained why we were there, while I made the sign of the secret brotherhood so the guard wouldn’t think there was any relation between those two strangers and myself. Sometimes the guard would simply point us in the right direction, but other times, if he was suspicious, he would escort us to the Goldman house to make sure our intentions were honorable. When Uncle Saul saw us arrive he immediately came out.


“Evening Mr Goldman,” said the security guard, “sorry to bother you, just wanted to make sure you’re expecting these folks at your place.”


“Thank you, Matt,” (or whatever other name happened to be on the badge; my uncle always called people by the name on their badge – at restaurants, the movie theater, the freeway toll booth). “Yes, everything’s in order, thank you, everything’s fine.”


He said, everything’s fine. He didn’t say, Matt, you oaf, how could you act suspicious of my own blood, the flesh of my flesh, my dear brother? The tsar would impale any guards who treated a member of his family like this. But in Oak Park Uncle Saul congratulated Matt like the good guard dog you reward for barking, to make sure he’ll go on barking. And once the guard had left, my mother said, “Yeah, that’s right, go ahead, you can leave now, now that you know we’re not bandits,” while my father begged her to be quiet and not call attention to herself. We were only guests.


In the Baltimore heritage, there was only one place that was free of Montclair contamination: the vacation home in the Hamptons. My parents had shown good taste by refraining from ever going there – at least with me. For those who don’t know how the Hamptons have changed since the 1980s: this used to be a quiet, modest place by the ocean, right outside New York City, and now it’s been transformed into one of the most upscale resorts on the east coast. The house in the Hamptons had also led several lives in succession, and Uncle Saul never tired of telling how when he had bought the little wooden house in East Hampton for a song everyone had made fun of him, affirming it was the worst investment he could have made. They hadn’t reckoned with the Wall Street boom in the 1980s, which heralded the beginning of a golden age for a generation of traders: new fortunes had taken the Hamptons by storm, the region was gentrified overnight and the value of real estate skyrocketed.


I was too young to remember, but they told me that every time Uncle Saul won a case, the house would undergo some slight improvement, until one day it was knocked down altogether to make room for a new house that was magnificent, full of charm and comfort. Roomy, luminous, cleverly covered in ivy, and at the back, a patio surrounded by blue and white hydrangea bushes, a swimming pool, and a gazebo covered with birthwort where we had our meals.


After Baltimore and Miami, the Hamptons was the conclusion of the Goldman Gang’s yearly geographical triptych. Every year, my parents allowed me to spend the entire month of July there. That was where, in my uncle and aunt’s vacation house, I spent the happiest summers of my youth, together with Woody and Hillel. That was also where the seeds of the tragedy were planted. In spite of everything, my memory of my time there is still one of absolute happiness. I recall blissful summer days, all alike, drifting with a perfume of immortality. How did we spend our time? Living out our triumphant youth. We were going to conquer the ocean. We went chasing girls as if they were butterflies. We went fishing. We went looking for rocks so we could jump into the ocean and measure ourselves against life.


The place we liked best of all was the property of this adorable couple called Seth and Jane Clark, relatively elderly, with no children, very wealthy – I think he owned an investment fund in New York – whom Uncle Saul and Aunt Anita had befriended over the years. Their estate, called Paradise on Earth, was a mile from the Baltimores’. It was a fabulous place: I remember the luxuriant garden, the Judas trees, the borders of rose bushes, the cascading fountain. Behind the house a swimming pool overlooked a private white sand beach. The Clarks gave us the run of the place, and we were over there all the time, jumping in the pool, or swimming in the ocean. There was even a little dinghy moored to a wooden dock which we used to explore the bay from time to time. To thank the Clarks for their kindness, we frequently did odd jobs for them, mostly gardening, something we were very good at for reasons I’ll explain further on.


*


In the Hamptons we lost track of dates and days. Maybe that was what deceived me: that impression that it would all last forever. That we would last forever, as if in that magical place, in those streets and houses, people could escape time and its ravages.


I remember the table on the patio where Uncle Saul set up what he called his “office”. Right next to the swimming pool. After breakfast, he would bring out his files, along with the telephone, and work at least until midday. Without betraying professional secrecy, he told us about the cases he was working on. I was fascinated by his explanations. We asked him how he planned to win and he replied, “I will win because I must. Goldmans never lose.” He asked us what we would do in his place. So we pictured ourselves, the three of us, as great men of the law, and we shouted out all the ideas that went through our heads. He smiled and said we’d make very good lawyers, and that we could all work for his firm one day. Just the thought of it set me dreaming.


A few months later, on a visit to Baltimore, I came upon some press clippings Aunt Anita had preciously saved describing the trials he’d prepared in the Hamptons. Uncle Saul had won. All the papers talked about him. I even remember some of the headlines:




UNBEATABLE GOLDMAN


SAUL GOLDMAN, THE LAWYER WHO NEVER LOSES


GOLDMAN STRIKES AGAIN





He practically never lost a case. And my discovery of his victories reinforced the passion I felt for him. He was the greatest uncle, and the greatest lawyer.


*  *  *


Early in the evening I woke Duke from his nap to take him home. He liked it at my place and didn’t really feel like moving. I had to drag him out to the car parked in front of the house then lift him into the back. Leo was watching, amused, from his porch. “Good luck, Marcus, I’m sure that if she doesn’t want to see you anymore it means she likes you.” I drove to Kevin Legendre’s house and rang the bell on the interphone.
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Coconut Grove, Florida
June 2010. Six years after the tragedy.


It was dawn. I was sitting out on the terrace of the house where my uncle now lived, in Coconut Grove. He’d moved there four years earlier.


He came out without making a sound and I gave a start when he said, “Already up?”


“Morning, Uncle Saul.”


He was holding two cups of coffee and set one down before me. He noticed my pages covered in writing.


“What’s your new novel about, Markie?”


“I can’t tell you, Uncle Saul. You already asked me yesterday.”


He smiled. Watched me writing for a moment. Then, before he turned away, stuffing his shirt tail into his slacks and tightening his belt, he asked me solemnly, “Some day I’ll be in one of your books, huh?”


“Of course,” I answered.


*


My uncle left Baltimore in 2006, to come and live in this elegant little house in Coconut Grove, south of Miami. There was a little patio in front surrounded by mango and avocado trees; every year there was more fruit, and when there were heat waves, their cool shade was refreshing.


The success of my novels gave me the freedom to come to see my uncle as often as I liked. Most of the time, I came by car. I would leave New York on a sudden impulse; sometimes I would decide that very morning, throw a few things into a bag I tossed onto the back seat and off I’d drive. I would take highway I-95 as far as Baltimore, then keep heading south to Florida. It would take two whole days, with a stop halfway in Beaufort, South Carolina, at a hotel I began to stay at regularly. If it was winter, I would leave a New York City swept with polar winds, my car covered in snow and me wearing a thick sweater with a steaming coffee in one hand and the steering wheel in the other. By the time I’d get to Miami it would be eighty-five degrees with people walking around in T-shirts, enjoying the dazzling sunshine of a tropical winter.


Sometimes I took the plane and rented a car at Miami airport. This meant the trip took a tenth the time, but the powerful feeling that otherwise came over me when I reached Uncle Saul’s place was somehow diminished. The plane restricted my freedom with its schedules, airline company rules, the endless lines and pointless waiting incurred as a result of the security procedures the airports had been forced to take since 9/11. On the other hand, a virtually total feeling of freedom came over me if, the previous morning, I had decided simply to get in the car and drive due south. I left when I wanted, I stopped when I wanted. I was master of rhythm and of time. As the hundreds of miles of freeway I now knew by heart went by, I never tired of the beauty of the landscape, and could never stop marveling at the size of the country; it seemed endless. Finally I reached Florida, then Miami, then Coconut Grove, then Uncle Saul’s street. When I pulled up outside his house I found him out on the porch. He was always expecting me. I wouldn’t even tell me I was coming, but there he would be, waiting. Faithfully.


On this occasion, I had been in Coconut Grove for two days. I had come, like every time, without warning, and when he saw me, Uncle Saul had been overjoyed that I had come to put an end to his solitude, and he gave me a big hug. I held him close, this man defeated by life. With my fingertips I caressed the cloth of his cheap shirt, and I closed my eyes and breathed in his pleasant smell, which was the only thing that hadn’t changed. And on finding that smell again, I pictured myself back on the patio of his luxurious Baltimore house, back in the glory days. I pictured my magnificent Aunt Anita beside him, and Woody and Hillel, my wonderful cousins. Just a single whiff of his smell took me back, deep into memory, into the neighborhood of Oak Park, and once again for the space of a moment I relived the happiness of having known them.


*


In Coconut Grove I spent my days writing. It was there I found the quiet I needed to be able to work. I realized that while I might live in New York, I never really wrote there. I always needed to go somewhere else and shut myself off. I worked out on the patio when the weather was mild, and if it was too hot, in the cool air-conditioned study Saul had set up especially for me in the guest room.


As a rule I took a break at the end of the morning and went to the supermarket to say hi. He liked for me to come and see him at the supermarket. In the beginning I found it difficult: I was embarrassed. But I knew how glad it made him when I came to the store. The minute I got there, I always felt a little twinge in my heart. One morning, the sliding doors opened in front of me and I saw him there, at the checkout, busy filling customers’ bags with their purchases, sorting by weight and how perishable they were. He wore the green employee apron, with a pin that said his name, Saul. I heard the customers say, “Thank you, Saul. Have a nice day.” He was always jovial, in a good mood. I waited until he wasn’t busy to indicate my presence and I saw his face light up. “Markie!” he cried, joyfully, every time, as if it were my first visit.


To the check-out clerk next to him he said, “Look, Lindsay, it’s my nephew Marcus.”


She looked at me as if I were a strange beast and said, “Are you the famous writer?”


“That’s him!” said my uncle in my place, as if I were the president of the United States.


She made a sort of curtsy and promised to read my work.


The supermarket employees liked my uncle, and whenever I showed up, he always found someone to fill in for him. Then he would take me up and down the aisles to meet his co-workers, one by one. “Everyone wants to say hello, Markie. Some of them have brought their book so you’ll sign it. You don’t mind, do you?” I always did so gladly, then we finished our visit at the juice and coffee bar: my uncle had grown fond of a young black man who worked there; he was as tall as a mountain and gentle as a lamb, and his name was Sycomorus.


Sycomorus was roughly my age. He had dreams of becoming a singer, and while waiting for glory he pressed revitalizing vegetables into the juicer on request. Whenever he could he would shut himself in the employee lounge and film himself with his cell phone, singing the latest tunes and snapping his fingers, then he’d share his videos on social networks to let the rest of the world know he had talent. He dreamt of taking part in a T.V. talent show called “Sing!” that was broadcast nationwide, where singers hoping to break through and become famous competed.


Early that month of June 2010, Uncle Saul was helping him fill out application forms to audition as a candidate for the show by means of a video recording. There were some questions about disclaimers and image rights that Sycomorus didn’t understand. His parents wanted him to become famous. As it was clear they had nothing better to do, they spent their days coming to visit their son at his place of work to fret about his future. They were glued to the juice counter and between two customers the father berated his son and the mother tried to act the mediator.


The father was a failed tennis player. The mother had dreamt of becoming an actress. The father had wanted Sycomorus to become a tennis champion. And the mother wanted him to be a great actor. At the age of six, Sycomorus was a slave to the tennis court, and had starred in a commercial for yogurt. By the time he was eight he couldn’t stand tennis anymore and swore never to pick up a racket again in his life. He had started doing the rounds of all the casting sessions with his mother, in search of the role that would launch his career as a child star. But the role never came, and now, with no diploma or training, he was squeezing juice.


“The more I think about your T.V. show stuff, the more I think it’s a total waste of time,” the father said.


“You don’t get it, Dad. This show is going to launch my career.”


“Yeah, right. All it’ll do is make you look ridiculous. What good can it do you to make a spectacle of yourself on television? You never liked singing. You should have been a tennis player. You had everything it takes. It’s a real pity your mother made you lazy.”


“But Dad,” Sycomorus implored, desperately seeking his father’s recognition, “everyone talks about this show.”


“Leave him alone, George, if that’s his dream,” his mother interrupted, gently.


“Yes, Dad! Singing is my life!”


“You put vegetables in a blender, that’s your life. You could’ve been a tennis star. You ruined everything.”


As a rule, Sycomorus ended up in tears. To calm down, he would reach under the counter for the binder he brought from home to the supermarket every day and which contained the collection of articles about Alexandra Neville he had lovingly collected and sorted, compiling every fact about her that he considered worthy of interest. Alexandra was Sycomorus’s role model, his obsession. Where music was concerned, he was in her hands. Her career, her songs, the way she reinterpreted them during her concerts: in his opinion, she was perfection personified. He followed every one of her tours, and came back with souvenir T-shirts designed for teenage girls, which he wore. “If I learn everything there is to know about her, maybe I’ll be able to have a career like hers,” he said. Most of what he knew about her came from the tabloids he read avidly, cutting out articles during his free time.


Sycomorus consoled himself, turning the pages of his binder, imagining that one day he too would be a star. His mother was brokenhearted, but she encouraged him: “Look at your binder, sweetheart, it does you good.”


Sycomorus ran his hands admiringly over the plastic-covered pages.


“Mom, I’ll be like her someday . . .”


“She’s blond, and she’s white,” his father said, annoyed. “You want to be a white girl?”


“No, Dad, I want to be famous.”


“That’s just the problem, you don’t want to be a singer, you want to be famous.”


Sycomorus’s father had a point. There was a time when astronauts and scientists were the stars. Nowadays our stars are people who do nothing and spend their time taking selfies or pictures of their dinner. While the father was trying to make his son see reason, the people waiting in line for revitalizing juice were getting impatient. Finally the mother tugged on her husband’s sleeve:


“Be quiet now, George,” she scolded. “He’ll get fired the way you go making a scene. You want your son to lose his job because of you?”


The father clung to the counter in a gesture of despair and murmured one last request to his son, as if he didn’t have the proof there before him:


“Just promise me one thing. Whatever happens, please, don’t ever become gay.”


“Promise, Dad.”


And the parents went off to walk around the store.


During that same period, Alexandra Neville was in the middle of a concert tour. Notably, she was performing at the American Airlines Arena in Miami, and everyone in the supermarket knew about it because Sycomorus had managed to get a ticket, and in the employee lounge he had posted a countdown of the days until the concert; he had renamed the day of the concert “Alexandra Day”.


A few days before the concert we were enjoying a balmy early evening out on the patio at the house in Coconut Grove, and Uncle Saul turned to me:


“Marcus, do you think you could set up a meeting between Sycomorus and Alexandra?”


“No way.”


“Are you still angry with each other?”


“We haven’t spoken in years. Even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t know how to get hold of her.”


“I have to show you what I found while I was tidying up,” Uncle Saul said, getting up from his chair.


He vanished for a moment and came back with a photograph in his hand. “It was stuck in a book that belonged to Hillel,” he explained. It was the famous photograph of Woody, Hillel, Alexandra and me as teenagers in Oak Park.


“What happened between Alexandra and you?” asked Uncle Saul.


“It’s not important,” I said.


“Markie, you know how much I like having you here. But sometimes I worry. You should get out more, have some fun. Get a girlfriend.”


“Don’t worry about me, Uncle Saul.”


I held out the photograph to give it back to him.


“No, keep it,” he said. “There’s something written on the back.”


I turned it over and recognized her handwriting. She had written:




I LOVE YOU GOLDMAN BOYS
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That month of March 2012 in Boca Raton, when I found Alexandra again, I started stealing her dog Duke every morning. I brought him home, he spent the day with me, and in the evening I took him back to Kevin Legendre’s house.


The dog liked it so much at my place that he began waiting for me by the fence at Kevin’s. I would come in the early morning and there he’d be, sitting and watching out for me. As soon as I got out of the car he would bound up to me, showing how happy he was by trying to lick my face while I bent down to pat him. I opened the back, he jumped in eagerly and off we went to spend the day at my place. And then he couldn’t help it, he started coming all on his own. Every morning at six o’clock Duke would announce his presence, barking outside my door, with the kind of precision human beings will never have.


We had a good time together. I bought him all the happy dog paraphernalia: rubber balls, toys to chew on, food, bowls, snacks, blankets to make him comfortable. At the end of the day I took him home, and both of us were overjoyed to see Alexandra again.


In the beginning our meetings were brief. She thanked me, apologized for the bother, and sent me home again, without even inviting me in.


Then one time she wasn’t there. It was that muscular pain in the neck of a Kevin who greeted me and took Duke in. “Alex isn’t here,” he said in a friendly tone. I asked him to say hello to her for me and was turning to go when he invited me to stay for supper. I accepted. And I have to admit we had a very pleasant evening. There was something eminently likable about him. He was the kindly fatherly type, about to retire at the age of thirty-seven, with a few million dollars in his bank account. The sort who would take the children to school, train their soccer team, organize barbecues for birthdays. The laid-back type, that was Kevin.


And that very evening Kevin explained how he had hurt his shoulder and the team had given him some time off. During the day he was doing physiotherapy, and in the evening he cooked steaks, watched television, and slept. He couldn’t help but gloat that Alexandra gave him divine massages, which made him feel a lot better. Then he made a list of all the movements that hurt and described all his physiotherapy exercises. He was a simple man in the literal sense of the term, and I began to wonder what Alexandra saw in him.


While the steaks were cooking, he suggested we inspect the hedge to find out how Duke was getting out. He went down one side of the hedge, I took care of the other. I soon found an enormous hole Duke had dug in the lawn to get to the other side of the fence, and obviously I didn’t point it out to Kevin. I told him that my half of the hedge was intact (which wasn’t a lie), and he confirmed that his was too, and we went to eat our steak. Duke’s escapes puzzled him.


“I don’t understand why he’s doing this. It’s the first time. This dog means the world to her. I’m afraid he’ll get run over.”


“How old is he?”


“Eight. That’s already old for a dog this size.”


I did some quick math in my head. Eight years – that meant she bought Duke just after the tragedy.


We drank a few beers. Rather, he did, mainly. I was careful to empty mine discreetly onto the lawn to get him to drink more. I needed to soften him up. I eventually brought up the subject of Alexandra, and with the help of the alcohol he confided in me.


He told me they’d been together for four years. They began their affair at the end of 2007.


“In those days I was playing for the Nashville Predators, and she was living in Nashville. We had a mutual friend, and I had been trying to win this woman over for some time. And then on New Year’s Eve we were at the same party, at that same friend’s house, and that’s when it all began.”


I felt like throwing up, just imagining their first embrace on a boozy New Year’s Eve.


“Love at first sight, then,” I said, acting the fool.


“No, it was tough at first,” Kevin replied, touching in his sincerity.


“Really?”


“Yeah. Apparently, I was her first relationship since she’d broken up with her previous boyfriend. She never wanted to talk about him. Something major, serious, happened. But I don’t know what. I don’t want to push her. Some day, when she’s ready, she’ll tell me.”


“Did she love him?”


“The previous guy? More than anything, I think. I thought I’d never manage to make her forget him. I never talk about it. Everything is great between us now and I’d rather not open up old wounds.”


“You’re right. The guy must have been a real jerk.”


“I don’t know. I don’t like to judge people I don’t know.”


Kevin was so nice he was annoying. He took a sip of beer and eventually I asked him the question that had been bugging me more than anything.


“Have you and Alexandra talked about getting married?”


“I proposed. Two years ago. She cried. Not for joy, if you see what I mean. I understood that it meant ‘not for the time being.’”


“Sorry to hear that, Kevin.”
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