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With the same mechanical motion that he had repeated for years, Donald Wilson reached out to the clock on the nightstand and turned off the alarm. It was exactly five minutes until seven, just before its annoying sound was programmed to go off and drive him from the comfortable warmth of his bed. Although his body always woke him a few minutes early, every night before going to sleep he made sure the alarm was on. 

He did not linger in bed, as many people do, but sat up right away and easily stepped into the slippers that he had symmetrically aligned nearby the night before. The short distance to the bathroom was clear of any obstacles, lest he have to get up in the middle of the night, although he never did. A motion-activated nightlight would have lit the way. It was just a precaution.

After taking a short shower and drying himself off vigorously, he opened the bathroom door to release any residual vapor that might cloud the mirror and reached for the shaving cream and his razor. He used this time to contemplate the day ahead of him, think of any possible contingencies that might arise, and the most efficient alternatives to solve them. Today he did not foresee anything out of the ordinary, just the usual clients that had been scheduled at the accounting firm that he had founded.

Before going into the kitchen, he stepped into the walk-in closet and put on the pants, shirt, and shoes that he had selected the night before. He purposely set aside the sober jacket and tie, lest he accidentally spill something on them.

For years he had made a habit of allowing himself only a light breakfast: freshly brewed coffee (the programmable machine came on automatically as he took his shower), toast with butter or jelly, which he alternated, a hard-boiled egg, and fresh orange juice. He was fully conscious that the sedentary nature of his job could quickly lead to being overweight if one was not careful. Not only had he always watched his intake of calories but had joined a gym where he worked out vigorously every other day after leaving the office. The reason he gave himself, especially when his yearly membership came due, was one of bodily health and general well-being, but underneath it all there was also a touch of vanity. Although not as handsome as a movie star, Donald was not completely dissatisfied with his looks.

As he sat at the kitchen table, he turned on the small television to get a heads up on the weather and the latest news. He would eat breakfast then return to the bedroom to make the bed, brush his teeth, and put on his tie and coat.

Donald Wilson was a man of habit, one whose life was as colorless as an Ansel Adams print, as predictable and as accurate as a Swiss watch, and as exciting as a slice of stale bread. In his own mind, however, he did not consider himself as such. He simply saw himself as a man, just any man.

His meticulousness, over time, had turned into fastidiousness, a quality that made him an ideal candidate for his job. No one knew if he was born that way or if he had acquired these habits along the way. Even as a young boy, it was clear that he was not like his older brother or the rest of his classmates. If anything, his mother would secretly worry that his room was just too orderly and tidy. Donald made up his bed as soon as he got up and the clothes in his closet were hung using an esoteric system that she never managed to decipher. His work area was always clear of the usual items—pencils, pens, erasers and other sundry knick-knacks that would have been found on the desk belonging to any other boy his age. Instead, he kept everything in a compartmentalized cookie tin that he had received for Christmas a few years back. Above his desk, hanging on the wall, a calendar with typical American landscapes—the Grand Canyon, Golden Gate Bridge, etc.—held a chronological sequence of upcoming events, whether social or academic. His report cards, needless to say, were just as predictable and orderly as his room. They were populated by neat rows of the letter A and the same repetitious comments made by his teachers after having exhausted their laudatory repertoire. 

Donald Wilson was, indeed, a model child; he never gave his parents or teachers any trouble. How could she complain? Yet, his mother still worried. In her mind, no child, especially a boy, could or should be that perfect. 

David, his older brother, was the opposite side of the coin and his room reflected it. There were clothes strewn on the furniture, on the unmade bed, and often also on the floor. Why bother to hang them up? He simply chose from the ample and random assortment that was easily within reach. That the clothes were wrinkled or unwashed didn’t seem to make any difference to David; he just dragged himself out of bed, put them on, and sat at the breakfast table still half asleep. Usually, his parents and his younger brother were already halfway through their meal. 

David’s report cards were always full of surprises. Unlike Donald’s, his grades spanned the entire range, from an occasional A or D, to the more common Cs. His parents believed that he was just as intelligent as Donald but he just did not take school that seriously. He was more interested in sports and having a social life than in his academic formation. Throughout high school he sought the company of many girlfriends, with whom he attended—or organized—wild parties and usually came home at a late hour.

The parents never reproached David or compared him to his brother, lest he feel that they wished he were more like him. At school, most of the teachers never suspected they were related. They just assumed that they shared the same last name by coincidence but that there was no relation. After all, while David was often late with his assignments and never volunteered any answers in class, Donald was always prompt, meticulous, and his hand went up as soon as the teachers asked a question. 

There was a tacit pact between the brothers never to visit each other’s room; they were on opposite poles that were destined never to meet. The rest of the house was neutral territory jointly controlled by their parents. The two brothers would see each other when the family sat down for their meals or occasionally in the evenings when everyone gathered in the living room to watch television. Most of the time, however, Donald was in his room doing homework and David was out with his friends. Despite the fact that they lived under the same roof, had the same parents, and had been raised in the same way, the only thing they had in common was their last name.

Although they wished their sons were closer, in time the parents accepted the situation. They concluded that the boys were different; that was all. Just before his high school graduation, David announced that he wanted to attend the university and pursue a degree in art history. His parents were both surprised and pleased. He had never mentioned an interest in art, but at least it was better than just getting a dead-end job and wasting away his best years, so they supported his decision.

Donald would never forget the day of David’s departure to college. That morning the entire family got in the car and drove for several hours until they reached the campus. Following a brief orientation led by an upperclassman, they were shown to the dorms where the new students were abuzz carrying in their belongings, arranging their closets, and generally settling in. After a brief goodbye, they left David in the room and walked back to the car. The return trip was a lot more silent. Donald’s parents simply commented that David would probably adapt well and make friends right away but did not voice any of their academic expectations.

As soon as he walked into his room, Donald knew that someone had been there. Sitting on his desk, he found a small box and a glass jar. They were accompanied by a hand-written note. 

Donny, 

Use this on a regular basis.

Maybe they will help you with 

your stiff and constipated way of life.

Your brother, David.  

The box contained a full assortment of suppositories, and the jar was Bengay. At first Donald thought that it was a joke in poor taste. But after thinking about it for a while, he concluded that David had meant it.

Although he never mentioned the incident to his parents, nor showed any outward signs of it ever happening, it really bothered him. At first, he was angry. Not so much at the explicit message and the accompanying remedies, but at the violation of his private space. No one ever came into his room unless they were invited. Even his mother, whenever she came in to deliver clean sheets and pillowcases, or for whatever other reason, always knocked on the door and waited politely until she was asked to come in.

But during the subsequent days, in the silence that was born out of David’s absence, he began to ponder what his brother had meant. It was obvious that he considered a neat, orderly, and organized way of life a liability rather than an asset. Was it possible that in his quest for efficiency he had taken these qualities to an extreme? He didn’t think so. Everything he did was logical and orderly. Shouldn’t life be pursued in exactly that way?

In the end, he concluded that his brother was wrong; it was David who needed to change his general outlook on just about everything. He wondered how his brother could ever succeed in college with such a disorganized approach to life. David had no rules, so he observed none. He just took the days as they came, as unopened envelopes that were delivered to him every morning and that contained an assortment of possibilities with which he could fill the hours. No. He preferred his own, methodical, and predictable way of doing things without any surprises that might upset the normal flow of life. Nothing changed; if anything, after his brother’s departure, he became more focused on his own studies. Although David called occasionally, Donald made it a point not to come to the phone; there was nothing he wanted to say to his brother.

But inevitably, Thanksgiving arrived and David would be coming home for a few days. There was no need to pick him up at the college since he had secured a ride with a friend who lived in the same town. Of course, his parents were excited and on the day of his arrival they sat in the living room, waiting and occasionally peeking through the windows that faced the front of the house.

Eventually, a station wagon pulled up to the curb and David appeared holding a small bag in his hand. Walking quickly to the front door, he opened it and stepped into the living room. He seemed taller than just a few months before and he had grown a beard. After kissing his mother and hugging his dad, he finally looked at Donald.

“Hi Donny,” he said while slapping his brother lightly on the back. “How are things?”

“Fine,” he said curtly. Everybody knew that he did not like to be call Donny or Don. He preferred Donald, his given name.

That evening, during suppertime, David spoke about his college life, his courses, and the new friendships he had forged during his short stay. His parents must have felt a certain amount of relief that at least he was taking his studies more seriously than he had taken those in high school.

Donald did not comment, but just listened. It was as if he were listening to a stranger. Yes, he and David were brothers, but had never been friends. As soon as dinner was over, he excused himself alleging homework and went to his room. His parents were eager to hear every word that David had to say about his college experiences.

The subsequent days, including Thanksgiving, were basically identical. David would sleep late, watch TV in the afternoons, and go out with his high school friends in the evenings. Eventually, Sunday came around and David’s ride back to college showed up at the door. He was ready to go. After kissing his mother and hugging his father, he turned towards Donald.

“I’ll see you around,” he said, and then winked at him with his left eye.

Then, he was gone.

During David’s visit, Donald had made sure that whenever he was not in his room, the door remained locked. He did not want a repeat of the unspoken incident that had taken place months before. But apparently David was too preoccupied with his own activities, busy visiting his friends or maybe his concern for his brother’s behavior had just been forgotten. Donald’s room had remained the private sanctuary that he had so carefully crafted.

David’s next visit was not until Christmas, and it was pretty much a repeat of the previous one. He arrived with the same friend who had brought him at Thanksgiving and, just as before, spent most of his free time sleeping and visiting his acquaintances. Unbeknownst to Donald, this would be the last time he would see his brother for many years. He called at the end of the spring semester to tell the parents that he would not be coming home for the summer since he had secured an internship in a museum. Even though the position did not pay much, the experience would later prove invaluable in his chosen career. He also excused himself for having to miss Donald’s high school graduation, but it was imperative that he be at his job since it could open other doors in the future.

By that time Donald had already applied to several colleges and universities, to which he had been accepted. He had also received several generous offers for scholarships, which would greatly ease the financial burden of a university career. The one institution of higher learning which he never considered, to the chagrin of his parents, was the one his older brother David attended. He knew that he could have easily been admitted but he preferred to go his own way instead of being someone’s little brother.

After a careful process of elimination, he settled on Rutgers University because of the program and the advantages that it offered him. Even as an entering freshman, he knew that he wanted to pursue a career in accounting. There was no ambiguity in numbers, a quality which he found to be very appealing. Gray areas or different interpretations were not possible. Numbers did not lie.

His parents approved wholeheartedly of his decision. Donald’s common sense was something they had accepted as a matter of course throughout the years, and they were certain that he had weighed all the factors before making such and important decision. They were also glad that scholarships would cover most of his expenses, so their financial contribution would be minimal. The only thing they disliked about his decision was the distance to the university since New Brunswick, New Jersey, was hundreds of miles from their home in Illinois. Donald had settled on one of the most prestigious institutions on the East Coast. They accepted it because, after all, it was his decision and no one else’s, no matter how they felt about it.

On the appointed day, they drove their son to the airport; driving to the university was out of the question. After checking in his luggage and an emotional goodbye, Donald promised that he would call as soon as he arrived. Then he boarded the plane.
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Donald carefully guided his three-year-old Toyota Camry into the parking space labeled with the number one. Although he was the founder and senior partner of the firm, his innate modesty kept him from using any titles that would identify him as such. He preferred numbers; after all, the company was an accounting firm. 

As he walked into the building that Monday morning, he was greeted by Beth Morgan, the receptionist who had been with the firm for the past two years. She was a divorced mother of one who came in early and always went above and beyond the required duties of her job. They were lucky to have her.

His office, located in one of the front corners of the building, was just as he had left it two days before except for the tidy pile of correspondence that Beth had placed on his desk earlier that morning. This was usually of a personal nature since she also handled the bills and other messages that came addressed to the firm.

As he did every morning, Donald checked his calendar and then started going through the mail that Beth had placed on his desk. There was nothing out of the ordinary; some of the letters were inquiries from prospective clients, others were simply offers for services that came addressed to him. He just put them on a neat pile that he would later return to Beth and she would take care of it. 

The last letter on the pile, however, caught his attention immediately. The envelope had been addressed in a handwriting that he recognized immediately. It belonged to Dexter James, his former roommate at Rutgers University and perhaps his best friend.

Donald was immediately curious, since Dexter was not in the habit of writing, despite the fact that they made it a point to meet in New York City once a year. Living and working close to Washington, D.C. it was easy for him to take the train directly into Manhattan. From there it was just a short subway ride to Dexter’s apartment. This was one of the ways they had managed to keep their friendship alive after all these years.

Inside the envelope he found a printed invitation to a theater performance and a hand-written note from Dexter. He also noticed that the program invitation was printed in Italian.

Below the heading there was an extensive listing of the activities, also in Italian, so he turned his attention to the accompanying note.

Estate Fiorentina – Tutti Sono Benvenuti

“This year we can’t meet in New York, so let’s

do it in Italy. I know that you will find a

thousand excuses for not coming, but this

opportunity will never come again. If you

don’t do it for me, do it for yourself. Call

me as soon as you can and let me know.

Dexter”

Immediately he thought of the upcoming commitments with his work; there was no way he could just walk away from it all just to attend a theater festival in Florence, Italy. 

Simultaneously, another part of him told him that what Dexter proposed was not as far-fetched as it sounded. After all, he could take time off from work whenever he wanted. People did it all the time. He leaned back in his chair and thought about Dexter and how well he had predicted his initial reaction. Their relationship went back to their time as freshmen at Rutgers and they had kept their friendship alive all these years. If anyone knew him, and how his mind worked, it was Dexter.

Back in those days, the one component that Donald had failed to consider was that every incoming freshman was required to stay in one of the college dorms. Since the rooms were double occupancy, he would have a roommate. This in itself was not a problem; the rooms were quite ample and had individual desks and closets. By the time Donald arrived on campus and checked into the dorm, the other student was already there. His name was Dexter James, and he was originally from Hoboken, not far from the university. He was tall, rather good looking, and laughed easily, sometimes even without a reason. As Donald proceeded to unpack and arrange his desk, he found out that Dexter aspired to become an actor, so he had enrolled in theater and performing arts courses. In fact, he was already planning to try out for an upcoming performance of Death of a Salesman—a perennial favorite—the theater department would be presenting later on in the semester. He was also a jazz aficionado, and at one point in his life had considered a career in music, but ultimately had settled on the theater. His love for this music, however, had not waned and he often played records while studying in the room. Donald did not find this annoying or distracting in any way. On the contrary, he found the sounds rather soothing.

Donald liked Dexter right away and told him that if he got the part in the play, he would come to see him perform.

“Sure thing,” Dexter answered him, “The more people the better.”

Besides his easy manner, frequent smile, and overall charm, what impressed him most about Dexter was his work ethic, a quality that Donald discovered not at once, but gradually, as the semester got underway.

It is generally assumed that actors (or would-be actors) are usually quirky and unpredictable, and this may very well be, but if one had to use one word to describe Dexter James, focused would be the one that would come to mind. That is not to say that Dexter was not spontaneous and creative—essential elements for any successful actor—but he took his craft very seriously. He was up early for class and was always prompt with his assignments.

He was also a physical fitness buff, so he availed himself of the university gym regularly. This meant that between classes, rehearsals (he had been cast in the part of Bernard, a minor but important character in the upcoming play), and the gym, Dexter did not spend much time in the dorm. During his free evenings, rather than joining the other drama students in impromptu parties, he sat in his room reading classic plays or working on his assigned projects.

Donald, in turn, would sit at his own desk working on his accounting ledgers or deciphering the intricacies and challenges that numbers always presented. There was no room for error, so the work had to be scrutinized and checked more than once.

They even bought a coffee pot together, which was placed on a small stand between their desks, within easy reach of either student. Most of the time, however, Donald had the room to himself, which he found rather convenient. In every way, Dexter was an ideal roommate.

But even when Dexter was not there, Donald had become so used to the sound of jazz that he would play music throughout the evening while working on his accounting ledgers and drinking coffee. He especially liked Suddenly, It’s Spring, an album by Zoot Sims, a tenor saxophonist. ‘Amaline,’ a soulful ballad, was his favorite track. This was just the beginning of Dexter’s unintended influence. Cognizant of how important it was to maintain a physical well-being, Donald started to attend the university gym with Dexter until that habit also became part of his normal routine. They usually did their workouts in the late afternoon, after classes were over and before the evening meal in the cafeteria. It was a time that allowed for a temporary respite from the usual academic concerns with which every student lives every hour of the day. During their time in the gym the only focus was on the particular exercise that would lead to the completion of that day’s session, and whose culmination was a twenty-minute sauna and an invigorating shower afterwards.

Then, after supper was over, it was time to concentrate once again on the accounting assignments or, for Dexter, often return to the theater department. It was a daily routine that paid off handsomely since they both made the dean’s list that semester.

But Donald and Dexter’s friendship was based on a lot more than going to the gym together or listening to jazz late into the evening. As the fall progressed, the time until the Thanksgiving recess grew shorter. The university would be closed for the entire week, thus giving the students time to return to their respective hometowns and spend time with family and friends. It would also do everyone good to forget about their studies for a few days.

This was something that that Donald had not considered. Flying back to Illinois, especially for such a short time and during the holidays, would certainly be expensive, so it did not make economic sense. David would certainly be returning home, as he did every year, since he was only an hour away. Suddenly, it dawned on Donald that the prospect of spending another Thanksgiving at home was not particularly appealing to him. Sure, he always enjoyed spending time with his parents—they could not be more supportive of his pursuits—but being around his brother always caused him to be on guard. 

Although the university would be closed, the dorm would stay open but he would have to provide his own meals. This was the only viable alternative to flying back; he could stay, have his meals in a nearby restaurant, and use the time without classes or other commitments to get an early start on some of his upcoming projects. In the evenings he could go to the movies or just relax. It was a sensible plan.

“What!” shouted Dexter when Donald told him what he intended to do. “I can understand that you don’t want to fly back, with Christmas just around the corner and all, but you can’t stay here by yourself, not during Thanksgiving.”

“You said it yourself,” Donald replied, “I’ll fly home for Christmas, so this is my only alternative.”

“You could come home with me,” said Dexter. “My parents won’t mind; in fact, they will be glad to have you. Now that I’m gone, even though they don’t mention it, I know they get kind of lonely. Besides, anything will be more fun than staying alone in an empty dorm.”

Dexter’s logic was difficult to refute. He lived only an hour away from the university, and in the past, he had mentioned in passing that he was an only child, hence the comment about his parents being lonely after he had left home. That was pretty much all that Donald knew about his parents.

“I don’t know what to say,” muttered Donald, truly surprised by the impromptu invitation.

“You don’t have to say anything, or simply say yes.”

“Fine, I’ll come. And thank you for the invitation.”

“Great!” said Dexter excitedly. “I’ll call my parents tonight and let them know that you are coming with me. Even though I live so close, I’m usually too busy to go home. But you know that.”

“Yes, we are all busy with endless assignments,” agreed Donald.

“We can go into New York over the weekend,” said Dexter, “I miss listening to live jazz, and there are so many clubs there that it’s impossible to visit them all in such a short time.”

“I’ve never been to New York,” confessed Donald, “Except the airport.”

“Then you are in for a treat,” said Dexter enthusiastically. “It’s a place like no other in the world; anything you want can be found there.”

“I have to admit that I’m looking forward to it,” said Donald with a smile.

––––––––
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THE REMAINING DAYS until the Thanksgiving recess came and went in a flash. Dexter was at the theater department almost every evening since the upcoming play would be presented before Christmas. Donald, in turn, wanted to make sure that all his work was up to date so he wouldn’t have to worry about it during the vacation days.

When the day finally arrived, Donald was ready. For some reason, he was expecting Dexter’s parents to show up at the dorm and pick them up but it did not happen that way at all.

“It wouldn’t be practical,” explained Dexter as they boarded a bus that would take them to the train station downtown. “It only takes about an hour to get to Hoboken, so this way is faster and more economical. Besides, my dad doesn’t like driving that much,” he added.

The New Brunswick train station, as with train stations almost everywhere in the northeast, was old and nondescript. After purchasing the tickets, they stood on the platform waiting for the next train. By the ancient look of the buildings—despite recent efforts to update their appearance—Donald realized that it had been built long ago, its strategic location chosen because it was downtown and because of its proximity to New York City.

“The trains run every half hour,” said Dexter, almost as an afterthought. As if to corroborate his words, a distant rumble was felt and then the train itself appeared. It slowed down and finally stopped with high-pitched hiss. Once the pneumatic doors opened, a group of passengers getting off rushed out onto the platform, walked hurriedly past those who were waiting to get on, and eventually disappeared into the station.

“Time to get on,” said Dexter as he grabbed his bag and made his way into the car.

The trip went quickly. As they approached the station in Hoboken, Donald realized that it had some architectural similarities to the one in New Brunswick, though much grander—a sign that Hoboken was and continued to be an important port to New York City.

“How far is your house from the station?” he asked Dexter.

“Not far,” he said, “Maybe fifteen minutes walking. By the way, my parents don’t live in a house but in an apartment. In fact, most people do; real estate here is far from cheap.”

After leaving the station, Donald walked along with Dexter on what he assumed was one of the main streets of the city. They went past restaurants, clothing stores, and other businesses usually found in any downtown area. Finally, he stopped in front of a tall building with a massive door.

“Here we are,” he said as he pressed one of the buttons on the pad next to the door. A few moments later a buzz was heard as the door became unlocked.

As they walked in, they found themselves in a small vestibule. On the back wall there was a stainless steel door to the elevator and next to it, on the right wall, the rows of mailboxes corresponding to the different apartments in the building.

“Third floor,” said Dexter as he summoned the elevator. The door opened immediately, they stepped into the enclosure, and Dexter pressed the button for the third floor.

The elevator door opened onto a carpeted corridor that held the doors of the different apartments. After stepping out of the elevator, Dexter walked to the door labeled 3-D.

There was no need to knock or ring the bell; the door opened immediately.

In the threshold there was a young-looking couple that Donald had trouble reconciling as Dexter’s parents. They smiled and hugged him, and then he introduced him. 

“We have heard a lot about you,” said Daniel, Dexter’s father.

“Yes, we have,” echoed Doris, his mother.

At that time the thought that popped into Donald’s mind was that they favored the letter D. That would explain Dexter’s name. He did not realize, however, that simply based on that criteria his name also could have been part of that group.
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