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Chapter I





She cried in bed every night after turning the light off, unless Charles Conway was staying over, in which case she didn’t feel any happier but didn’t cry. With the light on – a desk lamp she’d taken from the school balanced on her night stand, a restaurant-sized tin of tomato sauce – she read magazines until her eyes got tired and stung. This didn’t take long and usually happened shortly after nine o’clock each night. Unless Charles was staying over. But if not, she turned over in bed and turned off the lamp and turned back. When it was overcast, she could see the light of Manhattan caught in the cloud outside her window. By the time the first blackness of the change in light had softened to the coloured dusk of a city evening, she had bent her chin against her chest and begun to blub. In the dark, as if no one could see her then; as if she couldn’t see herself. And might not notice how unhappy she was, because if she did, she’d have to give herself a talking to, since nothing much was wrong and she couldn’t go on like this anyway.


They first got to the apartment at the end of August, after collecting the keys at the school reception. A hot day, somewhere in the nineties and wet as a dishrag. The air-conditioning was down in Bertelmeyer Hall, and because the teachers were still on break, out at Fire Island or walking the dogs or whatever it was they did, and more importantly the department heads and the vice principal still sitting on their porches in Westchester County, nobody had raised a stink about the temperature. All there was was a table fan blowing this way and then that in reception; you waited for it to come your way, you felt it, not so much a relief as something to feel other than the heat, and you heard it turn away again. Her dad, cooped up in the car all day, had a loose tongue getting out, and said to the birdlike Irish woman at the black phones, how good it felt to be back in the city after thirty years and God did he wish it was him. Amy noticed him saying it then and remembered it later. At the time she felt that slight overflow of emotions of various kinds, which she thought of as excitement then but had since realized was much too mixed up with other things for it to be anything that simple. She got it or something like it every morning the first two months standing in front of a classroom, and then again after lunch when she had to go back and do it again. The best you could do was ignore it since it didn’t mean much.


She put her head against his armpit when he said it and her arms around him. He smelt slightly of ill-health or middle age, she couldn’t tell which, a sour smell like the rind of old fruit. He’d put on weight since she went to college; and whenever she came back home on the holidays he ate a bowl of chocolate ice-cream before going to bed, sometimes two while watching television. And now a lump of flesh – though she thought of it always as what it stood for or what she thought it stood for, dissatisfaction with himself – hung over his belt. The line hung in her memory over the next few months and sounded more and more like a reproach, as if the words, like food left in a cupboard, could change smell over time. ‘I guess I hoped to get her at home a year or two after graduation. We’ve got a boy as well, sophomore this fall, though he went out of state too, out west. Kids these days got to live their own lives I figure; I know I did.’ And then, ‘It sure feels good to be back in the city after thirty years and God do I wish it was me.’ Later she decided that he didn’t really mean it, or if he meant it it was only something he’d planned to say when they got there – planned it over the thirty hours in the car from Indianapolis – and maybe by the time he actually got a chance to say it (and he took the first chance he got) it may have lost some of the feeling, or may not have been true any more. It couldn’t be true: nobody could want to live like she was living a second time.





The first thing she did when she got to the apartment was push open the windows. There were three of them in the sitting room and one in the bedroom, all looking downhill towards Manhattan, each containing it seemed to her a different piece of the view. From the bedroom window, if she stuck her head out, she could just about see the modern extension to the school gymnasium, a glassy structure built against the angle of the hill on which the campus sat. The kitchen window – or what she thought of as the kitchen window, since it opened out over the sink at the end of the row of cabinets and countertops that included a small fridge and the oven – looked out on the tattoo parlour and the pizza parlour across from the entrance to her apartment block. Shops stood on the low side of the street and the hill sloped away behind them. Beyond those, and above them, she could make out the trees of Van Cortlandt Park and a strip of flat green just above the rooftops. There was a futon backed up against the rest of the wall, with the other two windows behind it. If you kneeled on it, you could see the park of course and the raised subway station at 242nd Street and beyond that the first warehouses of Inwood across the river, and beyond them the occasional spires of downtown New York. She spent hours in the next few months kneeling and looking, leaning her elbows against one of the sills.


Her sweating palms were caked in dust when she pushed open the windows; she dried them on her denim skirt and saw the marks they made. She couldn’t decide whether to shower and change first – she stank from eight hours in the car in any case – or do something about the dirty screens blurring the view behind the windows. Her dad had got himself a glass of milky water from the sink and sat down. She said, ‘I can’t get these out can you give me a hand.’


‘Why don’t you turn on the air condition?’ he said.


‘There isn’t any.’


‘There’s a unit in the bedroom that might get through to us.’





‘I’d rather have the windows open. We always have the windows open back home. I just want to get rid of these screens.’


‘Let me just drink a glass of water sitting down and I’ll help you bring your stuff up. Trust me, they’re there for a reason.’


‘They’re ugly and dirty.’


‘They’re dirty for a reason.’


She began to wrench one up and down, squeaking, but couldn’t get it out of the slots. So she began to open all the cupboard doors to see if there was anything she could use and eventually decided to take off one of her shoes, black and hard-heeled Doc Martens, and bang the heel against the frame of the screen. Her dad at first didn’t say anything to the noise. And as it grew louder Amy felt more and more trapped inside her movements, which grew more and more violent and (it seemed) ineffectual. She felt trapped both by the fact that nothing seemed to budge and by the fact that whether she wanted to or not she had to keep hitting the edge of the screen harder and harder with her shoe until one of the facts gave way to the other. When the frame cracked and wrenched out of the slots she began to cry, and was still crying as she pulled the rest of it out and through the window again. By that time her dad had come round and caught her in his arms and they stood there for perhaps a minute while she held the dirty screen in one hand sobbing and he had his hands clasped at her stomach and kissed the top of her head.


‘Don’t leave me here,’ she said. ‘Don’t leave me here.’


‘It’s gonna be fine. It’s gonna be wonderful.’ Then he added a little later, letting go of her, ‘I don’t want to leave you here. I don’t want to leave you anywhere. But I have to.’




*





She met Charles shortly after that, even before the school year started. There was a function to celebrate the fundraisers and patrons who had recently mustered, each in their separate ways, millions of dollars for the school renovations scheduled for the following summer. The glass extension to the gymnasium was only a prelude to greater things; and the party was held on its brightly varnished wooden floors both to ‘open its doors’ and usher in the improvements to come. All of the teachers had been invited, but only the new teachers showed up. Amy looked frail in a cotton dress – she never wore dresses – and sandals, her only alternatives to the black Doc Martens. She had always been thin, with thin shoulders and hips, but when she lost weight, as she had after graduation, her breasts diminished and whatever she wore hung loosely over her frame. Short sandy hair cut just past her ears and black-rimmed glasses framed a face that was pretty in youth and might look ordinary afterwards: her cheeks, which had been plump in childhood, retained something of their shape, and gave her an air of good health in spite of her grown-up weightlessness. She had a straight plain nose and narrow chin; and a fund of sexual restlessness that expressed itself in many other kinds of restlessness and distinguished her from other girls caught between pretty and plain with narrow hips and a small chest. Though it didn’t look as if it would last her long unless circumstances changed; it might easily have spent itself by her thirties. She looked like a girl who would grow more conventional rather than less.


Charles introduced himself to her when he saw her holding a glass of white wine and not drinking it, but holding it close to her chin as if she’d just had a sip and might soon want another. She thought he looked very much at his ease as she watched him come across the shiny floor towards her in his black shoes, which gave off the same crackling shine as the wooden boards. ‘Hi,’ he said, rolling up a programme and slotting it under his armpit, taking her glass of wine in his left hand and shaking her now empty hand, still slightly damp from the condensation on the cold drink, in his right. ‘I’m Charles Conway.’


‘Who’s Charles Conway?’ she said. She had a way of talking that made her look as if she wasn’t listening even to herself: her eyes darted here and there to either side of him, and her lips only wriggled as she spoke.





‘I’m one of the famous sons,’ he said. It turned out he’d graduated from the school seven or eight years before. As the evening wore on it became clear to her just what kind of character she had taken by the arm: he was greeted everywhere by sudden, and not entirely forced, good humour, and often by the epithet Charles had attributed to himself: ‘the famous Conway’, people said, and took him by the hand or patted his back or the side of his solid arm beneath his snug black dinner jacket. The head teacher herself called him that, along with the worst-dressed man at the party: a grey-haired stocky gentleman wearing dirty sneakers, a short-sleeved collared shirt, and a whistle on a string around his neck, which he blew at occasionally from time to time and to no discernible effect. Charles was, as he explained to her through the course of the evening, not only one of the star pupils – and a standout on the tennis team, the eight-man crew, and the oratorical society – but also the son of one of the school’s more significant benefactors, for which reason he had attended that night. His father, a lawyer, hated such dos and wasn’t very good at them, so he usually sent Charles. ‘Besides,’ Charles said, ‘I didn’t have anything else to do tonight.’ Amy couldn’t be sure if he said ‘don’t’ or ‘didn’t’ but the ‘tonight’ sounded like a late addition in any case.


He had the kind of sandy hair and complexion that blend into each other and suggest an aristocratic air; grainy green eyes which he often blinked; a blond stubble with mineral residues of black and grey in it. He was tall – a good head taller than Amy, who herself was closer to five ten than five nine, even in sandals – and never seemed ill at ease, not even around Amy, who clearly was; partly because he didn’t mind if she didn’t talk much, which she didn’t. When he asked her what she taught, she said, ‘Biology’ but his only response was, ‘I wanted to be a surgeon once, but went off it.’ Not that he spent the whole night talking about himself: he had the subtly feminine and quite irresistible charm of a handsome, well-built man who seems to like nothing better than softly spoken gossip. His voice was both languorous and rather abrupt; there were corners slowly taken and sudden halts. Amy found herself standing on tiptoe to put her ear by his lips; sometimes he leaned too far and tickled her slightly: she felt the light waving hairs on her lobe standing on end. He had stories about most of the teachers and told them with the obvious relish of a young man who has not yet outlived his schooldays.


Amy could drink with a will when the occasion demanded, and she rose to it that night. She tended to drink the same way people get in cold water: tentatively then suddenly; and it didn’t take much to get her blood going – for that inarticulate though not unpleasant suspicion to overwhelm her that a great deal was happening or about to happen, more than she could possibly take in at once, though she wanted to try. White wine came and went in her glass, which always seemed half empty, regardless of how much she drank. When Charles began to kiss her on the brand-new concrete balcony by the door opening on to the hillside falling away at their feet, she said to him, in a voice louder and thicker than her own, ‘I don’t know anybody in New York so why don’t you come back to mine.’


He said, ‘Can we walk there?’


‘Sure we can walk there.’


‘I don’t like the subway round here and I’m too drunk to drive.’


‘Sure we can walk there,’ she said again. ‘Five minutes.’


He stood for a moment in reflection, with his face bent towards her cheek and his mouth open. ‘Did you notice how the concrete under these lights looks like it’s got moonlight on it?’


‘Isn’t there a moon?’ she said, looking up.


‘No, no moon.’




*





She called him ‘Charles Conway’ all night, and thought of him that way even after they’d been seeing each other for several months. She called him Charles Conway in the staff room, too – an L-shaped room curled around one of the bathrooms, some said carved out of the stalls. It stank like it too in hot weather, because the windows wouldn’t stay open any further than you propped them, and all anybody did was stick a textbook in to wedge them up. One of the older teachers, Mr Peasbody, had taken her under his wing. He was a slenderish, elegantly dressed man from Connecticut, with an incongruously heavy and pock-marked face and large sad eyes. ‘What’s the young lady doing tonight?’ he’d ask, crossing his legs and swivelling his desk chair round at the same time. ‘I’m bored with myself these days. Cheer me up.’


‘Charles Conway is taking me out to dinner in Manhattan.’


He became something of a joke and a symbol – of all things gallant and rich and metropolitan, and well above them, unless you were young and pretty. In short, of the kind of people they taught every day, the kind of lives their students would lead, which they could not quite aspire to themselves.


When they woke up together the next morning, Charles surprised her by having nowhere to go. She got up first, plucking a towel from the top of the bathroom door and wrapping it round her. He propped her pillow behind him, stretched out elaborately, and clasped his hands behind his head sitting half up. He was sitting like that, looking cheerful and sleepy, when she came out of the shower: her thin brown hair grew wispy and pale in the wet, and she folded another towel round her head to hide and dry it.


‘I’ll get you a towel,’ she said, hoping he’d leave her to dress alone, but he answered, ‘Don’t bother, I’ll shower when I get home’, and didn’t move. There’d been rain overnight to wipe the slate clean, and the sun was up in a clear sky and streaming more and more fully through the window as noon approached. It caught his face, or rather specks of his face – his stubble, the grain of his eyes, his teeth – which glinted in the yellow band of light as he squinted against it. She gathered an armful of clothes and changed in the bathroom. It was Tuesday morning, she had a bad head, and her first day of school was Wednesday. When she got out again, dressed except for her wet feet, he was flicking through her stack of magazines.


‘I wouldn’t mind writing for one of these outfits,’ he said. ‘They’re all the same: cosmetic compositions, in both senses. Like abstract art – composed of elements rather than figures.’


‘Are you hungry?’ she said.


‘What d’you got in the house?’


She considered for a minute. ‘How about we go out for breakfast?’


‘Sure, I don’t mind.’ And he got up naked in front of her and carefully put on his clothes from the night before: the black trousers, which he’d folded and hung over the back of her desk chair, white shirt (from a hanger in her closet), cuff links, laid next to his watch on the tin of tomatoes. Only he left the bow-tie untied and loose around his neck. ‘I know a little place around here’, he said, ‘I’d like to show you.’


That in fact became a characteristic of their relationship. Charles Conway showed Amy Bostick around town. Everywhere they went he knew ‘a little place’, and as often as not the proprietor there would greet him by name or by taking Charles’s paw in one hand and holding Charles’s elbow in the other and shaking both at once. The place he took her to that morning was a kind of Mexican greasy spoon, a ‘shortorder joint’ Charles called it, named Rosarita’s. At least that’s what someone had painted in pink and blue on the white board above the awning. They sat at one of the round unsteady tables on the pavement underneath it and when Amy complained about sitting out of the sunshine and getting cold – she wore only a plain white T-shirt, linen shorts and Birkenstocks, and goosepimpled lightly – Charles called out, with patrician good humour, for someone to roll up the awning. A narrow-shouldered, dark-skinned man with a heavy moustache promptly attended them. He moved in the jerky almost brittle fashion of a skinny man whose skinniness has outlived his youth. As soon as he saw Charles he called out his name and put his hands around his neck, then bustled in and came out bearing two peach-coloured drinks in large wine glasses on a tray. Amy was more touched than she had any right to be and felt herself falling under the spell of the sandy young man in a dirty tuxedo whose stains showed up bright and dusty in the sunshine.


She was still somewhat drunk from the night before, and the peach-coloured liquid suggested at least that it was going to get better before it got worse. Charles it seems had decided to let her talk. He ordered some kind of huevos and ate them hungrily and without great dignity when they appeared; leaning forward to get low to the plate and looking up at her from under his thickening eyebrows to show he was listening from time to time. Amy said something about looking forward to the football season, that being the one thing about the start of the school year she always looked forward to: the leaves drying up on the trees, the first norther coming through to knock them off, and Notre Dame. She hadn’t decided yet who to root for now that she’d transplanted herself. Her alma mater, Amherst, was pretty much a wash-out as far as football went. And she figured she’d spent enough time on the East Coast now not to beat against the prevailing winds any more – she might try pulling for the Giants.


Charles said, ‘So you’re one of those girls who makes a point of liking football.’


She almost bridled at that: she had been trying to impress him. Charles didn’t seem to notice and, somewhat abashed, Amy made a confession she’d been hoping to get to at some stage in any case. ‘I guess I’ve always been something of a Daddy’s girl.’ That set her off, though she probably left as much out as she included – saving it for later, perhaps, when she needed something vulnerable to expose for the purposes of conversation. Her father, also named Charles as it happens, though he went mostly by his middle name Jack, treated her like a boy from the start. To the point where, when her younger brother Andy came along, being that much younger and blooming later as a boy, he couldn’t hope to keep up and turned out something of a disappointment in that respect, and concentrated on what she wouldn’t compete with him at, like painting. Jack had a try-out for a minor-league ball club after college, which when he didn’t make it he ended up in law school. Played the hot-shot lawyer in New York for five years, till Mom came along and they went home to Indiana to raise kids. They were both from Indiana, that was part of the appeal: but Amy guessed he kind of took out his ambitions on her. Not that she minded at all: going to state in softball her senior year was probably the most etc. of her life. And so on.


But, as usual, she edited less than she had intended to. And certain phrases cropped up now and again: I guess I was always the lucky one, I totally see why he resented me. These indicated what she had wanted to indicate in any case – that she was a favourite child. However much she told herself that it was ungenerous, and worse, to bring these things into the open, that they should be the unacknowledged solace of her lonelier hours. Still, the truth insists on being told. She was blessed by the preferences of love. The natural choice of affections. The darling of hearts. The inheritor of her parents’ dreams. The one to bet on.


Though as for that, even Amy couldn’t be sure how much of it was true any more, if it was ever true. It’s always hardest to edit out what you have begun to doubt. Her brother, in his sophomore year at Pomona, had begun to get his cartoons – his graphic art – published in some San Francisco magazines. He won a sculpture prize, including a thousand-dollar cheque, on the strength of which he spent the summer backpacking through Mexico. Aunts, cousins, old college buddies, were always ringing up her parents to say they’d come across his work or his name on a website somewhere. You couldn’t go home without seeing some magazine page tacked on to the fridge or the living-room mirror, most of it too strange or horrible to look at. She had quit the softball team her freshman year and the word she used for Amherst football was really the word that summed up how she had begun to think about the four years after high school: they had proved something of a wash-out. Nothing had changed, least of all her, except that everything she used to like about herself had gotten a little dusty.


Her relations with her mother Joanne had always been somewhat prickly, on her side at least. They just didn’t get each other for a start, besides which there was no way Amy wanted to end up like Joanne: sweet and condescended to, as Amy saw it. Not that her father seemed so happy these days. Another source of guilt. Arthritis in his knees meant he couldn’t even play softball any more, and he spent too much time in front of the couch watching the TV. Two years before he had had his teeth out (after Andy left for college): the thought of that plastic smile sitting in the glass on the shelf above the bathroom sink made her want to cry. He was forty-seven: already he had the artificial cheeriness of an old man to whom no one pays any real attention. Cheaply renovated, that’s what he looked, with the hair he had left brushed back along his neck in thin strands that reminded her of her own wispy scalp after a shower. She should have moved back home after graduation, for a year at least; only, for whatever reason, and the fact surprised her as much as her parents, she hadn’t. When she told her father she was moving to New York, he said, ‘That’s the right kind of thing for you to do. Though I can’t say I didn’t hope you’d come back home. But you always used to take things on head on.’ She puzzled over that ‘used’. Maybe he thought he didn’t know her so well after four years at college. Maybe something else. She got the sense he was sending out a delegate to live the rest of his life – the life he should have lived in New York, when he ran around with a ‘pretty fast crowd’ and didn’t have kids. (That hokum ‘pretty’ gave the game away when he said it.)


Amy knew herself well enough to realize this account of events was only partly right. She needed to think of her life as important. It didn’t seem so any more. Charles, she already suspected, practised some editing of his own. ‘I guess I better push off,’ he said after breakfast, hopeful of contradiction perhaps; though when she asked him what he had planned for the day, he adopted a brisk tone. ‘Buddy of mine’s trying to set up a company,’ he began, and swallowed the last of her drink. ‘I won’t bore you with the details, but I’m lending him a hand.’ And then added, after signalling for the bill: ‘Financial and otherwise.’ As he had guessed, perhaps, that stopped Amy’s curiosity short. All she said was, ‘Do you get summers off?’


‘That’s not how I work,’ he said.


She watched him from her window after he saw her to the lobby. Kneeling on the futon and straining out, she admired the way he seemed to have somewhere to go but no hurry. His dinner jacket trailing off a thumb over his shoulder; the pleasant downhill swagger of a light hangover the morning after, his feet loose in his shoes. But the road dropped sharply and he disappeared behind a bend in it on the way back to the school where his car was parked. She didn’t get a look at his car. She thought, I hope I get a chance to before it ends.


Now that he was gone she didn’t seem to have so much to do, and her apartment didn’t have any answers. Not since high school had she fallen in love, and wasn’t sure how to go about it any more. It used to be easier – this wasn’t hard work, but she felt she could go either way and didn’t want to have to choose. Already the thought presented itself to her: I suppose it depends on how lonely I get teaching, what I decide to make of this whole thing. And then she wondered what about Charles Conway gave her such grounds for confidence the choice was hers; that’s when the first shadow of doubt fell across her, and an ache ran along a vein in her temple. Just like in college, she told herself: by the time you decide you are where you are where you are, it’s too late. And: I hope he calls; I’m not sure I have the guts to any more.







*





She hardly thought about him Wednesday, that’s how she put it to herself at night, aside from a single embarrassment. There seemed so much for her to worry about, running hot and cold all day. By the afternoon the combination of her intermittent sweat and the air-conditioning had taken its toll: she stank slightly, and wished she’d worn a cardigan over her T-shirt to hide the patches under her arms. The problem she thought would be to keep the children quiet. In fact, she couldn’t get them to talk: row upon row of fourteen-year-olds, asleep or terrified or sullenly resentful, appeared before her; and she guessed in retrospect that she should have waited them out. But at the time – how could it be otherwise, given the restless, eager, dissatisfied current to her nature – she buzzed and flitted around them, playing the fool or the prim miss as the occasion demanded, confusing them and herself, desiring alternately and with an instant passion that surprised her to be each of their best friends or never to see them again. By eleven thirty she was utterly beat. She sat in a stall in the teachers’ WC and cried. Then composed her face, and walked out across the baseball field on a bright clear September day whose sunshine it seemed couldn’t touch her as she shivered in it regardless, heading for the cafeteria. The sight of all those children talking at once and eating appalled her. Already she suffered from a kind of persistent stage fright, convinced she would be called upon to remember a name or chastise a delinquent. So she held her head up in a blind way, certain that everyone could see what a miserable fraud she was. Filled a tray with food she was too nervous to eat, and sat in the far corner at an empty table by a window overlooking the concrete balcony on which she had first kissed Charles Conway, the famous son, two nights before.


Other teachers joined her, muttering do you mind if we? as they sat down. Amy sipped a mug of black coffee while picking indiscriminately from a paper plate heaped with tuna-fish salad, cottage cheese, carrot sticks and chocolate doughnuts. A headache danced circles around her eyes, but she began to talk in spite of it. ‘My throat’s so dry, I can’t spit enough to eat,’ she said.


‘After day one I always feel like I’ve been to a rock concert,’ declared a bulldog-faced man with his elbows on the table. And added, ‘I’m in computers.’


Mr Peasbody, stroking his tie, looked round elaborately and said, ‘At this point, my dear, you’re closer to their age than ours.’ They shared a table in the Biology office and had already been introduced. He had made a point of explaining that he was far too old for her, being gay besides, and that he intended to call her from the first what she clearly was: a dear, a darling, etc. If she didn’t mind. She couldn’t read him one bit, and at first she attributed this to the fact that she couldn’t read anybody in this strange new world, anybody at all. Add to that, his being gay, a Connecticut blue-blood, and so on. Most of her relations with older men were driven by the worries over whether or not they wanted to get her into bed. Later, she decided that he was odd; a deliberately closed book.


‘It doesn’t feel that way,’ she said.


‘Not to you, perhaps. Not yet. They’ll grow on you. They are not as strange as they first appear.’


‘Look at them. Eating.’ She gestured at the children through the glass partition between the students’ hall and the faculty dining room. The teachers were outnumbered and some basic quality of that fact could not be ignored: the mass of vital energy was on the other side of the glass wall, and against them.


‘Growing, I often think, brings out terrible manners.’ This from a gentleman in a bow-tie, a pleasantly filled-out figure, with silky cheeks. ‘Stuart Englander.’ She had seen him in the hallways outside the English department; a stack of leather books between elbow and rib, a couple of girls in tow. He had a reputation for being particularly patient with girls. Amy was young enough to feel his charm: the charm of an old man’s contented curiosity, directed at you. Just a half-smile suggesting that not much changes over time, after all. He took her hand.


‘I’m Charles,’ she replied; blushed and added, ‘but you can call me Amy.’


So the thought of him hovered over her first day, but rarely alighted: a slip of the tongue waiting to happen. She had decided over the summer to finish her grading and her preps in the office before going home; but when the last bell rang she filed out with the rest of the students into the baseball field and walked along the row of yellow buses towards her apartment. A backpack hanging off her shoulder, sandals over her feet: a figure indistinguishable from the students pushing their way past, apart from her loneliness and silence, and the slight respect they accorded her, making way, for being one of those people who had already gone through what they were going through and couldn’t do so again.


She ate supper kneeling on the floor with papers spread out across the futon. When she awoke with her head by the plate, she got up, leaving the dish there and her cup on the floor, and took off her clothes on the way to bed. As soon as the lights were off, she began to cry but it wasn’t long after that she fell asleep.

















Chapter II





Amy’s father called, some Saturday afternoon in October, to say that why didn’t the whole family come to hers for Thanksgiving, if she didn’t mind. From that moment she stopped at least two or three times a day in the middle of whatever she was doing to look forward to it. And after that there was Christmas and after that she could always stay in bed and refuse to go back East when the New Year came. The thought of Charles Conway, of never seeing him again, barely troubled her at all from this imagined retreat; nevertheless, she phoned him at once to tell him the good news, and turned off the Saturday cartoons, and let her dad’s old army blanket slip off her pyjamaed legs and when Charles said, why don’t you come downtown and we can make a real day of it, she answered repeatingly, ‘I want to see you. I just want to see you.’


Charles had already heard a great deal about the charms of Jack Bostick, but he was, among other things, one of those talkers who had so many afternoons to draw out that there was nothing he couldn’t hear twice or three times and with interest too. They sat together against the hedge of the roof garden at the Met, sharing a cup of tea, and twisting from time to time to get a look at the Park behind them: the wind laying a flat hand over the trees; autumn’s untidiness, the seams picked at and ravelling, litter and leaves scattered against the green. ‘I’d very much like to meet your old man,’ he said. ‘I have a feeling the two of us have a lot to say to each other.’


Amy noted a slight resistance in her to such an assertion, the bristle of the trees against the wind, contrary, but felt too much carrying her forward, forward, to pull up short. The tea got cold in her hand as she explained herself: a familiar explanation she had almost grown tired of repeating by the end of college, the words worn out; but she ventured upon it fresh now, with a new listener, and a rising and irresistible sense that whatever view of herself had been true before could be true again, regardless of the disappointments and disillusions of her college life. These were simply an interruption. She was, had always been, Daddy’s girl: a bruiser, healthy and virulent, blunt with happiness and a confidence in her own talents that the frailty and uncertainties of the girls around her had justified all too often. Her father being the root and source of everything she believed in and acted upon and excelled at. From the beginning she had belonged to him, a daughter to rival any son, star of softball and debate teams, both of which her father had coached in his brief spare time, the object of every adolescent crush. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘how there’s always one dad the girls get stuck on.’


‘I had hoped and imagined that to be the case,’ Charles replied.


‘That was my dad. Even after he had his teeth out, he was the kind of man who could bring it off. Make a joke of it, you know, but not look like an old-timer. He had a good body, too, wasn’t anything to be ashamed of with his shirt off. So when he took the girls rafting over the summer and took us out on the water bare-chested – hairy enough to set him apart from the boys we knew but nothing gross – I always caught my friends checking him out.’


She added, conscious of using the past tense, to make up for it, ‘He could have played baseball, too, maybe, if he wanted.’ And again, drinking the cold tea, ‘It’s not like he drove us, either; so when I quit the softball team after freshman year, he was right behind me.’ And roused herself, aware of tailing off, ending lamely: she had suspected before that everything began to go wrong then and that her father’s tame acceptance of the fact had included a more general acknowledgement of her family’s failure to be anything out of the ordinary. ‘My friends at college used to say’ – this coyly, sidelong – ‘I was too in love with my dad to fall in love with anybody else.’


Whether or not it was true, she had already guessed that it was one of those insights into ourselves that, kept clean by constant repetition, takes our eyes off other dirtier revelations. Though even Amy couldn’t quite forget the misery of her first two months in New York by repeating, ‘I am happy, and loved, and the all-American girl.’


‘I can’t wait’, Charles said, ‘to take him on the town when he comes.’


Again, that slight bristle of resistance; the tree bent forward under the wind, ready to snap back.




*





Charles had a place on Fifth Avenue, a rather grand one-bedroom looking down on 79th Street, and, at an angle, south along the Park. Prints of hunting dogs ranged along one wall, papered deep maroon. A mini-bar lay between two windows, tall as doors, which opened on to narrow fretwork iron balconies. Flowers in terracotta pots banked high against the black paint of the rails. Amy always had the sense when she came in of stepping into an expensive dirty secret, and refused to sleep over, even on Saturday nights. It looked like the flat an older man might keep for a high-class mistress, and she didn’t want to be a part of the son’s inheritance – a pretty young thing to play with at home on weekends, a part of the idleness and the languorous curiosity and the great unacted ambitions of Charles’s world. It seemed an easy way to be happy, and she did not want to be happy easily. And she guessed, rightly perhaps, that Charles quickly grew bored of anyone or thing that gave in to him.


An element of family pride prompted her resistance, a puritanical unwillingness to live on borrowed riches and glamour. Something of the same had persuaded her father to leave Manhattan behind, his life at the firm; some urgency original to her mother to forswear baubles, an argument won before Amy’s birth, repeated from time to time in her parent’s marriage, and won again and again by Joanne. ‘Your mother’s right,’ her father used to say, about a boat for the lake or a swimming pool in the backyard or a new car. ‘This isn’t a thing we need.’ One of the few prejudices she had inherited from her mother: a sense of the honour in making do, as a matter of taste. She had been taught living within her means, and over time the phrase had come to include cutting back on what you could let yourself hope for, out of propriety.


Besides, she wished to cut short any jokes about ‘Mrs Charles Conway’ in the teachers’ lounge, any eager, envious curiosity into the life they led. ‘Not much’ was how she answered questions about the things she got up to on her nights and weekends; though this was hardly true. There were restaurants and bars she couldn’t afford, private parties in lofts and roof gardens, once a helicopter ride and a weekend in the Hamptons. But Amy refused to have her head turned, and clung to a kind of middle-class faith not unlike the religious, part of an argument about what was real and what wasn’t real, what mattered and didn’t. Almost to her surprise, Charles followed her tamely back (when she let him) to her place on 246 ½ Street after a night on the town. She would sleep against him in the subway car; they would stagger out together at the last stop and sweat off any leftover drunkenness climbing the hill to her apartment block; then the next morning she would send him home. Amy suspected from time to time that the root of his ‘patience’ with her (that’s the word she used, some of Charles’s friends talked of forbearance) lay in a groundwater of unhappiness not unlike her own; but this insight into her lover required the same insight into herself, and for the most part she was willing to attribute his attentions to gallantry and affection.


Even so, it made plain good sense when her family came at Thanksgiving to give them her flat and stay over at Charles’s place. But she wanted to make a point about families, and mucking in – to flaunt her own inheritance in front of him. ‘This is what I’m really like, around these people,’ she hoped to show him: this is who I am. Not simply to prove her independence, but to preen herself, confident of looking at her best in their affection, at her most desirable, playing the role of golden girl she thought was hers in the family play. In their three months together, Amy had never met Conway père, and made a point of not insisting on it. She met his older brother Robert only once, at an alumni function at the Yale Club. He was a lawyer downtown, and rather charmingly spent the evening getting drunk in a corner with her, complaining about the party and disparaging Charles – who was flitting through the crowds and could be seen from time to time, when they parted, emerging from an embrace, or pushing his way through the packed hall, a drink in each hand spilling over.
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She spent the afternoon of their arrival, the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, growing increasingly anxious. Charles had slept over the night before, since her holidays began that morning. His life was all holiday, to an extent he left purposefully vague, but he had rather charmingly caught an enthusiasm for Amy’s that outran her own. He brought her eggs in bed, cooked in a way she disliked, along with the papers, which he read, elaborately at his ease beside her, picking at her plate of unfinished food, and fresh squeezed juice, somewhat watery, with the pips in, and only a cup of coffee for himself. Occasionally uttering, in an offhand way, such things as, ‘I once thought I wouldn’t mind taking a run at politics, but then there’s the plain fact of living in DC or God help us Virginia.’ And, ‘I might turn my hand to the greenhouse question, before I’m through. If only to annoy my father.’


Amy eventually grew fed up with his laziness, what she sometimes called his timelessness, the way nothing pricked him to move on; and she kicked him out of bed at last, and out of her door, claiming the hundreds of things she had to do to prepare for Thanksgiving, and including, in the rush of her scolding, ‘I don’t know why you stick around here you get on just fine on your own and never miss me once’, when he complained that he wanted to hang back to meet her folks, etc. The sentiment snagged in her thoughts, she hadn’t meant to go so far, and even the recollection of her saying it and his heeding it later surprised in her a thrill of fear. She watched him loping beside the current of leftover rain running along the kerb. Rags of blue sky were torn from the clouds. She didn’t want him to go; such an ordinary and pleasant afternoon might have stretched before them if it weren’t for her insistence on spoiling everything; and the corollary of these thoughts struck her for the first time: she didn’t want her family to come.


Most of the morning was spent in a hurry that took her mind off the main event. But when the turkey had been got, and everything else in the fridge left on the counter to make space for it, and the cans of candied yams stacked neatly on top of the shelf. When the bags of stuffing, two kinds, had been stuck behind the cereal boxes, and the sack of potatoes, despaired of, pushed to a corner of the floor. When she had bought not only a blend of fresh coffee for her dad from the toniest deli in her neighbourhood but a coffee-maker to brew it in from a warehouse appliance store in Inwood across the Harlem River; and hauled two six-packs of beer up the walk-up and slid two bottles in the freezer to ice them for his arrival. When she had stripped her bed and laid on fresh sheets and a duvet for her parents, and piled a tidy heap of covers beside the futon for herself and her brother. When she had got in a real sweat, in spite of the rain overnight and the opened windows, which turned into a temper; and begun to be overwhelmed by a sense of consumption outstripping the heartiest appetite, of the leftovers to linger week-long in her fridge, kept under saran-wrap on a fatty platter as token and evidence of her family visit, then discarded at last, with a heart as cold as the turkey.


Then she sat down and waited for them to come.
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She had fallen asleep in front of the television when the bell rang, some hours late, and she thought, not yet, not yet, before waking up and buzzing them in. A trip to the sink to wash the sleep from her eyes, and even so she had time to look round her quiet apartment and count the seconds, before she heard heavy steps coming at last up the stairs, the shuffling gait of a man with bags. Amy had left the door open a crack, and her father pushed his way in and set down two pieces of matching initialled luggage she had never seen before, and said, ‘where’s the bathroom?’ before her mother, pale with lank hair, came and gave her a hug that smelt of the airplane. ‘I’m sorry we’re late but let me tell you, you wouldn’t believe…’ she began and sat down on the futon. ‘I need a drink of water,’ she said with her hands on her lap.


Already Amy felt a slight constriction around her throat at the clutter, not only of bags but of people. Her mother had set a handbag at her feet on the floor, between the futon and the chest from home serving as a coffee table, which Amy stepped over to sit beside her and give her a glass, slightly clouded from the tap. Her mother looked at it once, and said nothing, and drank. Her dad came out and laid his coat, a greasy Burberry, over the two bags in the hall. ‘Look at this, look at this, look at this,’ he said, rubbing his hands in a complimentary fashion. He had lost weight and looked well on it, in spite of the long haul and the early start. There was an animal satisfaction to his movements, a directness, pleasurable in itself like a clear style. His hair, thin and dull the last time she saw him, had been cut short, and bristled slightly where it stood – and now purringly resisted the rub of his hand across his scalp. ‘I’m going to make myself at home,’ he said, looking in the fridge, and her heart went out to him, gratefully, in answered faith. Her mother looked fretfully across at him and called out, ‘I wouldn’t mind some juice if there is any’, holding out her glass for him to fetch. The resentment, Amy thought, a woman feels that her body ages more shamefully than a man’s.





Her mother wanted a nap but Jack was eager to ‘hit the town’ as he said, and since she didn’t like to be left out of anything, she thought for a minute and decided to come along. Amy felt already she had been muted slightly, turned down almost imperceptibly in volume. She hung back, as the day wore on, more and more with her mother – they both laboured somewhat under the awkward burden of the man’s vitality. Amy had suggested they walk to the school grounds and there was a coffee shop where she often… but Jack cut in that he’d like to ‘get out of the sticks’ and when her mother chided him, Amy, reddening slightly, insisted she ‘didn’t mind at all what they did she was so happy to see them both’ to gloss over any suspicion of injured vanity, not entirely successfully. But it was still at that point in the day when she felt closer to her father than her mother, and she didn’t want to let him down in front of her.


This in fact became the pattern of their afternoon. Amy wanted to show them the roof garden at the Met, since the day was windy and sunny in equal measure while it lasted, and the Park looked wonderful in the quiet of being above it. But Jack said he couldn’t stand the crowds there, it was more of a supermarket than anything else, and what he used to do on a free afternoon in New York was get a bag of lunch at Zabar’s and take a book to Riverside Park. And so on. They spent much of the afternoon looking for places he’d been to thirty years before though he couldn’t quite remember the cross street, etc., if it was there at all any more. In any case, he said, there wasn’t a better way to see the Upper West Side than getting lost in it, a phrase he had every opportunity to repeat. Amy scarcely knew the neighbourhood at all. Charles Conway lived east of the Park, and she knew Manhattan mostly according to his habits and haunts. All she knew of the West Side was the cross-town bus at 86th Street, next to the subway stop. She pretended at first to a certain amount of local knowledge, and looked deliberately perplexed at any question she couldn’t answer. Then gave up, and tagged along behind him with her mother. It was nearly four o’clock before they had lunch on a dirty bench in the flowerless gardens of Riverside Park. And then Jack had an idea for coffee and there was a bookshop he used to love.


In the end it was something like desperation that made her lure them round to Charles’s apartment. She hadn’t planned to introduce them till Thanksgiving itself – had made in fact a great fuss about wanting them all to herself for the first day and he shouldn’t mind if she didn’t call him. But as they were walking through Central Park, just at sunset, the light, cold and liquid, leaking around and soaking the few leaves and bare branches of the trees, her father got muddled about the east and west and they found themselves out at Fifth Avenue. Her mother, who had been complaining steadily of the cold and her feet for the past half-hour, said, ‘At this point and without any interest in arguing the matter, I need somewhere to sit down.’ Jack stared up and down the turning paths and muttered, ‘Hold on a bit, I just need to get my bearings.’ And, after a silent minute, ‘I can’t figure that at all. Always look south, they say, always look south.’ Her mother had begun to repeat herself – ‘As I said before, and without any interest in… ‘– when Amy interjected, ‘Let me just see if he’s in’, and walked off towards the glimmering street lights of the intersection.


God, I hope he’s in, she thought. Let him be in. And didn’t look round to see if they were following.
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Something subtle had shifted, from the moment the doorman greeted her with, ‘Evening, Miss Bostick’ and ushered the three of them, footsore and cross-grained, into the mirrored splendour of the elevator. They stepped out into Charles’s flat, and he was at a little side-table by the window, writing letters it seemed. He wore a white shirt, open-necked, and as he strode across the room towards them the collar stood up around his ears exposing the clear firm lines of muscle sloping down either side towards his shoulders.





‘I expect you both could use a drink,’ he said, stooping to kiss Mrs Bostick on the cheek and taking Jack by the hand, ‘if you’ve been chasing after Amy all day trying to find her way in the city.’


‘He teases me for living in the Bronx,’ Amy said, conscious of playing a game in tandem – aware that he realized whatever it was that had worn them out wasn’t her fault but it might be easier for all to pretend that it was. ‘He says I can’t find my way in town without a taxi.’


‘I didn’t know you were a taxi-taker,’ Jack said, surprised to find his ill-humour lightening.


Charles stood at the little bar between the windows cutting lemons. ‘If anyone here is interested,’ he called over his shoulder, ‘the small room for private contemplation on diverse subjects runs off the bedroom. Amy, why don’t you show your mother the way.’


‘Charles!’ Amy protested.


‘He’s quite right,’ Mrs. Bostick said.


‘I have a mother myself,’ Charles explained, turning slightly round. ‘Gin and tonics all round, will that do?’ he continued, when it was only himself and Mr Bostick in the room.


‘You’ve got some fine things here,’ Jack said, staring at the walls with his hands clasped in front of him, not quite knowing where to sit down. Charles put a drink in his hand and sat down himself, at one of the two silk-cushioned couches facing each other under the chandelier. He set his sweating glass on the naked cherrywood of a side stand, and kicked his loafers off and crossed one leg underneath him. ‘Take a load off.’


Jack sat down opposite. ‘Mind if I do the same?’ he said, hoping the phrase sounded comfortable and easy in such quarters, dimly aware he was only imitating the younger man, his host. After stooping carefully to untie the laces, he wrinkled his toes in their socks and lay back. ‘God that feels good. I forgot how tiring the city could be.’


‘That’s right.’ Charles leaned forward. ‘Amy tells me you used to practise downtown.’





This set them off, and by the time the ‘girls’ came back, Jack could happily declare to his daughter, ‘Don’t worry about us, we’re already old friends.’ And Charles could leave it to his guest, to get to his tired feet and do the honours for the ladies, handing them each their drinks from the little bar.
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That evening was perhaps the high point of their visit, as Amy at least considered it, looking back – before the shameful and rather embarrassing conclusion to her parents’ stay, which affected her far less than she might have imagined such things would. Even at the time she suspected a trajectory at work, whose progress could easily include a sharp downturn and temporary collapse. Everything was going well in a way she hadn’t envisioned; a portion of her life usually neglected had been included or acknowledged in the course of the day. And while she had expected to feel something along those lines when her folks came, a touch of heat from her old real life, the reverse, rather, had proved the case: her new life (and lover) had revived the old.


Charles said they could order in or go ‘out on the town’ (a phrase her father repeated), but that he hadn’t got the equipment to cook up anything in house. Jack, pink and refreshed, declared he had itchy feet and wanted to get out among the lights; but Mrs Bostick complained she couldn’t go any further without something inside her and they may as well stop where they were seeing everything was so nice and comfortable. ‘You can look at the lights from here.’


In the end, Charles offered a kind of compromise and assured Joanne, taking her by the arm, that they wouldn’t go far and hardly needed to put on coats. Nevertheless they brought what they had with them, stepped into the elevator again and out at the lobby. A brisk cold walk along 79th Street, the glow of the traffic running against them, the homeward bound. Amy thought of the overwhelming number of private errands and destinations required to produce such a large conjuncture at the cross-town road running into Fifth Avenue: all those solitary purposes commingling, the inevitable coincidences. Obscurely saddening: everyone with some place to go to, such a mass of resignation and relief at the end of a day. The crowds themselves a symbol for the crowd of days ahead facing each of them: ‘one of many’ was the rule behind each thing.


They turned left on Madison and almost immediately turned again as an usher in black-tie held open a glass door for Charles, who led them into a low-lit restaurant, done up expensively in bland grey leather and pale wood. The maître d’ pointed them to their table, and pulled back the chairs of the ladies. There was no menu, no cash register; everyone called Mr Conway by name. The currents driving most public relations and transactions had been wrinkled away or got rid of altogether: money, anonymity, choice. Charles’s aristocratic affability often appeared implausible to her, too good to be true (and consequently neither good nor true). He seemed lost or lonely, suffering painlessly the drift of his life. But for once Charles looked not only at ease but at home. Amy remembered it later as an entirely happy dinner, and remembered little else. Wine was poured, drunk; food brought, eaten. The bright litter of a leftover meal stained the plates: saffron, pomegranate husks, fig rinds, fried flowers. Mrs Bostick, a woman both weak-minded and stubborn, for once tried everything on the table – never complained that ‘food was one part of her life she never felt the need to experiment in’ and drank two glasses of red wine, regardless of the fact that it ‘made her acid’. Amy, tipsily, repeatingly asked, ‘Doesn’t he look handsome, like a man in a magazine? Doesn’t he look just like a magazine?’ She felt full of love for Charles and her new life; and some reflected glory fell on her father, as she pinched Jack’s stomach to see how trim he’d got, and declared, ‘I’ve got all my boys about me.’


‘Except your brother,’ Mrs Bostick said.


‘Yeah, well.’ And added, as she thought of it, ‘You can’t have everything’ in an offhand way that surprised her and which she didn’t much like.


When they were finished, Charles stood up and wished several good nights and asked the doorman to get a taxi for the Bosticks. Nobody paid and nothing was said about the bill. When Jack tried to get the wad of his wallet out of his back pocket, Charles touched him by the elbow, surprisingly womanish, and assured him obscurely, that it ‘got sent up’. They were in the cab before Jack could protest, or Amy could ask him to come back with them or stay behind or kiss him good night. She looked back at Charles waving and receding on the pavement of Madison Avenue suddenly heartsick at his absence and frightened at the return of an older order whose comforts she had for the first time in her life begun to doubt. Perhaps the Bosticks weren’t as happy as she thought they were – a reflection that should not have surprised a woman who had been miserable for months. Jack began to worry as soon as the cab door shut: first, that he should have insisted on giving Charles some money, and later that the meter wasn’t running, and he knew what that meant in New York City: they were being taken for a ride. The worries got mixed up in each other in contradictory ways: Charles should have let them get the subway; it wasn’t his business to push expenses on to them; he should have let them ‘give something towards the meal’; maybe they should get out now (on a dark cold night in Harlem) or have the cabbie drop them at the West Side where they could take the red line up. Jack even raised his arm to knock against the glass, getting his courage and his dander up, when Joanne, stubborn as she always was in her comforts, took him firmly by the soft inner elbow and told him ‘he didn’t dare’, a phrase Amy noticed but did not remark upon.


They crossed the Harlem River in rather magnificent silence, surrounded by warehouses and water, the glitter behind them, the dark rise of the Bronx in front. They got out at last against the slope of 246 ½ Street, climbing awkwardly from tired haunches in the deep-set car. The taxi drove off before Jack could get his money out. ‘Charles must have paid already,’ Amy said.


‘He’s a good kid, but I should have insisted,’ her father began, his mood lightened in spite of himself by the free ride. And even Joanne’s rather cryptic remark, that he wasn’t ‘in a position now to insist on anything’ couldn’t bring Jack down again. Amy let it go a second time.
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Andy flew in on Thanksgiving. He’d caught the red eye from California and showed up almost two hours late sweaty with travel and light-hearted as only the sleepless are, arriving. Joanne had been leaning out over the futon, looking down for a cab to pull up, for almost an hour. It drove Amy nuts. ‘He’ll come when he comes,’ she said, looking at her father. ‘What’s watching going to accomplish?’ But Jack for once only responded, ‘Let her look if she wants to’, and couldn’t sit still himself – stared out across Van Cortlandt Park feeling the cold outside in the window against his nose and brow. He was waiting, too; and Amy regretted her insistence that she could manage on her own, though the turkey was in the oven by noon, and a spread of vegetables lay cut across the counter-top and ready for the pot. Nobody had anything to do but worry about Andy; and when he rang at last Joanne clapped her hands together and kissed their tips, but refrained from getting to the buzzer herself, conscious in some way of offending.


‘What took you?’ Amy said, when Andy hauled self and duffel into the crowded sitting room, smoothing his long lank hair over his shoulders with a free hand. ‘Was the plane delayed?’ echoed Joanne.


‘No, not really,’ and he left it at that. The two missing hours remained unexplained, an irritating puzzle that ran through Amy’s head during the course of the day like a bad song.


Andy had changed, and had been changing some time; his sister could not put off acknowledging it any more. Skinny and pale as a teenager, he had grown, certainly not fit, or fat, but weightier at twenty; an accumulation of mass at his shoulders, his cheeks, his neck, his belly, almost in spite of himself, signalled the gravity of manhood. Amy had only got skinnier and weaker since quitting softball; her breasts had diminished from hanging pears to nibs of loose skin pulled from her chest. She often wore T-shirts without a bra around the apartment on weekends, in a manner that rather tiresomely aroused Charles, since she had rarely felt sexually so unripe, so green. Another way boys had it better, their bodies announced their coming of age forcefully and unembarrassed – not the first eruptions of adolescence, but the second slower onset of manhood. She now looked her kid brother squarely in the chin, and could smell him too, the smell of a man’s body, creased, neglected, carelessly used. He hadn’t shaved, and rubbed the flat of his fingers against his resistant cheek.


But he’d grown in the essential, too. She had last known him well four years ago, in high school, where his obsessions with graphic art, anti-heroes, alternative worlds, cult subversions began. A not altogether unhappy boy, only rather friendless, earnest, confined to his imagination and the corners of school life. Which he shared with a diverse set of outcasts, who matched his indifference to strangers (indistinguishable from shyness), and, rather more worrying, a subtle suspicion of girls that approached distaste. College suited him; the corners were still corners, but belonged to grander halls. He encountered the like-minded, and learned the first most powerful lesson of success: that the world would serve his purposes, and he did not have to discredit its judgements – a habit he’d acquired in high school and quickly dropped. Success, of course, of a limited kind: the friendship of people he admired, the occasional publication of his art, a little money. Even a small following on the web. The renewed pride of his parents, the envy of his friends.


He pulled his hair into a ponytail, and fixed it with a rubber band kept around his wrist. ‘Can I get anyone else a glass of water?’ he said, and when no one answered he filled one himself, clouded and top-heavy from the tap, and drank long and loudly. An expectant air surrounded his silence and his arrival. He took off his oversized denim jacket and laid it carefully on the duffel bag by the door. Amy guessed the pleasure of the prodigal returned; typical, that Andy show up late on the day. ‘I was once an all-American girl,’ she thought – before she began to doubt the place she would make in the world, and, stranger still, the place she would make for herself in her own personality. ‘I was telling Harry Edwards about you,’ Joanne was saying, ‘and I was saying I didn’t know anything about…’


‘You remember Harry Edwards?’ Jack cut in. ‘Our friend at the Indy Record?’


‘Anyway, I showed him one of your pieces and explained that it takes some getting used to. At least it did for me but once you do…’


‘He said you should send some of your work to the arts desk there. He said it’s a long shot but you’ve got quality and they might take a second look at a local kid. He said…’


Amy stopped listening, and Andy glanced at her, raising an eyebrow. She was dropping cut potatoes in a pot of cold water, one by one, watching them drop and noting the splash of each, absorbed in the rhythm of the repeated act. Andy came through the arch of the kitchen and took her by the neck and side of her face with his large long-fingered hand. She felt a ring at her cheek as he said, ‘I got you a present, big sis. I don’t know if you’ll like it. Something for a windowsill maybe. A little odd.’


He turned to root through his duffel and brought out a strange wooden figure, often handled and well oiled, as tall perhaps as the bone between his elbow and wrist. ‘Artists use them, but I found this at a market.’ He spoke in short sentences; had the slightly unnerving controlled air of a boy who has decided to refrain from excess, and with the enthusiasm of youth, extended the dictum to all, even the least, parts of his life. ‘From the twenties, they say. I’ve got one myself. I just like the look of them, so light.’ How brown you’ve gotten, she thought, in California – not quite healthy, he’d always been so pale, but unwashed-looking and slightly moly. The kind of boy who doesn’t mind where he sleeps. His vanity lies elsewhere. ‘For putting up with us this weekend. For putting us up.’


She noted that ‘us’ as she set her gift under the window by the oven. It stood superimposed against the brick of the apartment opposite and the thinning trees above, the brown and green of the leaves losing way against the brown and green of the park coming through behind them. The figure was composed of segmented limbs, jointed at ankle, elbow, knee, wrist, each adjustable, so that it could assume and hold any variety of pose. A thin steel rod rising from the centre of a wooden base supported it from the bottom, so his feet (and the shape suggested a man), didn’t need to touch ground, but could perch as they pleased on air. His legs, for example, were now spread wide in a bow-legged swagger; one arm hung back by his side, and the left reached out in front as if leading a charge. His face was a blank, a knob; his torso, split into three unequal caterpillar segments, could be twisted as required. ‘We use it to get the proportions right. Only it’s got no gravity, so things come out a little light-footed. I think they’re pretty.’


‘We met Charles,’ Joanne said archly, folding her hands between her knees where she sat. ‘A very nice young man.’


Jack stood up, warming up. ‘The thing about class is that it is what it is. There’s no point pretending that it isn’t.’


‘A looker, I would say, if that’s a word the girls still use nowadays. A real looker.’


Amy for once didn’t mind their teasing. I’ve nudged them a little bit more my way, she thought; a little way in my direction again.




 *





Charles couldn’t make it to Thanksgiving dinner. He had an ‘engagement in town’; but that dinner passed as it always does, in a great sweat and hurry at first, and a slow sweat and languor afterwards. They teased Andy about his girls. ‘Every girl I know wears boots,’ he said, ‘up to here’, and struck his fist halfway up his shinbone. ‘And rubber belts. It’s like they’re preparing for the Day After.’ No one had met these girls, and Amy explored at some length the possibility that Andy made them up. ‘Who would make girls like that up?’ Andy felt peevish, flattered at once. ‘Why would you want to?’ Just embarrassed enough to make it matter; sometimes it’s a kindness to blush. ‘Believe me, I can make up better.’


‘Yes, I know,’ Joanne declared, rather archly. ‘I’ve seen them. Rather too much of them, dear.’


‘Besides, there isn’t anyone… specific,’ stopping short at the word he meant to use, subtly twisting its tail end, and suggesting a more general complaint. No, it’s true, there isn’t anyone specific. Each of them considered the strange phrase, weighed it up, examined their friends in its light. ‘That’s not really what I mean,’ he said at last. ‘You know.’


Amy had slipped into an old habit: her family. What she needed was not to think about everything. What she needed was to do this without worrying too much if everyone was happy; she never used to care if they were happy. What mattered, what counted for the family, what held it together, ran infinitely deeper than happiness – seemed grander and pettier at once, bore the same relation to happiness as a place to weather. Constantly affected by it, of course, but enduring in spite of, regardless of, its vagaries, its surface troubles. It was only recently that being happy counted for much in their conversations, in their thoughts about each other. As far as that went, it was only Andy who seemed happy; certainly not she herself. Maybe Jack now, he might have come through to the other side again, after whatever it was the two of them went through when Andy left for college. Joanne was always Joanne and only Joanne; in any case, nobody ever asked how she was doing. After dinner she put on an apron and ‘made a start’ on the dishes; and the rest sat down to watch football.





Charles called that night around nine o’clock. Amy answered and immediately switched the phone to her other hand and ear when she heard who it was, drew her knees up, spoke softly. ‘Happy Thanksgiving,’ she said, attempting to convey in that phrase a world in which they always said such things to each other, the holiday greetings, the casual meaningless repetitions of shared life. ‘I miss you,’ she said.


‘I’d like to stand your folks some drinks at the Yale Club tomorrow night if they’d care to come. Bring along your brother. I’d like to meet the famous brother. What shall we say, around six o’clock? And we can take it from there.’


‘I miss you,’ she repeated, and added quickly, to break the silence, ‘have you had a good day?’


‘Yes, I’ve enjoyed myself. I look forward to seeing your lot tomorrow night.’


When he hung up, she felt a line had been let loose, and it was only the tension of that line, holding her against the winds, which had kept her in place. Without it she felt nothing, she moved with every gust or flaw, and offered no resistance, which might have bruised her, fighting the currents.


She shared the futon that night with Andy. They had often split beds before on family holidays, though not in years: they hadn’t been on a family holiday in years. The bulk of him moved her to reach out and pull him back at the shoulder towards her, as she might with Charles – if only to feel the gravity of flesh, its satisfying weight and traction, its concentrating force. She lay on her back and waited for him to say something, his long back running against her side. He didn’t; perhaps he was shyer than he seemed these days, more alike and unlike his old awkward self: that’s often the case, the changes in us awaken outgrown uncertainties. Amy guessed he had a girl in California, or had had girls, and knew what it was like to lie in bed beside them now, and forbore from turning over as he might have done before because he had new habits to repress. Back in high school, they might have stroked each other by the back or arm and talked; so she broke the silence at last.


‘Dad looks good.’


Andy grunted – perhaps he’d only been asleep – and rolled over. ‘What?’


‘I said, Dad looks good.’


‘I bet he does; he got fired.’ His voice heavy, certain, rehearsing familiar facts, not only facts, but conclusions: attitudes reached after some consideration.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Made redundant, whatever you want to call it. What do you think the deal is with all that golf.’


He raised himself on an elbow and looked at her – his long face, thickening with age at the cheekbones, around the eyes, not handsome in the least, but attractive to some perhaps, intent, more and more assured of other virtues: something had happened to him that had been delayed in her. He knew his mind; had no one left to please but himself.
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