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			Praise for Duplicity

			“Duplicity is a hall-of-mirrors metafictional masterpiece in which everything has its equal opposite and nothing is quite what it seems. Peter Selgin has found the perfect narrator for his fratricidal-suicidal romp: the dark, mordant, too envious, too inventive, Stewart Detweiler, who lurks in the black, jealous heart of every writer whose cloistered brilliance remains unseen and rebuffed by the world. Here is Stewart’s brief moment in the sun, his chops and voice unfettered at last, and to the end — and we are dazzled.”

			— Peter Nichols, bestselling author of The Rocks and A Voyage for Madmen

			“Duplicity is an entertaining ouroboros of a book — a cleverly collated confession that takes its rightful place in a tradition of doppelgänger-haunted novels that reflect on the instability of identity and the inadequacy of language. While poking gentle fun at plot, clichés, and other elements of conventional mainstream fiction, Selgin harnesses those same workhorses to his suspenseful tale. Smart, funny, satirical, and yet heartfelt, Duplicity is a book worth reading twice: once as a metafictional page-turner about twins, accidental criminality, and mid-life malaise, again as an instructive treatise on writing itself.”

			— Andromeda Romano-Lax, author of Annie and the Wolves and Behave

			“How to write a blurb for such a stunning novel? Duplicity is dauntingly brilliant. Twins may be at the novel’s center — equal and opposite twins colliding — but Duplicity is utterly, deliciously, singular. It should be taught in both literature and creative writing classes in perpetuity!”

			— Gayle Brandeis, author of The Art of Misdiagnosis 

			“Duplicity explores every rule of the novel, written and unwritten, through sins of omission and commission. It makes a cat’s toy of clichés and inflates conceits expressly to puncture them. It breaks the spell of its creation, only to take up the strands and weave them into a more complex enchantment. This is no accident. Peter Selgin is a master who engages the possibilities of the novel from the inside out. Duplicity is for anyone who has seen through a novel, and for anyone who has found a world in one.”

			—Vincent Stanley, author of The Responsible Company

			 

			“Stewart Detweiler dreams of writing a book that ‘no matter how many times you open it, or what page you open it to, it feels like you’ve never read it before. In Duplicity he lives the dream. Selgin / Detweiler promises you, Dear Reader, ‘the single most unreliable narrative ever composed,’ and assures you that he is not to be trusted. He is a man of his word. Book A does indeed falsify Book B. And Book B verifies Book A. Their name is Duplicity, for they are one. Each is absorbed by its equal opposite. And so will you be.”

			— H. L. Hix, author of Demonstrategy

			“Darkly exuberant and completely riveting, Duplicity breaks through the metaphorical fourth wall, wrestling with the boundaries of identity, the precariousness of reinvention, and the nature of fiction itself. Peter Selgin’s storytelling mastery is on full display in this provocative meditation on the writing life.”

			— Amy Gottlieb, author of The Beautiful Possible

			“As Stewart Detweiler drives us south through the rain in a beaten up convertible, Peter Selgin drive us deep into the craft of writing in this delightfully disorienting, tail-swallowing novel—an irresistible riddle of craft wrapped in a mystery of memoir, inside a novel of enigma. Is Duplicity a murder mystery? A book on the craft of writing? Both? Neither? Yes, precisely.”

			— Charlotte Thomas, author of The Female Drama

			“Wicked, intimate, and hilarious, Duplicity is a compendium of good advice about writing and plain bad intentions. Its narrator, Stewart Detweiler, who appears to be a descendent of Poe’s William Wilson and a long-lost cousin of Nabokov’s Humbert Humbert, is tricky, tricky tricky. ‘Dear Reader’ (as Stewart likes to say), prepare yourself for a wild ride.”

			— Jim Krusoe, author of The Sleep Garden

			Praise for The Kuhreihen Melody

			“Selgin’s recall of his own past is as eidetic as Proust’s.”

			— Melissa Pritchard, author of Palmerino and A Solemn Pleasure

			Praise for The Inventors

			“[A] book destined to become a modern classic ... A remarkable model of the art of the memoir, this book will satisfy all readers. Highly recommended.”

			— Derek Sanderson, Library Journal

			Praise for Confessions of a Left-Handed Man

			“Peter Selgin is a born writer, capable of taking any subject and exploring it from a new angle, with wit, grace, and erudition.”

			— Oliver Sacks

			Praise for Drowning Lessons

			“[Selgin’s] ability to sling together desire and suffering in complex and moving ways is singular and memorable.”

			— Booklist

			Praise for Your First Page

			“I heartily recommend Your First Page to any aspiring young writer.”

			— Robert Olen Butler, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of  From Where You Dream: The Process of Writing Fiction

			Praise for By Cunning & Craft

			“Peter Selgin has written an excellent guide — witty, lucid, well-written — for beginning writers of fiction. In fact, any writer can learn from it.”

			— Vivian Gornick, author of The Situation and the Story
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To the Reader:

			The document that you hold originally took the form of six marbled composition notebooks of the kind still sold today in office supply, grocery, convenience, and so-called “dollar” stores. The notebooks were bound with rubber bands and labeled, on half a sheet of loose paper, in large capitalized letters, “DUPLICITY.” The handwriting in the notebooks is of different colored inks— red, blue, black — and increasingly stingy, so small that at first it was mistaken for code. 

			How the notebooks came to be published is explained in the afterword. For now, suffice it to say that they have been published as discovered, with only obvious spelling and punctuation errors corrected. Since there were so few of them (impressive, given the swiftness of composition),  struck-out words, phrases, and sentences have been eliminated. Otherwise, apart from having been set in type with standard conventions of book design brought to bear, the result, down to the pen sketches that are the author’s own, faithfully duplicates the contents of the six notebooks. 

			As to the provenance of the notebooks, who wrote them and how they were discovered and came to my attention, all this is explained in the afterword. 

			However it is strongly suggested that you read what follows first.

			 —  G. S.

			“Book B is false.”

			 — Book A

			“Book A is true.”

			 — Book B

















[the notebooks begin here]
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“The water so clear & pale that 

			you are seeing into it at the same 

			time you are looking at its surface.

			A duplicity — all the way through.”

			 — Elizabeth Bishop in correspondence

			





    “… a great book is a great mischief.”

			    — Robert Burton




		


			



 

			1. ARRIVALS 

			How would you feel if you found yourself dead? 

			How would you feel, seeing yourself hanging naked from an oak ceiling beam, held there by a length of blue nylon rigging rope looped around your neck? How would you feel, seeing the same brown eyes, the same thinning hair, the same hairless pale legs with the same knobby knees, the same size ten-and-a-half feet with the same splayed toes featuring the same ingrown toenails, the same long arms and bony wrists, the same small hands with identical stubby fingers and twin pasty palms held out at the hips as if answering the question (“Why???”) with a shrug? 

			I might have been looking in a mirror save for:

			1. that blue rope around my neck

			2. the red-purple blotches at the body’s lower extremities

			3. and the fact that, unlike me, my doppelgänger was thoroughly, utterly, categorically dead. 

			That’s the vision that greeted me on my arrival here seven or eight weeks ago, on a day as windswept and stormy as the one that finds me here, writing these words for you in a black marble composition notebook, Dear Reader, whoever you are.

			That’s one beginning. Beginning A, let’s call it. As beginnings go you can do worse than start with a dead body, in medias res — as I teach, or taught, my students at the Metropolitan Writing Institute. 

			[image: ]

			At their extremes all opposites meet. Travel far enough East and you end up in the West. Love and hate are inseparable. In their absolutely pure states, black and white are both impossible and therefore identical. Being born is the first step toward dying. Beginnings and endings depend on each other. 

			Every story has a beginning, a middle, and an end. This one has two beginnings. It has two endings, too. Like Noah’s Ark, it has two of everything. It is, after all, a tale in twos.

			A Tale of Two Twins.

			•     •

			It was our mother who launched me on my journey, who phoned me at one a.m. (normally she’s asleep by eight-thirty) to say she was worried about my brother. Correction: she wasn’t worried, she was hysterical, beside herself. Her voice quivered with consternation. She could hardly get the words out, she was shaking so badly. 

			“Mother, what is it?” I said. “What’s the matter?”

			I’d answered the phone in the hallway next to my kitchen. My Bronx apartment was the kind called a “railroad flat,” a series of rooms arranged in a straight line running the length of my building, a tenement. In the kitchen, at the center of its brown linoleum floor, a lion-clawed bathtub squatted. As my mother quivered and gasped, I sat in the gloomy kitchen on the lip of that tub, trying to unravel the phone cord (I still had a landline; I owned no cellphone), which, as always, had become hopelessly tangled. It soon became clear to me, through the twisted phone line and my mother’s quivering voice, that my brother Greg — or “Brock Jones, PhD,” as he was known then — hadn’t been in any kind of accident, not as far as anyone, including my mother, knew. As far as my mother knew nothing had happened to him. 

			Her hysteria was the result of dream. 

			She dreamed that my brother was a child again, five or six or seven years old, that he was swimming somewhere, and that something — a rope, some weed, a fishing line (a tangled phone cord?) had snagged his foot and was holding him under. She saw it all clearly — as clearly, she said, as though she were watching a movie. There was Greg under water, struggling, cheeks puffed, eyes bulging, face contorted and turning blue. In the film’s final frames he opened his mouth to gaping and gasped. That’s when my mother woke up. 

			 And that’s when she phoned me.

			“I didn’t know what else to do,” she said.

			•     •

			Mother is eighty-four years old. Despite being diabetic, nearly blind, and confined to an assisted living facility in North Carolina, she is in full command of her senses. She’s also an inveterate worrier. Not that our mother doesn’t have things to worry about; she does. Her kidneys are failing, for one thing. Her ankles are swollen. Her blood pressure is high. She’s anemic. She’s lost — or is losing — her appetite. She is legally blind. Does she worry about these things? No. She finds other things to worry about, things far less pressing, things that aren’t even real. Most of her worries are pure products of her fancy, to where I have to wonder if worrying isn’t a passion with her, if she doesn’t thrive on the possibility of things going wrong, if anticipating negative outcomes doesn’t in some way fulfill her spiritually and possibly even erotically. Not just knowing that things may go wrong, but imagining the very worst possible ways in which they might do so. When it comes to worrying, my mother is possessed of an Olympian resourcefulness.

			And though it may seem to upset her terribly, apart from the fact that it distracts her from what should be her real concerns, her worrying does my mother no real harm. On the contrary, it invigorates her. It keeps her circulation, her digestive, her respiratory, her nervous, endocrine, and other systems operating at an enterprise scale. Worrying brightens Mother’s legally blind eyes; it gives her something to chew on — the way Taiwanese people chew on betel nuts and Bolivians chew on coca leaves. She tends to her worries like a master gardener tending her tea roses and gardenias, giving rise to splendiferous, fulsomely-scented blooms. 

			I shrugged Mother’s nightmare off. True, neither of us had heard from Greg / Brock for some time. Except for one very brief encounter, five years had passed since I had last spoken with him, but then I hadn’t wanted to speak with him. Our last talk ended with me telling Greg (or Brock, though I refused to use that other name) I’d see him in hell before I engaged him further on the mortal sphere. That’s just what I said to him. I’ll even put quotation marks around it: “…” With that self-consciously literary utterance I’d sent my twin brother packing. Since then I’d had no communication with him. 

			That was five years ago.

			Back to my mother and our conversation. Despite repeated phone messages left by her on my brother’s cellphone and with his assistant and other people in his circle, she hadn’t heard back from him, not a word in more than three weeks. Suddenly her worries had this enormous new object at their center, this boulder to build a monstrous pearl of anxiety around. Did I share her concerns? Not a bit. My twin had doubtlessly gone off somewhere to “reinvent” himself again, as he was wont to do, as he was famous for doing; he’d made a career out of it, not to mention a fortune. It was probably some sort of publicity stunt. Whatever my brother was up to, for sure he wasn’t thinking about me or of our mother. I knew all too well from firsthand experience his capacity to completely forget his family — to forget that he had a family, a twin brother, especially. As far as my brother was concerned, if he considered it at all, to him my existence was at best an inconvenience, at worst an embarrassment. 

			Anyway that’s how I suspected he felt. And who knew him better? We are — or were, after all — twins.

			“Will you please go?” my mother said.

			“Go where?” 

			“To find Greg. To see if he’s all right.”

			“Where am I supposed to find him? He could be anywhere.”

			“I know where he is,” Mother said cryptically.

			“Where?”

			“Your father’s house.”

			“What makes you think he’s there?”

			“The lake — the one in my dream? It was your father’s lake. He’s there — at your father’s house. I’m sure of it.”

			“You’ve never even been to that house!”

			“It doesn’t matter. I know.”

			“Mother — ”

			“Please: go there for me. Won’t you please?”

			Was she kidding? Drive sixteen hours to Georgia on the remote possibility that my brother was staying at our dead father’s former lake house — a house that, as far as any of us knew, hadn’t been occupied in years, one that should have been sold ages ago, that was no doubt besieged with mice, spiders, ants, termites, mildew, mold, and whatever else flourishes in houses neglected too long? For all we knew the place had burned to the ground or been leveled by a tornado. Besides, my mother knew my feelings toward my brother, they weren’t exactly a secret. She also knew I wasn’t inclined to take her lurid worries that seriously. 

			“Mother, it’s an sixteen-hour drive!”

			“Take a plane.”

			“I hate flying. Besides, by the time I get to LaGuardia, fly to Atlanta, rent a car, drive two hours to the lake, it’ll take as long. Even assuming he’s there, which you have to admit is a huge assumption, and assuming that something bad has happened to him (which I doubt), there’s no chance I’d get there in time to prevent — ”

			“But at least then I’ll know.”

			“Look, I’ll call the County Sheriff for you, if you like,” I offered. “If you’re really that worried — ”

			“I don’t want you to call the sheriff!”

			“Why not? At least then you won’t have to worry.”

			“I already called them.”

			“You did? When?”

			“Yesterday.”

			“So — what did they say?”

			“They went there.”

			“And?”

			“They said the house is completely abandoned. The lawn is overgrown and the mailbox is falling down, they said. There were no cars in the driveway.”

			“Did they go in?”

			“They didn’t need to, they said. No one could possibly have been living there.”

			“There,” I said. “See?”

			“I still think he’s there.”

			“Why would you — ?”

			“It’s the third time I’ve had the dream. I had it last night, and the night before that. Please, Stewart — ”

			“Mother, if you could just — ”

			“Please!”

			“ — calm down and be reasonable. Asking me to drive all that — ”

			“All right! Fine! Forget it. Never mind.” — said in that tone blending disgust and resignation that never failed to inject its subject with the maximum dosage of venomous guilt. 

			“Fine,” I said, trying to match my mother’s martyrdom with my own, failing. “I’ll leave first thing in the morning. After all,” I couldn’t help adding, “it’s not like I have anything better to do.”

			“Go now.”

			“What? Mother, it’s one-thirty in the morning!”

			“I’ll pay for the gas,” my mother said. 

			•     •

			The fact is I had nothing better to do. For the past few months, when not at work at a meaningless menial job, I had spent most of my time either in my tenement apartment or aimlessly walking the streets, but always alone. I’d grown disgusted with life — not just my life, but life in general. My state of disgust was categorical and comprehensive. The rich disgusted me. The poor disgusted me. The middle class, what little was left of it, disgusted me. Cities disgusted me. Small towns disgusted me (and forget the country; the mere thought of a barn induced in me a state of nausea). People who took advantage of other people disgusted me, but then so did those who let themselves be taken advantage of. Meat eaters disgusted me. So did vegetarians. Vegans were ridiculous and disgusting. Music disgusted me. Books disgusted me. Newspapers disgusted me. Magazines were especially disgusting. Most art was bad. Those who appreciated it had little if any taste, ergo they disgusted me, too. Cats were less disgusting than dogs but disgusting all the same. All modes of transportation disgusted me. Young people were an endless source of revulsion, ditto the old, the ugly, and the infirm. Liberals and conservatives alike made me want to throw up. Religions of all sorts were a source of contempt. The concept of heaven I found abhorrent, though less so than the concept of hell. Computers, cellphones, the Internet, TV, movies, sports, weddings, funerals, bars, nightclubs, restaurants, parties, misogynists, misandrists, fascists, fundamentalists, postmodernists, Communists, Marxists, straights, gays, transsexuals, asexuals, pansexuals, sapiosexuals, sex in general, chewing, digesting, pissing, shitting, farting, shaving, flossing … all, to various degrees, disgusted me. But none of those things disgusted me as much as I disgusted myself. 

			I was, in a word, depressed.

			•     •

			The drive took twenty-two hours. I drove and drove, mostly through freezing rain, in a twenty-four-year-old Mazda RX-7 convertible with a blown-out muffler, a faulty defroster, a permanently retracted left pop-up headlight, and a cracked windshield. I could afford no motels, so I drove and drove, mostly below the speed-limit, the windshield wipers (which needed new blades) slapping relentlessly, the faulty defroster blowing useless air, the constellations of headlights and taillights blurring in front of me, the pale/ruddy orbs contorted into diamonds and lozenges by a blend of gelid rain, nearsightedness (I was due for a new prescription), exhaustion, and preoccupation. 

			I was preoccupied — by the journey and what instigated it, but by other things, too, chief among them the fact that my life had fallen apart. My life! As I write those two little words a smile creeps over my face — or I feel it creeping over my face, since without looking in a mirror I can’t very well see it. It’s an ironic smile, though eight weeks ago I wouldn’t have seen the irony; eight weeks ago there wouldn’t have been any irony. Eight weeks ago it would never have occurred to me that this thing known as “my life” was negotiable, that it could be traded in for another, like a lousy poker hand or a used Mazda RX-7.

			I’m getting ahead of myself. I need to slow down. The point of this confession, if it has one, is to put matters into perspective, not to excuse my actions, but to explain them, to make you understand that what I did wasn’t the ghoulish, greedy, selfish act it may look like superficially, to the uninitiated. On the contrary, it was a selfless, noble act, an act of redemption, an act of love. 

			Ergo I need to ease off the gas. That’s right: I’m in a car. We’re in a car, Dear Reader: a twenty-four-year-old Mazda RX-7, headed south on Interstate 95 toward a lakeside dwelling that for twenty-eight years belonged to my Comparative Religion and Philosophy professor father, but that has since — along with a half-dozen other dwellings here and abroad — become the property of Brock Jones, PhD, née Gregory Detweiler, my rich and famous bestselling twin. 

			I say we’re in this car, though I’m the only corporeal entity. You are here with m e in spirit only — just as well, for your sake, with the heater not working. That sensational opening you read a few pages back? It has yet to happen. We’re in the past perfect of that event, that inciting incident, headed toward it. 

			As I’ve said, the weather was terrible. It started out that way, with the first drops of frozen rain striking the cracked windshield halfway across the George Washington Bridge, and persisting thereafter, coming down so hard at times I had to pull over, I couldn’t see a thing, not with a bad defroster and worn wiper blades, me leaning forward, peering through the napkin-sized patch of windshield that the wipers had some effect on, wiping the condensate away with a wad of paper towel. 

			I was no fan of driving in any kind of weather, let alone at night in the freezing rain. I had been a New Yorker for thirty-four years, most of my adult life. It was only five years ago that I “bought” the Mazda from a friend of mine whose job had posted her overseas and who offered it to me for 500 dollars. I demurred. What do I, a dyed-in-the-wool New Yorker, need a car for? “I’ll have to move it twice a week,” I protested. “That or pay through the nose to garage it. I rarely leave the city, and when I do there’s always Hertz or Avis.”

			My friend — Julie’s her name — was having none of it. “Why rent a car for forty five dollars a day,” she argued, “when you can own one for a few hundred? Besides,” Julie added, “once you own a car, you’ll leave the city more often.”

			“And go where?” I was curious to know. 

			“You’ll visit your mother in North Carolina.”

			“I do that once a year — which, trust me, is more than enough.”

			“You’ll drive to the beach,” Julie informed me. 

			“No I won’t,” I told her. 

			“You’ll drive to Vermont in October,” Julie maintained. 

			“Why would I want to do that?” 

			“To watch the leaves turn.”

			“They can turn without me.”

			“Really, Stewart.”

			“Well, they can.”

			“Don’t you ever want to get out of this place?”

			“Not especially,” I lied.

			“Who knows,” Julie said, “you may decide to leave the city altogether, once you discover that it’s not actually surrounded by a dragon-filled mote.”

			Julie smiled; I smirked. We were seated at one of the few remaining authentic New York cafés that have all since been displaced by Starbucks. Like most New Yorkers I was defensive of my cosmopolitan provincialism. Julie was all too eager to point this out to me — she who, having recently won both a National Magazine Award and a Pulitzer Prize (“The gift that keeps on giving.” — Julie) for her journalism,  had been offered a job with the Paris bureau of The New York Times, and would soon be relocating to a city twice as cosmopolitan as New York, with more parks, better food, and sexier people. She no longer needed her car. 

			In the end, Julie didn’t want the 500 dollars. When she handed me its keys, the Mazda was in decent condition, the paint job faded, but no dents or scratches. Within three months all four fenders bore the fruits of my inability to parallel-park. A Pepsi bottle fell from the back of a sanitation truck, cracking the windshield. I’d put less than two hundred miles on it when the clutch went; three months later the muffler followed suit. The driver’s seat upholstery tore, the dashboard split, the rocker panels rusted, the crack in the windshield grew from a little white worm into a jagged parabola leaping across my view. The retractable right headlight wouldn’t retract; the left one wouldn’t pop out. The once sexy vehicle’s dissolute past had finally caught up with it. It looked like a drunk in the late stages of syphilis following a series of encounters with lampposts. Still, it ran. It delivered me here, to my fate.

			•     •

			That has yet to happen. We’re still in the Mazda, still on the road, still heading toward that gruesome opening scene.

			If one is inclined to brood, the driver’s seat of a freezing, passengerless car on the interstate is a perfect place to do so. Mixed with the rain, memories splattered the cracked windshield: of me and Greg when we still got along, of us riding our bicycles, playing catch, digging a snow fort, hiking in the woods behind our Connecticut home. The memories coalesced into one of those corny seventies montages set to music by Burt Bacharach. There was that rock we used to climb, the one the neighbors found us crouched behind, holding each other and crying when we were three years old. When our mother wasn’t looking, we’d wandered into the woods. After searching for over an hour our mother called the police. Soon the whole town was out searching for us, combing the forest. Come dusk they were still at it, flashlights and lanterns lighting up the woods. All the while we crouched there behind that rock, huddled together, shivering and crying a few hundred yards from the house. Much time we spent in those woods, Greg and I. We’d hike to the crest of the hill, to a copse of pine trees there. We would sweep the pine needles into an enormous mound and take turns jumping into it, until our hands and clothes stank of pine resin. We played war games up there. The pinecones made good hand grenades. One of us would throw a grenade and the other would die in a flurry of pine needles. Then we’d race down the hill together, side-by-side, holding hands, leaping gazelle-like over fallen tree trunks and rocks. 

			These and other memories the wiper blades beat back and forth like a team of inquisitors beating a confession out of a subject. Confess! (slap); Confess! (slap). Admit that you once loved each other, you and Gregory, your twin brother. Admit that you loved each other more than you loved anyone else in the world. Admit it! Admit that in becoming estranged from your twin you suffered a terrible, an irrevocable, loss. Though you can’t be blamed for that, on the whole you’ve made a botch of things, Stewart Detweiler. You had it all — looks (slap!), youth (slap!), talent (slap!), charm (slap!), health (slap!), a good start to a promising career (slap, slap!). And you blew it. Admit it! Confess! Slap! Slap! Slap!

			•     •

			I’m getting ahead of myself again. Or behind, I’m not sure. My present state negates perspective. There is no longer the sense of life as a journey toward that elusive dot on the horizon known as the future. You’re probably too young to remember Jon Gnagy, the goateed, flannel-shirted host of the Saturday morning TV show called “Learn to Draw.” It was Gnagy who taught me and a million other baby boomers perspective with his charcoal rendering of train tracks diminishing into the distance, the telegraph poles knitting closer together in their march toward infinity. Those railroad tracks were life. That vanishing point: it held all the hopes and possibilities of the future. 

			Now here I am at the vanishing point, that tantalizing dot on the horizon. 

			The rain falls harder, striking the overhead skylight. I’m sitting here with my back to the balcony railing, the one overlooking the main room, with its fieldstone fireplace, its cathedral ceiling, its pair of enormous triangular windows that by day expose a panoramic view of the lake but at this moment frame only watery gloom. 

			Behind me a rope dangles, the same blue rope that my brother used. One end is tied around the oak beam, the other is braided into a loop just large enough to fit over my head. I’ve followed a “recipe” I found online. The Internet: so informative. How to make devilled eggs; how to get rid of sugar ants; how to hang yourself.

			•     • 

			It was still raining when I got here. And foggy. And dark. I’d travelled a series of increasingly narrow winding roads, each smaller than the last. There was a full moon, or I wouldn’t have been able to see at all. The radio was on. NPR reporting the latest calamities. Russian troops in Crimea. Eventually the signal faded. By then I was on an unpaved, one-lane road. No lights, no signs of dwellings. I wondered if I’d taken a wrong turn. Then again it had been at least thirty years since I’d last been to what I still thought of as my father’s house. 

			67 Turtle Cove Drive.

			I was about to give up when a strange thing happened. Out of the fog that had settled in, three pairs of red rubies hung suspended in the middle of the road, one pair lower and centered between the two other pairs. I stopped the car. The rubies remained, scintillating, motionless, hovering there in the dark foggy air. They weren’t rubies. They were eyes. The two higher pairs belonged to a deer (to the left) and a doe (to the right); the lower pair to a fox. They stood there staring at me, or at my car, a tableau out of an Edward Hicks painting. The Peaceable Kingdom. 

			I sat there with the Mazda’s Wankel engine idling. 

			Then the deer walked off. The doe soon followed. Only the fox remained. It stood there for another minute or so. Then the fox walked away. 

			More fog rolled in.

			Soon there was nothing but fog. Fog and wind and more rain.

			Tentatively, I rolled the car forward. I’d rolled a dozen feet when the Mazda’s one working headlight struck a rusted falling-down mailbox with the number 67 on it.

			67 Turtle Cove Drive.

			I’d arrived.

			We — you and I, Dear Reader — have arrived.





2. TWIN HOUSES (THE PAINTER OF GROUNDS)

			I once tried to write a story about twins — not this story, the one you’re reading, but with much in common with it:  its twin, you might say. The plot was based on a game Greg and I used to play. In the game one of us would pretend to be a millionaire, and the other a peasant. The game figured into the plot as one that the twins played when they were kids. In my story, the Millionaire (Twin A) is an enormously successful motivational speaker and bestselling author. Twin B, the Peasant, is a failed novelist. 

			I’d divide the book into two sections or parts, each self-contained — Book A and Book B— and have them printed dos-à-dos or tête-bêche like the old Ace Doubles science fiction paperbacks, the kind with titles like The Sword of Rhiannon and Stepsons of Terra. You would read Book A, then turn the thing over and upside-down, and read Book B — or vice-versa, since it wouldn’t matter which of the two books you read first. Each of the books would end where the other began and begin where the other ended, so in theory anyway one would never have to stop reading. The book — or books — would go on and on forever, sustaining and prolonging itself. A literary perpetual motion machine. 

			The novel’s two books would also contradict each other so thoroughly that as a whole it would self-destruct interminably, a chain reaction of equally opposite forces bound together in a ceaseless cycle of mutual obliteration, with everything becoming nothing and nothing becoming everything, on and on forever ad infinitum (as happens, or supposedly happens, when matter and anti-matter collide). 

			In the aggregate, my twin novel would constitute the single most unreliable narrative ever composed. For this and other reasons I would call it “Duplicity.”

			To break all the rules of novel writing — that was my intention. And not just to break them, but to break them hard. That’s what you have to do. First learn the rules, then break them with conviction and without mercy so they stay broken. 

			So I taught my students at the Metropolitan Writing Institute.

			•     • 

			I digress, something else I’d take my Metropolitan students to task for. I should be writing about the rainy foggy March morning I arrived here at what had been my father’s lakeside cottage, and where, our mother believed, my twin brother was hiding out.

			There I am — there we are — freshly arrived in my beleaguered Mazda. According to the dashboard clock it’s just past six-thirty in the morning. Dawn is just breaking. A dense fog has rolled in from the lake that I can’t see because it’s behind the house — or in front of it, since the house was built facing the water. I haven’t been here in thirty-five years. Except for one or two weekend visits by my brother and his wife, no one has been here, as far as I know. 

			The house looks smaller than in memory. A “modified” A-frame. Even through the fog I can see the yard is overgrown, the garden turned into a jungle, with weeds rising almost as high as the gutter. Where not overgrown the lawn is covered with dead leaves. To the far left of the house: a pile of rotted firewood. To the right a sagging carport with a tarpaulin-covered vehicle hunkered under it. Next to it, an overturned plastic trash container with a fallen sweetgum tree lying nearby. No lights burn inside the house. The place looks dead, haunted, the lake just visible behind it now through the already dissipating fog. 

			All I’ve just described is as seen through the Mazda’s cracked windshield. The engine still rumbles, the impotent defroster still blows, the wipers still wipe. Except where I’ve rubbed it with the wad of paper towel, the windshield is as opaque as the fog outdoors. The radio exudes a blend of static and bad news. I’m biding my time, not wanting to leave the car that suddenly feels like a warm, comfortable womb, afraid of what awaits me inside that house — despite that, apart from my mother’s dream-born hysteria, there’s no reason behind my fear. Why should anything bad have happened to my brother? He’s lying low, doing his Thomas Pynchon / J. D. Salinger recluse act, playing hard-to-get with the media and his fans. His last book didn’t sell that well. The ratings on his latest PBS fundraiser special disappointed. Or maybe he just needed a break from it all. 

			So I tell myself as I sit with the staticky radio telling me more about Russia and Crimea (“Dispensing with legal deliberations, despite U.S. and European pressure, a defiant Vladimir Putin announced a swift annexation of the Ukranian peninsula”) and daylight seeping into the surroundings. Why should I give a damn, anyway? Since when has my brother given a damn about me? Not since his fucking epiphany, his metamorphosis. Since he reinvented himself, becoming rich and famous beyond anyone’s dreams. Meanwhile I, his twin, fell to pieces and went to seed. Like this house I’m looking at. 

			•     •

			As for the house, like the man who once occupied it, it was once proud and happy. I recall the first summer I spent here with him, with my father. I’d just turned seven. Greg and I used to take turns, alternating summers. Dad would drive all the way up to Connecticut, then drive us all the way back down, the same journey I just took, more or less. It was cheaper than him flying, renting a car, and so on. Or maybe he felt it would be more fun. Apart from stopping at a few roadside attractions (one of which featured a scaled-down Eiffel Tower), all I remember about that first trip here with him is me saying, “Are we almost there yet, Daddy?” pestering my poor father the way kids do. “Not yet, Stewie.” I kept having to pee. You peed ten miles ago! / I need to again. / Can’t you hold it, Stewie? / No! Instead of pulling into a gas station, my father quoted philosophers on the subject of patience. (“He who seeks the truth must have infinite patience.” — Socrates; Nietzsche: “Patience is so very hard that the greatest poets did not disdain to make its antithesis the theme of their poetry.”) I peed in my pants. By the time we got here, my father’s car reeked and we were both miserable. 

			Still, as soon as I saw the place, I fell in love with my father’s house, and by extension with my father. We hardly knew each other. Greg and I were only four when he and our mother split up. I knew he was a professor and that he lived on a lake. That’s all I knew. I’d seen him two or three times, at one or another holiday gathering. He’d arrive smelling of books and pipe tobacco, bearing gifts. Then he’d be gone again until next year. He existed in our lives like a tweedy, pipe-smoking Santa Claus (minus the white beard). It was only after I’d seen his house for the very first time that my father became real to me. 

			The house was magical. So it seemed to me. Though no larger than the one before me now, it seemed bigger. I remember, entering it for the first time, how the cathedral ceiling lived up to its grandiose name, with its wooden beams and ceiling fans, and the huge triangular windows through which thick rays of sunlight speared the cavernous space at 45-degree angles. Below the windows were two sets of French doors, their venetian blinds raised, letting in more sunlight. Through them I had my first glimpse of the lake, glittering through the slats of the deck railing beyond a phalanx of potted geraniums: this vast, wide, glimmering lake, with a dock jutting into it, and two wooden chairs on the dock, and the lawn sloping down. My Daddy’s house! Over each set of French doors he had mounted a wooden oar. At one end of the cathedral ceiling, suspended by a pulley system, hung what I soon learned was my father’s pride and joy, his Adirondack guide boat, complete with folding caned seats. Between the sets of French doors was a fireplace, its mantle formed of rugged fieldstones. But I couldn’t stop looking at that boat. I was entranced by it. I’d never seen anything more beautiful, its smooth hull a deep ultramarine, its varnished gunwales gleaming gold. 

			“Daddy, Daddy, can we take the boat out? Please, Daddy?” 

			“Tell you what,” my father said. “We’re both sweaty and stinky from all that driving. What do you say we go jump right in the lake?” 

			To which I responded: “Yipppeeeee!” (If that “Yipppeeeee!” didn’t represent the happiest moment my father and I ever shared together, it came close.)

			We had a good time on that first visit. We did indeed take out his boat, which I kept calling a “canoe” (“It’s not a canoe, Stewie; it’s an Adirondack guide boat”). Almost every day we took it out, in the mornings before breakfast and evenings at twilight. We swam, fished off of the end of the dock, did jigsaw puzzles, cooked pancakes and French toast, went for walks, barbecued on the deck, watched TV. All very father-son, straight out of the Andy Griffith show. He introduced me to his colleagues at the university, those who hadn’t left for the summer. My father seemed happy, fulfilled. I had no idea how depressed he was. I didn’t know that word, let alone what it meant. My father didn’t strike me as sad, let alone as someone who, thirty-one years later, a few weeks shy of his twin sons’ 36th birthdays — six months after his 67th — would, as they say, “take his own life.” 

			How? you ask.

			He hanged himself. From the oak beam of his modified A-frame. As my brother would. As I myself will soon do. While I still have the chance. 

			Before they come for me.

			•     •

			That can wait. Right now I’m still remembering — we’re still remembering — that happy moment with Dad the first time we visited him here. He was a kind man, an intelligent man, a gentle man. A philosopher, a scholar, a professor. We recall our last summer here with him. We were sixteen. Impatient, impetuous, rebellious, obsessed with girls and sex. The novelty of our father’s house, the lake, the rowboat, the hammock, barbecues and puzzles and card games, had long since worn off. We would have rather been back in Connecticut with our friends. We grew increasingly surly, petulant, unpleasant. For the rest of the summer we wore a perpetual scowl. We treated our father like shit. (Was it really that bad? Maybe not, but guilt makes us remember it that way.) 

			Something peculiar happened during that last visit with my father here, an episode eerily relevant to this confession’s overarching theme.

			My father and I had had a quarrel. I’m calling it a quarrel, though what really happened was that I abused him and he stood there taking it. It happened during the third week of my five-week visit. I’d been complaining about everything. The lack of young people for me to interact with, my father’s cooking (good at barbecues and breakfast, hopeless otherwise; we ate pancakes, bacon and eggs, or hot dogs for every meal), and mainly the fact that, despite the learner’s permit in my pocket, my father refused to let me borrow his vermilion 1963 Alfa Romeo Giulietta Spider convertible roadster, the one he used only in perfect weather and otherwise kept tarped under the now tottering carport (his regular car was a 1974 Ford Pinto). 

			“What for?” he asked me.

			“So I can drive into town,” I answered. 

			“Drive into town for what?”

			I shrugged. “To see what’s there,” I said. 

			“I’ll tell you what’s there, Stewie. Nothing. That’s what’s there.” 

			You can imagine how pleased I was with this response. Of course, he was right; there was nothing to the town, a sprinkling of seedy antique shops and tattoo parlors, a few hamburger and pizza joints, the usual soporific student dives and strip malls. Apart from the college, the town’s only points of interest were the coal-fired power plant at the other end of the lake, with its three-hundred foot tall smokestack, and the grounds of the formerly bustling state mental asylum, now deserted, its brick buildings spangled with kudzu and NO TRESPASSING signs, and which my father and I had already explored several times.

			“Besides,” my father added, “if there’s something you really want to see, I’ll happily take you. There’s no reason for you to drive alone.”

			Oh, but there were reasons, two of them. First: to drive my father’s spiffy car with him not in it, so I could go fast, as fast as I wanted to go, which was very fast; second: to get away from him, from my father. How I longed to escape him and his bacon and eggs and rounds of Parcheesi and gin rummy and aimless walks along the course of which he would regale me with Spinoza and Erasmus and Plutarch and Plato and Descartes and all the rest of his dull fucking philosophers. It’s all coming back to me, this event tinged with shame and remorse. Hey, I was sixteen. Not a prime audience for Spinoza. What I wanted were girls, a girl, any girl. To be seen by said hypothetical girl in my father’s non-hypothetical Alfa, tooling around in aviator sunglasses with the top down, one hand barely steering, my opposite elbow slung loosely over the driver’s side door. In search of this conjectural encounter, I’d have driven all the way back to Connecticut, siphoning gas all the way, on the off chance that said girl would bear witness to this cameo starring yours truly and an Italian sports car. 

			My father refused to hand over the keys, denying me my fantasy, igniting the fuse of the outburst that would occur a short while later during one of our post-breakfast rambles. 

			Dad wore his tweed eight-panel newsboy cap — his “thinking cap,” he called it. He wore it always on his walks, even in hot weather, and it got, gets, very hot down here. He claimed it made him think better. His “negative capability cap.” He had his whatchamacallit, his shillelagh, too, that also apparently helped get his philosophical neurons firing. Anyway, we were walking. Along these lake access roads there’s little to see but acres of scruffy loblolly pine, good for paper pulp, but not much to look at. The subject that morning: dualism, the role of opposing equal forces in philosophy, science, politics, and religion — good and evil, darkness and light, mind and body, yin-yang, particle and wave, socialism vs. capitalism. As always my father did all the talking. If memory serves me, he was going on about Plato’s first argument in the Phaedo, the Argument of Opposites, how whatever has an opposite must come from or be a product of that opposite. For instance, if we consider some entity to be tall, or taller, that entity can only have arrived at its tallness from having been shorter. If something is “darker,” it obtained its darkness from a state of being less dark, or lighter. The process works in both directions: that is, things can become taller, but they also can become shorter; things can become sweeter, but they can also become more bitter. We awaken from the state of sleep and go to sleep from having been awake. Each state depends on the other. Similarly, since dying comes from living, living must come from dying. Life depends on death and vice-versa. According to Socrates, as recorded by Plato in the Phaedo, it is only during the very fleeting interim between death and rebirth that the soul exists apart from the body and thus has the chance to glimpse the Forms unmingled with matter in their pure, undiluted fullness. Death liberates the soul, increasing by an order of magnitude its apprehension of The Truth. This, according to Socrates by way of Plato, is why the philosophical soul isn’t afraid of death and actually looks forward to death as a form of liberation, as a release from the isolating, insular, soul-crushing solitary confinement of the body. 

			This — or something along its lines — is what my philosopher father went on and on about that morning during our after-breakfast stroll, with me walking a dozen sullen steps behind him, hearing but only half listening to him, still enormously pissed off that he wouldn’t hand over the keys to his snazzy Alfa. How far we had walked, how long my father had gone on about dualities and opposites, I’m not sure. At some point I blurted: “Jesus, Dad, do we have to always talk about this stuff? Can’t we for once talk about something else for a change?” 

			My father stopped, turned, looked at me, his eyes wet with dismayed confusion. 

			“I mean,” I went on, “can’t we have a goddamn normal conversation? Do you always have to lecture me like I’m one of your goddamn students?” 

			My father smiled. It wasn’t a real smile but an expression of discomfort and anxiety that tightened his lips so they curved upward at the edges, the same look I’d seen on his face a day or two before when I put a gouge into the hull of his boat, having failed to prevent it from colliding with the dock. I knew then that I had injured him no less than I’d injured that boat, which made me feel awful. Which made me angry — at myself. Which anger caused me to lash out again. 

			“Jesus,” I snapped, “how do you live like this?” 

			“Like what?” My father tucked his chin in wonderment. “How is it that I live, Stewie, in your enlightened objective view?” — asked in the same soft, placating voice he must have used with his students, though I could see he was rattled.

			“Questioning everything! Mulling, probing, brooding, analyzing, vivisecting — as if life’s some pickled frog your biology teacher made you dissect. Christ, how the fuck can you stand it?” 

			Instead of waiting for an answer, which would only have resulted in another interminable philosophical disquisition, I took off. Not running, exactly, but at a very fast walk, as fast as my two feet could carry me without leaving the ground simultaneously. 

			I returned to the house. Where else could I go? Except for those acres of loblolly pine there was nowhere to escape to. And I wanted — I needed — to escape. So I went back to the house, which had the advantage of being on water. Dad’s house, this one, features what realtors call “big water” — a grand, open view of the lake. It truly is a fantastic view, the sort of view that expands the mind while fostering the impression that all sorts of things — things that bounded by dry land would seem impractical if not altogether impossible — fall within the realm of possibility. It was this view, united with my need to escape, that beckoned me back to my father’s house that morning. 

			The keys to Dad’s Alfa being unavailable, I availed myself of the next best, in fact the only other, means of conveyance: my father’s beloved Adirondack guideboat, the one I had dented, and that hung by a pulley system from his cathedral ceiling. I had only to undo the (blue, 5/8”, nylon) rope from its cleat, lower the boat, open one set of French doors, put the boat on its dolly, grab the two wooden oars from the wall hooks they clung to, and roll the thing out onto the deck and down the ramp my father had built for that purpose, then on down the sloped lawn to the strip of beach a few yards from the dock, where I’d give it a shove and — as it gained buoyancy — jump in. Having maneuvered myself inelegantly into the central folding caned seat, with some initial awkwardness, I’d start rowing. No keys or permission required. 

			I’d rowed my father’s boat often enough with him in the other seat to know the procedure. I’d even taken it for a brief solo run, under my father’s solicitous dockside gaze, the voyage that culminated in my dinging the hull into the dock. Now, though, I was on my own, the whole lake mine. It was my enraged, remorse-driven intention to row across it, all 15,000 flooded acres. Or until it got dark, whichever came first. 

			•     •

			Though with her stiff prissy Queen Anne-style caned seats she didn’t look it, my father’s boat — which he’d named after my brother and me, with Stewart on the port bow, and Gregory on the starboard — was an impressively fast rowboat, as fast as a man-powered vessel built for purposes other than racing could be. Even propelled by my less-than-coordinated strokes, she sliced through that morning’s glassy water such that within a few strokes all that remained of my father’s A-frame was a gray dot on the shore. Except for one flat-bottomed fishing boat there were no other vessels on the lake. It was too early in the day for pontoon boats, jet skis, wake boats, and other pleasure craft. A faint, ghostly mist danced on the water. 

			A few more strokes carried me out into wide-open water; a few more had me within sight of the dam to which the lake owed its existence. Seeing it, alone out there with all that fresh water separating me from the rest of the world, for the first time since my father had picked me up at the airport (once I grew old enough to fly on my own we’d abandoned the long-distance drive), I felt something close to freedom. Anyway it would have to do. 

			I rowed hard, eager to be anywhere and nowhere, each stroke carrying me further not only from my father but from myself. I’m not sure how long I rowed — long enough to raise twin blood blisters on each of my palms — when I found myself at the mouth of a cove. By then I’d passed a dozen coves like it, yet for some reason this one enticed me, I can’t say why. I steered my father’s boat into it. Like most cynics — I was as cynical then as I am now, if not more so — buried alive under my cynicism was an optimist begging to be exhumed. What is cynicism if not a method of pre-empting disappointment?

			As the boat rounded the bend and four Detweilers — myself, my father (as represented by his boat), and his twin boys (ditto) — entered that cove, though the pessimist in me would have denied the existence of any such entity, I couldn’t help feeling the hand of God or Fate or Destiny or What-have-you upon that rowboat, guiding it and us: father, sons, and Holy Ghost (me). With each stroke more and more I felt something extraordinary was about to manifest itself. It would appear around that bend, in that cove. 

			So it did. From behind a stand of pine trees, the same unprepossessing loblolly pines that surrounded the lake, it came into view: an A-frame like my father’s in every respect, almost: a modified A-frame with a pitched roof, gray siding and slate-blue shutters, with an identical deck, an identical dock, an identical sloped lawn sprouting identical sweetgum trees. If all that wasn’t weird enough, between the two sweetgum trees closest to the dock a striped hammock had been strung, identical to my father’s striped hammock, but with different-colored stripes. Otherwise, everything was the same, so much so that for a moment I felt that without realizing it I’d rowed the boat in an enormous circle back to where I’d started. 

			But this was a different house, in a different cove, one with a less grandiose view, and that, furthermore, faced east, into the rising sun, the glare from which blinded me as I kept rowing, my back to the house that was my object, sighting it from time to time over my shoulder, whereas my father’s house faced west, away from the rising sun, toward those sunsets, that were — still are — spectacular. 

			So this had to be a different house. Still, everything about it, aside from its location, was identical. It had to have been built by the same contractor. For all I knew there were dozens like it dotting the lake’s shores, making my remarkable discovery not-so-remarkable. Still, it struck me then as freakish, an episode straight out of The Twilight Zone. It wouldn’t have surprised me to see my father’s snazzy Alfa parked under an aluminum carport in the driveway, or my father himself waving at me from the dock of that alternative, quantumly entangled universe.

			I know, I know, Dear Reader. You’re thinking: this isn’t what you bargained for. At best we’ve wandered into metaphysical territory, at worst into science fiction — or, even worse, some form of domestic magic realism, which is no better than domestic Parmesan cheese. I can’t help it. It’s what happened. I’m merely the messenger here. 

			Determined to have a closer look, I rowed up to the dock. There, with my shadow looming over its boards, I noticed more differences. The dock’s boards were warped, splintered, and rotted (to keep them from rotting, you had to seal them once every two or three years). They obviously hadn’t been treated in decades. The dock ladder was coated with rust, so were all the cleats and the nails poking up out of the warped decking. Other nails were broken or missing. From frayed ropes three plastic dock bumpers hung, waterlogged and black with lake algae. Like my father’s dock, it had a pair of cleats on it. 

			I secured the boat to the cleats. Then I climbed up on and walked the dock’s length to the shore, noting, as I did so, how in need of repair the seawall was, with boards missing and weeds sprouting through the gaps, with some areas entirely breached and sink holes yawning behind the breaches. The hammock was heavy with stagnant green water and rotting leaves. As for the lawn, it hadn’t been mowed in a long time. Dirt, weeds, leaves, and fallen branches replaced grass. The house itself, I saw as I drew nearer to it, was in disrepair, the siding cracked, a few shutters gone. Two of the French doors were covered with plywood. A carpet of mulch covered the deck, from which a section of railing was missing. Needless to say the place was abandoned. It looked, come to think of it, like this house when I arrived here eight weeks or so ago, but worse.

			A chill passed through me, as if I’d stepped, rowed, into the future, one I’d arrive at again thirty-seven years later in a Mazda with a blown muffler, the one confronting me now, parked in that vehicle in this driveway looking at my father’s former house in which I’ll discover — 

			But that hasn’t happened, not yet. Well, it has yet to happen for you, Dear Reader. As with anything that has yet to happen, there is always the possibility, however slim, that it will not happen, that somehow the tragedy will be averted. Think positive.

			•     •

			Like the front door of my father’s house, the door to this one had been painted red, though now it looked pink, it was so badly faded. Why was I not surprised when it opened? Inside, darkness and must. I half-expected to encounter not only my father’s living room, but Dad himself sitting there on his wicker chair, reading a philosophical tract, smoking one of his plethora of pipes. Instead I found the cathedral-ceilinged space empty, save for a big plastic blue marlin over the mantle, the irons in the fireplace, and a few furnishings. 

			The furnishings: an artist’s taboret, a worktable, and a pair of wooden H-frame easels, all thickly encrusted with paint. Both easels had paintings on them. Whoever lived there was obviously an artist. I examined the works-in-progress. I guessed they were works-in-progress, since they held no discernable subjects, only solid fields of pale color, the canvas on the easel to the right a wan ochre, the one to the left a grayish pastel pink. Leaning against both easels, piled and staggered on the taboret and across the worktable, were other paintings or would-be paintings, on canvases and tablets and other surfaces, all different muted shades: sand, smoke, butter, paste, powder — plowed fields ready to be seeded, cloudless skies yearning for a kite or a dirigible. From a rack on the wall I pulled down one painting after another, eager for a subject, any subject. They were all the same, or rather they were all different except for their subjects, which were identical, which were nothing. 

			As I stood holding a canvas, gawking at it, I was overcome by a sense of — I was going to say emptiness, but that’s not right. It wasn’t emptiness I felt, but something closer to what you feel when you gaze at the stars and try to wrap your mind around infinity. I was reminded of those conversations I’d had with my father, if they counted as conversations with one of us doing all the talking, when he’d try to engage me on some philosophical issue, monologues that went on until at last my silence got the last word. Now that same silence shut me out. It was like flipping through the pages of a blank notebook. Yet in their silences somehow those empty paintings spoke to me, whispering softly — so softly I couldn’t hear them, let alone make out what they were saying, or trying to say. I picked up another, and another, always with the same result: more muted whispers. Each blank canvas added to the chorus, until that cathedral-ceilinged space throbbed and echoed with its mute requiem mass of sublime nothingness. 

			My head ached. I’d seen, or heard, enough. I put the last painting back where I’d found it and went out the way I had come.

			•     •

			The air had turned dark. I’d lost all track of time. Before leaving, I walked to the side of the house facing the road. Sure enough, there was a realtor’s sign there, overgrown with weeds. As I stood looking at that weed-covered sign, shivering, I realized my shivering wasn’t just out of fear, but that it had gotten cold. I looked up and saw the clouds closing in overhead, dark ones, and heard the wind rustling the leaves of a nearby sweetgum tree. A storm was coming. I hurried to the dock, untied the boat. By the time I started rowing, the sky was black, the wind kicked whitecaps across the lake. I felt a drop of rain and heard thunder. It started pouring. I rowed like mad. 

			I thought I’d die out there. 

			By the time I got back I was soaked. My father’s boat was half-swamped. There, standing in the pouring rain at the edge of his dock in his sopping cap with his shillelagh, in a picture that would etch itself permanently into my brain, stood my philosophy professor father, his rain-drenched face contorted with tears, regret, relief. He stood there waiting for me, his son.





 

			 

			3. QUANTUM ENTANGLEMENT




			A gifted student of mine once began a story with the following eloquent and, in their way, prophetic words: “Dear Reader, Fuck You.” A fine opening, I thought, as good in its way as Call me Ishmael or They threw me off the hay truck about noon.

			“Dear Reader, Fuck You.” Was ever an opening more piquant or to the point?

			•     •

			The news report ended. The next program featured classical music, Von Suppé’s Poet and Peasant overture mixed with more static. I switched the radio off. And the headlights. I took the keys from the ignition. Then I sat there, holding the keys, still unwilling to enter the house.

			I’ve switched back to the first-person singular. Sorry to exclude you, Dear Reader, but this story must be told that way. It’s a confession, after all, as all first-person narratives are confessions. We’re getting something off our chests, unburdening ourselves of an experience or experiences that have moved us to where we can no longer bear to keep them to ourselves. We must share them, and in sharing them we hope to make you, our reader, understand what we’ve been through, and in the process make you complicit in our actions. 

			To make you my twin: that’s the point of this and all confessions. No longer will you be able to say, “Under the same circumstances, I’d have done differently.” On the contrary. Under the same circumstances, you would have done exactly as I did since you would have been me.

			Then again, it’s all a conceit. Having read the first paragraph of this testimony, you know perfectly well that I’m not really sitting in a car in front of my former father’s former lake house at six thirty (6:45 now) a.m. Furthermore you know — or anyway you suspect — that this chapter will end with my seeing my twin hanging from a ceiling beam. 

			Still, you’re in suspense, as if you hadn’t read that first paragraph, or you’ve conveniently forgotten it. Coleridge calls it the willful suspension of disbelief. Maybe that opening was just a dream, like the nightmare my mother had about Greg drowning. These days especially, given all the postmodern shenanigans, with respect to narratives, anything’s possible, including my being simultaneously in this car hesitating to enter my former father’s former lake house, and — having already entered and seen the awful thing inside it — sitting with my back to the loft railing writing these words in one of a series of black marbled composition notebooks.

			There’s a scientific term for it. Quantum Entanglement (“Spooky Action,” Einstein called it), the theory that two objects existing in completely different places may be “entangled,” so that whatever happens to one happens to the other. Apart from being in different places they are, for all intents and purposes, identical. The term applies to atoms. But — theoretically, as I see it — what’s true of atoms must also be true of things that are made of atoms. Of everything, in other words.

			Is it not the case that I, your narrator, sitting in this parked car avoiding what awaits me in that house, am quantumly entangled with the narrator who wrote that opening paragraph, while he in turn is — or was — quantumly entangled with the owner of the corpse who is its object? As I will soon be, though presumably I don’t yet know it? 

			If that’s not complicated enough, there’s also this entity known as “the author” who isn’t any of those narrators, but who is, nonetheless, quantumly entangled with each of them — as you, Dear Reader, are quantumly entangled with me.

			Notwithstanding which I’m still sitting here, in my car, in the driveway of the lakeside A-frame to which, according to our mother, my twin has retreated: a claim backed by the late-model BMW R1200C Phoenix Cruiser motorcycle parked under the same declining carport under which my father kept the Alfa Romeo. The Alfa is still there. My eyes trace its contours underneath the tarp that, along with the carport’s metal roof, is covered with leathery brown magnolia leaves, like a mantle of discarded wallets.

			With a deep breath I got out of the car (note sly switch to past tense). Having grabbed my gym bag from the rear seat (I hadn’t packed much), I made my way to the front door, on the right side of the house. I knocked. Seconds later I knocked again, louder. I tried the door. It was locked. I circumnavigated the deck to the first set of French doors to find them likewise locked. I tried the second set. Though it stuck hard to the frame, the door opened.

			A smell that I’ll try but fail to describe greeted me: a blend of ashes, mildew, mold, damp carpet, and something else, ripe and repugnant in equal measure. A repulsive, awful, abominable … Adjectives aren’t descriptions, they’re opinions. I’d never smelled anything so hideous. 

			“Greg?” I spoke to the darkness. “Greg?” 

			Then, realizing my mistake: 

			“Brock?” 

			Though by then the sun had come up, inside the house was still in darkness. The blinds and curtains were drawn. I found a light switch and switched it on. Nothing. I tried more switches with the same result. Had Greg — I’m sorry — had Brock been living there with no electricity? Without lights, heat, or ventilation? In a house that stank of, among other things, a history that included our father’s gristly suicide? If so, he really had gone over some sort of edge. 

			I remembered that my father kept a box of matches on the mantelpiece. I groped for and found them. By the light of a burning match I searched in drawers for a flashlight or a candle. In a lower drawer I found a flashlight, but the battery was dead. I found some candles. I lit three and positioned them at points along the kitchen counter. Their light revealed to me the inside of my father’s house much as I recalled it from thirty-seven years before. A bookshelf moved, an unfamiliar sofa, a different-colored oil cloth on the dining table. Otherwise apart from the smell and the spiderwebs that I kept wiping off my face it was just as I had last seen it. 

			I called my brother’s name again, his new name. I shouted it. I opened the basement door and shouted again. Taking one of the candles, I walked to the end of the short corridor leading to the downstairs bedroom, where my father had slept during my visits, and shouted it into there. The bed was made. A colorful spread covered it. If Brock had slept there, he left no sign. He must be sleeping upstairs, I thought, in the loft. Or maybe that’s not his motorcycle out there. Maybe my father had taken up motorcycling near the end of his life, unbeknownst to me.

			I was about to make my way up the stairs when I saw something else, something I hadn’t seen before, a dark oblong shape hanging there, above me, a few feet from the balcony railing. My father’s boat, I thought. Yes, that must be what I’m seeing. 

			But it wasn’t a boat. It was too small to be a boat, too small, and — unless the hoisting rope had come off one of its pulleys — oblong in the wrong direction. The oblong boat hypothesis made no sense, but neither did an obscure, human-shaped chandelier. Or was it just a shadow? I thought of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave as relayed to me by my father, wherein a group of POWs chained inside a cave imagine the fire-cast shadows on the wall to be men, women, horses … The point, my father explained, lecturing me as usual, is that human beings tend to mistake the conclusions offered to them by their limited perspectives for reality. Plato’s Cave had become my father’s A-frame, and I its solitary prisoner watching the shadow-play performed by the sepulchral light that had just started seeping in from outdoors, the oblong shadow becoming increasingly human.

			Oh God, I thought, Oh dear God … please … please … no …

			Then I did what I had resisted doing until then. I pulled aside the curtains over the French doors. I opened the blinds on the triangular windows. 

			The fog had lifted; the skies were a dim, pale, cloudless, colorless color. Shadowy light streamed in. With the house flooded with daylight, I turned around and looked up. And saw. 

			And screamed my twin brother’s name.





 

			4. COFFEE, BLACK




			“In shaping our personalities, which plays the more decisive role: our innate qualities, the ones we were born with (“nature”), or environmental factors, including our experiences (“nurture”)? Nature or Nurture? But supposing there were a third choice? What if the third choice were: Neither!”

			 	— from Coffee, Black, by Brock Jones, PhD
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