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For my parents




Kafka imagines a man who has a hole in the back of his head. The sun shines into this hole. The man himself is denied a glimpse of it. Kafka might as well be talking about the man’s face. Others “look into it.” The most public, promiscuous part of his body is invisible to himself. How obvious. Still, it takes a genius to say that the face, the thing that kisses, sneezes, whistles, and moans is a hole more private than our privates. You retreat from this dreadful hole into quotidian blindness, the blindness of your face to itself. You want to light a cigarette or fix yourself a drink. You want to make a phone call. To whom? You don’t know. Of course you don’t. You want to phone your face. The one you’ve never met. Who you are.


—Leonard Michaels, “Journal”


“When I’m alone, I stop believing I exist.”


—A. Alvarez, The Savage God





Part 1
Meeting Midnight
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I enter the lobby of Claire Nightingale’s apartment building, here to tell her I have murdered her only son. As always, the marble foyer is hushed and dim, almost sepulchral, and, as always, two doormen stand watch over the evening shift. The one who opens the door for me is named Victor. He recognizes my face—of course he does, he’s worked here for years—and he says, “They starving you at that college? I can see your ribs, buddy.”


“Hunger strike,” I say, trying on a smile, but my voice comes out too loudly and echoes clumsily around the hollow space. My mouth still feels new, these lips, this meaty tongue. I cough to cover my mistake and walk toward the elevator at the back of the lobby. The second doorman looks up from his copy of the Post. Our eyes meet briefly, and he looks down again, uninterested.


“Ms. Nightingale just got in,” Victor calls after me. “She’ll be happy to see you. She’s always talking about you.”


I want to tell him that I already know she’s upstairs, that I saw her step out of her taxi fifteen minutes ago from my hiding spot across Central Park West. Instead I just give him a wave and press the elevator button. I sat on a park bench for hours, waiting for Claire to return from wherever she was—holed up in her Chelsea office, suffering through some hopeless date, alone at the movies—all the while holding myself tightly against the November cold. When a cab finally pulled up to the building and I saw Claire get out, her slight, familiar outline backlit by the lobby’s glow, I suppressed the urge to run across the street and grab her right there on the sidewalk. I had to remind myself about the doormen and the neighbors and the dog walkers, about strangers heading for the subway entrance on the corner or tourists who’d walked the wrong way after leaving the Museum of Natural History. This was a private matter; there was no need for anyone else to get involved.


From my bench I watched her hand Victor a leather bag, laugh along with something he said, touch his shoulder. Even at her lowest, she can always pull herself together for these brief encounters, these rote, mannerly interactions. There is always decorum. There is always propriety. I lived alongside Claire and her son, Luke, for fourteen years, and I know that trusting any particular Claire to hang around for too long is always a mistake. Luke never liked to admit this, to himself or anyone else, so I used to say it to his face: You’re not dumb, just incurably naïve. As I sat on the bench, Victor opened the door for Claire and pulled it shut after her. Behind my back, Central Park shivered along with me, bare branches and spindly bushes rasping in the wind. I stood up and stamped feeling back into my legs, still amazed at the brittleness of my new body.


But don’t mistake this for a complaint. I can now pick a coffee cup off the counter and carry it over to the table on the other side of the room. I can shake a man’s hand. I can drive a car. I can press my palm onto a square of wet cement and leave a mark. I have a voice that can be heard by anyone who cares to listen. I am here, in the world, in the flesh, a body moving in space. And, of course, Claire can no longer ignore me. She never liked how much time Luke spent alone with me; even when we were children she suspected that our friendship was the face of something dark and hidden. But tonight she will be forced to listen to what I have to say. It’s something for which I’ve waited a long time—fourteen years—and part of me wants to jab at the elevator button like a maniac, to sprint up the three flights to her apartment in one breath, to yell and scream and bang my head against the marble lobby walls.


But I don’t. I stand with my hands clasped behind my back, my body rigid and still, my frenzy contained. Above my head, floor numbers light up in reverse. In the brass doors, my reflection is murky and distorted, as though submerged in a pool of dirty water. Outside on the street, someone shouts, a car door slams. The second doorman shakes his newspaper. I wait and watch the numbers tumble downward.


The day I met Luke, I was alone in the playground when I heard someone call my name. I turned around and his face was there in front of mine. He was six years old then. His skin was pale, his features delicate and precise, just like his mother’s. His left eye was yellow-flecked green, the right brown, as if, instead of melding, his parents’ genes had been split evenly, an eye for each. Later, I liked to remind him that he came looking for me first. I didn’t ask for any of it.


“Hi,” he said. “I’m Luke. Want to play a game?”


He explained the rules: “The dinosaurs try to eat us, but we hide and use these”—he waved a neon-orange water gun—“to shoot them instead. Get it, Daniel?”


I nodded slowly. Daniel? It was true, that was my name. This was how things were at first: Luke said it and that made it so. He looked at me, not quite satisfied. “You need a laser pistol too. Here.” I felt something cold and heavy weigh down my hand. I looked at my gun. It was dull silver metal, double-barreled and snub-nosed, a scope mounted atop the barrels. “You aim through that,” Luke said, pointing at the scope.


We were in the playground across from the Metropolitan Museum. It was November then, too, and cold. We stood in a sandpit in the shadow of a toy brick pyramid, fifteen feet tall at its peak and dotted with footholds to help children scale its sloped sides. I watched as two older boys fought their way to the top, clawing at the gritty bricks and each other until one slipped, ripping a hole in the knee of his khakis and sliding down to the base. Luke winced, and the boy cried, clutching his knee while his rival peered down at him from the top of the pyramid. I couldn’t help laughing at the boy’s scrunched-up face, such an obvious exaggeration. The theatrics of a loser.


“Stop laughing,” Luke told me. “It’s not funny.” He waved me toward two tire swings, where a little girl spun in lazy circles, humming to herself. She pinned us with a pair of watery eyes and said, “I was leaving anyway,” before she hopped off and disappeared behind a family of concrete turtles. We got down in the cold dirt and squeezed under the tires. We lay there on our stomachs, a pair of snipers propping up our guns in the desert sand. I looked around while we waited. Plump babysitters pushed strollers and held the hands of toddlers in bulky parkas. Girls in pale blue skirts shared cigarettes and eyed the boys jostling one another out by the bus stop in their maroon blazers. I didn’t see any dinosaurs.


“There!” Luke whispered, pointing toward the museum. “A Tyrannosaurus rex. Be very quiet and don’t shoot until I say.”


I followed his finger. At first I saw nothing except the glare of the sun on the glass wall of the museum, but gradually a two-story outline took shape and filled in on the lawn in front of the wall. Two giant legs rippled with sinewy muscle and ended in tri-clawed feet. Tiny, almost dainty arms hung tight against a massive torso. A triangular head opened its mouth to display rows of fist-sized teeth. Old white scars marred brown, pebbled skin, and one fresh-looking red wound splashed across a thigh like war paint.


“See him?”


I nodded. The tyrannosaurus lurched toward the playground and the earth shuddered under our stomachs. Its shadow dwarfed the trees, and I could see the reflection of its spiny back receding on the glass wall as it stalked across the road between the museum and the playground, hunched forward, its black eyes sweeping the space at its feet. A wailing police car sped between its legs as it stepped over the playground’s fence. I checked my vision through the scope, finding the creature in the crosshairs.


“Go!” Luke shouted, and we rolled out from under the swings, scrambled to our feet, and ran toward a chain-metal bridge. The tyrannosaurus spotted us from the edge of the playground and began moving faster, dipping its head low, showing us its teeth. Wrist-thick ropes of saliva webbed the space between its two rows of incisors, and a chunk of flesh dislodged itself and tumbled wetly to the sand. We were almost at the bridge when I heard her voice, strident, insistent, scaling upward like a warped record: “Luuuke!”


Her name fit. Claire Nightingale was small-boned and birdlike, full of sharp, quick movements. She stood at the far end of the playground, the setting sun flush in her face, her body bisected by shadow. She fluttered her hands at us. “Time to go.” Luke didn’t move, and I glanced over my shoulder: the tyrannosaurus was nowhere to be found. Claire’s hands were now on her hips. “Luke!” She wore a navy pantsuit and black flats, and was coatless despite the bite of the early-winter afternoon. She stamped her foot, pointed at the ground in front of her. “Come here this instant.”


Luke sighed, looked at me, shrugged. My gun disappeared as he walked toward his mother. Halfway there he stopped and turned back to me. “Come on. You don’t want to stay here by yourself, do you?”


As soon as Luke was within reach, Claire kissed his cheek and grabbed his wrist, hard. “I lost track of time. We’re late.”


“Daniel’s going to come with us,” Luke said. “He’s my new friend.”


I nodded at Claire, but she didn’t give me more than a glance. “Is that so?”


“I won’t make any trouble,” I said.


Claire smiled, a private thing. “I suppose that’s fine.”


Luke stuffed the water gun in his pocket and took my hand, making himself a bridge between his mother and me as we walked onto Fifth Avenue. A second police car and then an ambulance screamed past us, parting the downtown traffic with their urgent authority. I followed their course over my shoulder and saw them pull to a halt a few blocks south, where a small crowd had gathered on the sidewalk across from the museum, but then Luke dragged me on and I didn’t look back again.


“I told you not to roll around in that filthy sand.” Claire glanced down at the grit streaking her son’s sweatshirt. “You could get a disease.”


“How?”


“Anything that lives in the sand, if it gets inside you it will live there too. I’m trying to keep you safe, Luke.” He nodded, but I could tell he didn’t understand. “I mean living things you can’t see. They’re everywhere. They’re all over you and you can’t even feel them. And us, people, we’re vulnerable to even the smallest. Our skin is permeable. Do you know what that means?” “Porous,” I said, but she continued as though she hadn’t heard me. “It means we’re dotted with holes. Cheesecloth. Sieves. And then these things get inside us and mingle with what’s ours until we can’t tell the difference between the two.” She kept on like this the whole way. I tried to sort through her speech, but I didn’t know what was important and what could be thrown away.


The Nightingale apartment was on 106th Street, across Fifth Avenue from the Conservatory Garden, which was almost never crowded, not even in the spring when flamboyant tulips and roses splattered its lawns. In winter, the garden was reduced to an arrangement of sharp-cornered hedges, an homage to discipline and order. Benches nestled hidden in dense folds of brambles; sheltered corners offered up a wealth of shadows. Even that first time, I felt a strong, simple appreciation for the garden as the three of us passed by its gates and crossed the street to their apartment building.


The elevator deposited us on the penthouse floor, where the doors opened directly into the apartment’s plush but cramped space. Over Luke’s shoulder, in the living room, a massive wooden armoire abutted a mirrored liquor cabinet, which in turn crowded a low glass table cluttered with bamboo baskets. In the foyer, a watercolor landscape looked down upon a wicker rocking chair. In this rocking chair Luke’s father sat, ankles crossed and hands behind his head, stretched out to his full length. The air in the apartment was close and heavy. I trailed behind Luke and Claire, unsure of my place in any of this.


James Tomasi sat up straight. “I believe you said four-thirty.”


Claire flicked her head toward Luke and me. “Your son was busy making friends at the playground. It was all I could do to drag him away.”


“I’m sure you had nothing to do with it.” He winked at Luke with half of his face, like a mime. “Isn’t that right, chief?” Luke put his finger in his mouth and looked at his mother. “All I’m saying is somehow I managed to escape the office and get here on time. It would have been nice if you had attempted to do the same.”


“The sacrifices you make. I’m lucky to be married to a hero like you.”


James turned his head to the side and snorted like a horse. I studied him from my spot behind Luke. He was tall and rangy, long-fingered and loose-limbed. Tufts of wiry black hair sprouted from his knuckles. He wore a blue- and white-striped Oxford shirt, the top button open above the knot of his loosened tie. Over a once-broken nose two dark brown eyes retreated deep into their sockets. He had given Luke one of these eyes, but there were few other similarities between father and son; Luke’s features were concise, while everything about James was elongated and roughly cut. Though tense, Luke’s father looked more than a little resigned, as if the outcome of whatever battle he was fighting had already been decided. He gestured at the briefcase resting beside the wicker chair. “I brought everything.” His eyes flickered over to Luke and me, and then back to Claire. “I don’t feel like there’s much either of us should say right now.”


“Your altruism is breathtaking.” Claire took off her suit jacket and hung it on a hook near the entrance, and I saw for the first time how thin her arms were, how her skin was almost translucent, blue veins vivid as tattoos against the white skin. She squatted in front of her son. “Luke, your father and I have some things we need to talk about in private. Why don’t you and your new friend go to your room for just a little bit. Can you do that for me?”


Inside the bedroom, the last thin bands of sunlight slid through slits in the drawn bamboo shades. Luke spun a giant freestanding globe, and let his fingers graze across oceans and continents smeared into one unbroken stream of color. An antique four-poster bed stood against one wall and a meticulously detailed dollhouse was wedged into a corner. Luke saw me looking at the dollhouse and said apologetically, “It’s for girls, but my mother says there’s nowhere else to put it.”


Inside the miniature rooms, porcelain dolls with painted faces and tiny clothes took tea and played chess. Each time I looked into the house, the dolls seemed to hold slightly different positions than before, yet I could never catch them in motion. Luke hopped onto a stuffed leather chair and kicked off his boat shoes. His feet didn’t touch the floor, but he’d fashioned a footrest out of several old hardcover mystery novels. His bare toes worried the cover of the top one as he announced: “My father doesn’t sleep here anymore but he still comes home for dinner sometimes. On Mondays and Thursdays, I think. My mother keeps changing the days.”


I didn’t know what to say. “And tonight?”


Luke frowned. “I asked my mother and she said they’re on strike in Delphi, so it’s anyone’s guess. Do you know what that means?”


I wanted to say, It means your father probably isn’t going to stay for dinner, but I couldn’t explain how I knew that, so I just shrugged. Movement caught the corner of my eye, and I spun to face the dollhouse. “What is it?” Luke said. The figurines had moved, I was sure of it. A woman hung by her feet from a chandelier, her little pink evening dress billowing out toward her head; two men lay facedown on the floor in the parlor, their hands crossed behind their backs as though bound. “Oh, they always do that,” Luke said. He slid off the chair and took a step toward the house. I stepped behind him, and the house loomed large in its corner, and then I took another step and Luke’s bedroom and all its objects fell away. I stepped onto the porch—white-painted wood, it gave with a creak—and into the foyer, where Luke was already waiting for me. The smells of sea salt and pine drifted in through the open windows; a grandfather clock kept the time.


“Where are we?” I said.


“Newport,” Luke said. “Rhode Island. My grandmother’s house. Want to meet her?”


In the dining room, the woman still hung from the chandelier. Her porcelain head swiveled to fix us, and her upside-down mouth moved, but nothing came out. “I guess she’s not talking today.” The woman’s feet unhooked from the chandelier’s iron arms, and she crashed to the floor. “Well,” Luke said. “Another time, maybe.” In an adjacent nursery sat a crib, navy blue with white trim. A baby lay swaddled in blankets, its blank face unblinkingly regarding us. “That’s my mother,” Luke said. “They didn’t make any more after her.” Dangling over baby Claire was a mobile of stars and quarter-moons. Bright light wiped away any scenery on the other side of the windows.


“Luke?”


Suddenly the walls and floors and ceilings flew apart, and James stood in the doorway of the Fifth Avenue bedroom. “Are you playing with that creepy old thing again?”


“I was just showing it to Daniel,” Luke said, his face flushed and damp.


I wasn’t sure what I should say, so I kept my mouth shut. James looked in my direction, and then back at Luke. “It’s just that we might not be seeing as much of each other as we’re used to. What you need to understand is that it’s not because I want it to be that way.”


Luke paused for a moment, then said, “Who does?”


“What?”


“Who wants it to be that way?”


James tugged at the knot of his tie. “Nobody does, Luke. That’s just what’s going to happen.”


Dustlike quiet settled over the room, and Luke hung back, letting the dead space sag between them. I knew that each had disappointed the other, but I didn’t know how or why. I wanted to speak up now, to reach out and pinch James’s cheek or ruffle his hair, to slap Luke on the backside of his head and tell him to snap out of it, but I found myself unable to say or do anything.


James put on a fake smile. “Hey, cheer up, chief. It’s not the end of the world. Things won’t be that different.”


You don’t have to lie, I wanted to say.


Luke shook his head. “They’re different now,” he said.


Claire’s voice suddenly echoed through the apartment: “You guys okay in there?”


“No, the roof caved in, we’re all crushed to death,” James yelled back. “Christ,” he muttered under his breath, and then he kissed Luke’s forehead and left the room wiping his son’s sweat from his lips. Luke and I waited a moment before sneaking down the hall after him. From the doorway to the foyer, I saw him say something low and seemingly tender to Claire. He put his hand on her elbow but she jerked it away and walked into the kitchen. He stood alone in the foyer for a moment, and then he picked up his briefcase, and without another word he made his escape.
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The first night I spent in the apartment I fell asleep just like everyone else. When Luke asked if I could stay over, his mother smiled. “Don’t you think we should call his parents?” Luke frowned, then shook his head and told her it would be fine. She shrugged: “Whatever you think is best.” Those nights at the beginning of our friendship I could sleep leaning against a wall, curled up in the leather armchair, prostrate on the floor: it didn’t matter. After Claire read us our story for the night—Sherlock Holmes, the Brothers Grimm, A Thousand and One Nights—and turned out the lights, Luke’s breathing would quickly grow long and raggedy, and I would just as quickly fade with him, unconscious until the next morning, when he’d wake me with an elbow to the ribs. Sleep then seemed to be such a simple thing, the dimming of consciousness at the dimming of our lamp, automatic and unremarkable.


Children believe the situations to which they are first exposed are simply the way things are. And so, after Luke shook me awake before dawn on my first morning in the Nightingale household, I thought perhaps all children got up at a quarter to six to read the newspaper aloud with their mothers. It seemed entirely possible to me that in countless other apartments across the Upper East Side of Manhattan countless other little six-year-olds were busy learning words like multilateral and interventionist rather than lying in bed asleep, dreaming their dumb, harmless dreams.


We sat around the kitchen table, which was covered by the spread-out first section of the day’s New York Times. Claire’s finger jabbed at a headline. “ ‘NATO, Expanding Bosnian Role, Strikes a Serbian Base in Croatia,’” she quoted as Luke stirred his bowl of Lucky Charms. I watched sodden clovers and stars float on top of the rainbow-streaked milk in my own bowl. Luke had pointed to the empty space at the table in front of me, and Claire had said, “I don’t know what he’s used to at home, but Daniel can help himself to anything we have here.” I had no appetite, though, and the cereal sat untouched.


“This man says, ‘If we did not act, we would be viewed as incompetent and spineless. But if we acted too vigorously, we could provoke an escalation leading to tragic consequences. We try to tread this narrow path.’ Well,” Claire said brightly. “Hmmm. That’s a good way of looking at things, I think.” Outside the kitchen window, the sky had just begun to lift over Central Park. Claire spun the paper around so it was facing us. “Now you try a sentence.”


Luke pushed aside his cereal bowl and squinted at the blocks of text. I stood behind him and looked over his shoulder. The page was covered with groupings of black marks that resolved themselves into a field of mostly unknown combinations.


“ ‘In the past,’” Luke started, then paused. I saw where he was looking, and the three words he had just read aloud suddenly lay naked, open and unguarded on the page. “ ‘In the past,’ ” he started again, then stopped. The word following past curled in on itself like a worm poked by a stick.


Claire read it upside down. “ ‘Treading.’”


“Treading?”


“Treading, like walking. Going forward.”


On the page, the worm uncurled.


Luke read, “ ‘In the past, treading this path has led to … ’”


“Sound it out.”


“Con …”


I examined the unfriendly word. Its two halves resisted each other, failing to become one.


“Con …”


“Does Daniel have any ideas?” Claire looked around. “Maybe he can help you.”


With an almost audible click, the two syllables slotted together. “Conflict,” I whispered in Luke’s ear. He jerked his head up as though he’d forgotten I was there.


Claire smiled at us expectantly, nearly ecstatically. “Yes? Yes?”


“ ‘In the past, treading this path has led to conflict.’”


“Beautiful.” She smiled. “Seems like it might be a good idea to keep Daniel around for a while.”


I understood it was the newspaper’s words that were important, not what they meant. That they described something beyond a lesson in language, something that was actually happening somewhere else, was ancillary. But the lesson seemed valuable, and I wanted to learn more. The other sections of the newspaper were strewn about underneath this top one, and my eyes were drawn to a photograph that jutted out over the edge of the table. It was a headshot of a sullen-looking young man that had the blurred quality of something scanned from a passport or driver’s license. A sour, hollow feeling opened up inside my chest when I saw it, although I could not place the man’s face. I pointed: “What about this story?”


Luke glanced at me, and then pushed the first section aside to uncover the rest of the article. Below the headshot was a block of text, and below that a larger photograph in which a cluster of people stood on a sidewalk, looking down at something outside the frame. The spectators appeared well-dressed and stunned. A police officer spoke into a walkie-talkie; a gray-haired woman held a hand over her eyes. I could make out the steps of the Metropolitan Museum in the unfocused background as Luke put his finger to the headline. “Can we do this one?”


Claire scanned the article and frowned. “I’d rather try something different.”


“Why?”


She sighed. “It’s just … Something very sad happened to that young man.”


I looked closely at the headshot: brown hair, brown eyes, a bland, unremarkable face that betrayed nothing except slight irritation, or maybe just boredom. I couldn’t understand the unease roiling around in my stomach, a hot, greasy sensation, but I couldn’t ignore it either. “What does it say?” I asked, although I was not sure I really wanted to know.


“ ‘Fall,’” Luke said. He pointed to the middle of the headline’s five words.


“Yes,” Claire said reluctantly.


I concentrated on the first word. “ ‘Fifth,’ ” I said, and Luke repeated it after me.


Claire hesitated, which meant I was correct. But the other three words were too complex for me, and for Luke as well. Abruptly, Claire flipped the paper over. “Enough.” She put the first section back on top, and guided us to an article about the birth of a panda in a Chinese zoo.


After the rest of the paper had been parsed, Claire moved on to her day’s work, pulling out a manuscript from the pile that engulfed her desk, getting on the telephone to her staff at the Chelsea offices of the Nightingale Press. Claire’s mother, Venetia, had founded the publishing house with the remainder of the Nightingale banking fortune when Claire was a child; after her mother’s abrupt death, Claire took over just as the will instructed. It was an independent mystery press and it made no money, but Claire considered the house to be more like a family member than a company, and you don’t kill a relative just because she’s crippled. Yet on that first morning I did not know any of this. All I knew was that Claire shut the door to her study at 9:00 A.M. sharp and—after emerging briefly at lunchtime to fix Luke a peanut butter and banana sandwich—did not open it again until five that afternoon.


“Luke!” she called from the doorway then, tethered to the room by the phone cord wrapped around her wrist. “Where are you, sweetie?” We had been exploring the Newport house all afternoon, and we were just taking a rest, lying on our backs in the tawny light of Luke’s bedroom. He told me that Claire had pulled him out of kindergarten weeks before, soon after James had left, and now his afternoons were slow and dull. Lying there on the floor next to me, he turned his face to mine and said he was glad I was there to divide the time with him. I was about to reply when Claire turned the doorknob to her study. I heard the sound all the way across the apartment—the soft, dry click loud and distinct as a gunshot—and I jumped to my feet and was at the far end of the hallway, Luke close behind, by the time she called for him.


“There you are.” She clucked at Luke as he slid around me to reveal himself. “What are you wearing? They’ll be here in less than an hour.”


I looked at his sweatpants and T-shirt. “They who?”


The phone squawked on Claire’s shoulder. “Yes,” she said into the receiver, “but excuses don’t interest me, Gregory.” A buzzer rang. “You might be spared.” She hung up the phone and walked to the service door, where she received a riotous vase of flowers, then she trundled us into Luke’s bedroom and laid out a gold-buttoned blazer, gray flannel slacks, a white dress shirt, and a pair of black loafers. She dangled a plaid bow tie like a dead mouse.


“What about Daniel?” Luke asked.


“I’m sure everybody will think Daniel looks fine.” The buzzer rang again, and Claire disappeared. Luke undressed down to his briefs. His body was so pale and small, like a mollusk stripped of its shell. Larval. I was repelled but fascinated enough that I couldn’t resist reaching out to probe his soft belly. He slapped my hand away. “Stop it.” Soon the pasty skin was again hidden from sight, and I was glad I didn’t have to look at it anymore.


The first group of guests arrived just after six. They wore suits and cufflinks, evening dresses and sparkling jewelry. We darted between their legs and almost knocked over a tuxedoed waitress bearing a silver tray of champagne flutes. A man with a gray face and yellow teeth bent down to shake Luke’s hand, but Luke turned to the wall and refused to move. “Well, what do you expect,” I heard a woman trill. “Plucked out of school, hunkered down in this apartment.”


Claire consulted with a slim man in a black suit, some sort of pin with writing I couldn’t read affixed to his lapel. The foyer slowly filled up with adults, their chatter clogging the air above our heads. At six-thirty, the slim man tapped his flute with a gold pen and led the crowd into the living room.


Like every other room in the apartment, its walls were crammed full of paintings and photographs, their frames sometimes touching to make space for as many pieces as possible. A photographic portrait rubbed shoulders with a pastoral landscape; a calligraphic scroll split two stark geometric prints. I didn’t understand the arrangement, its chaos, its illogic, and I hated the way individual pieces were lost among the clutter.


The slim man stood at the head of the crowd and started talking. I couldn’t catch what he was saying—something about a museum, something else about gratitude and a grand tradition. “Does this happen often?” I asked Luke. “Every month now,” he said. “I hate it.” We stood at the back of the crowd, and I edged forward until I was absorbed into the genteel organism. No one paid any attention to me. I looked up and saw each face pointed at the slim man, who was still talking. “God, what a mess,” a man whispered into a hoary-haired ear. “Stored like cheap family snapshots.” I slipped deeper into the crowd. “She’s not as rich as she looks,” I heard somebody say.


The slim man directed a laser pointer at a portrait of a white-frocked little girl. Claire, where was Claire? Through the forest of legs, I saw her on the far side of the room, alone, leaning on the grand piano for support. She looked to be on display, a painting herself: Woman with Piano. Expressions cycled across her face as though she were trying each on for size. Some were too tight, others too loose. Finally, she found one that fit: terror, sheer terror. Of what? I didn’t know, but the emotion plastered itself onto her face like a wet rag. Then the speaker gestured toward her, and in a flash her gracious smile appeared, fast enough that I almost believed no one else saw what it replaced. She nodded back at the slim man, acknowledging something. Courteous, indulgent. I smelled Luke’s milk-sweet breath on the back of my neck; he was smiling at his mother, his eyes wide and soft. The slim man turned again to the painting of the girl. “The shading,” he said, “you’ll find to be deceptive.”


The length of a child’s day is elastic. A moment can be stretched out into an entire afternoon, an afternoon compressed into the delving of a single moment. During the weeks that followed, while Claire sat at her desk in the study all day long, Luke and I had the run of the rest of the apartment, and time simply did not exist.


“Look at this one.” Luke stood in front of one of the larger artworks in the living room, a painting of a peasant woman working at a fence, filling her basket with flowers that grew among the weeds at her feet. Its colors were light and soft, its brushstrokes staccato. The sky was pale blue, dotted with the cotton-candy clouds of a dry summer day, and the fields stretched out behind the woman in shades of green and sun-bleached yellow. In the near distance, a single willow tree cast a small pool of shade. A creature seemed to be hidden there within the texture of the brushstrokes, something that looked like a rabbit or maybe a dog, splayed out, possibly sleeping. It was more a suggestion of an animal than an animal itself, but there was something indecent about even this suggestion. It was as though the painter had changed his mind and, ashamed of what he had created, tried to conceal his original thought.


“Sweetie?” Claire appeared in the living room doorway. We blinked at her, startled out of our inspection of the painting. She moved to her son and put her hand on his forehead. “God, you’re sweating.” She looked where he looked. “Your grandmother bought that painting for the old Newport house, which is where it belongs.” With her hand resting on her son’s head, Claire seemed to forget where she was or whom she was talking to. She looked into the painting and drummed her fingers on the top of Luke’s skull, tapping out a secret code. Luke’s eye caught mine, and he winked at me, his co-conspirator. We all stood together for a few more silent moments until Claire clapped her hands. “No more work for me today. Let’s go to the park.” She smiled at us. “Wouldn’t you like that?”


Outside, it was colder than it had looked through the window, and as we crossed Fifth Avenue, a sharp wind funneled between the buildings at our backs. It was the first of December. We entered the Conservatory Garden under the iron curls of the Vanderbilt Gate and descended the steps into a garden empty of both flowers and people. Even the hedges were bare, presenting themselves as spindly outlines, placeholders for a greener spring. Claire was coatless in all black. She wore only slacks, a turtleneck sweater, and a scarf wrapped around the lower half of her face, a revolutionary dressed for a cocktail party. Who else frequented the northern reaches of Central Park at noon on a winter Thursday? A crumpled woman pushed a shopping cart loaded with bottles and broken radios; slow-eyed teenagers sauntered in no particular direction; a lean man, fit in fleece and spandex, strode along behind ten leashed dogs. I let my eyes linger on each face, on the way each person walked or spoke or arranged the angles of his body. I felt starved for information. No one noticed me. Not one person looked me in the eye.


We walked south, and Claire and Luke talked about why there had been no Thanksgiving dinner that year. “Your father’s parents decided not to come to New York,” Claire said. “He went to Philadelphia to see them instead.”


“I remember Grandma and Grandpa’s house. The one with all the lights outside.”


“Hmmm?”


“The lights.” Luke wiggled his fingers in front of his face. “Thousands of lights all over the house.”


“Oh. That’s only at Christmas, but yes, that’s where your father was last weekend.”


“When are we going there again?”


“We’re not,” she said.


He considered this for a moment. “That’s okay,” he said. “I didn’t like it there anyway.”


“That’s not nice,” Claire said, but her voice sounded halfhearted to me, false. I wondered whether Luke was smart enough to know he had said exactly what Claire wanted to hear.


We walked until we emerged into a clearing. A long field spread out in front of us, bare and freezing, six baseball diamonds ringing the patchy turf. Claire pointed across the field at a small castle perched on top of a pile of schist. “Camelot,” she said. On the path leading up the hill, the bronze statue of a warrior frowned down from the saddle of his gigantic warhorse, twin broad-swords crossed above his crown, turning his head to follow us as we made our way up the inclined path. Below, swans glided across the black surface of a pond; I looked down into the water and saw the sky as it appears at midnight.


We walked through the castle’s entrance and onto an observation deck looking out over the field. We were alone except for a middle-aged couple dressed in shades of charcoal and brown, well-tailored layers of wool and cashmere. They held a guidebook and a camera with a telephoto lens they trained on each other like a gun. The man—as tall as James, but thicker and more handsome—spoke to his wife with a brittle and unfamiliar accent. “They’re British,” Claire whispered to us. “We like that.” She walked right up to the couple and held out her hand. “Hello! I’m Claire. If you’re lost I can help.”


The woman turned. She was attractive but soft, her cheeks full and her chin weak, as though the sculpting of her face had been abandoned halfway through. “Oh! You startled me.” A red kerchief, one lone burst of color, was tied under the neck to hold back her short hair. She took a step backward and her husband filled the space. “We’re fine, thank you.” Claire did not drop her hand, so he finally grasped it between his own. “My name is Simon, and you have very cold hands.”


“A pleasure,” Claire said. She looked as though she might execute a curtsy.


“The pleasure is all ours,” said Simon.


He looked at Claire with something as covetous and nearly physical as hunger. It was the first time I realized how strangers saw her, how she displayed her beauty to them like an exotic mask, something both exaggerated and reductive.


Simon broke his gaze to gesture toward the towers floating above the trees on both sides of the park. “Each time I have business here, I come to stand at this spot, and I am always afraid they will be gone, poof, or different, ‘improved.’ But no, they stay as they should be.”


Yet the buildings would not always stay as they should be, I thought. Each of them—somehow, sometime—was going to come down. That was the truth. Every single building in the world would be leveled at some point, humbled either in the rush of a destructive moment or by the slow creep of time and neglect. Each had its own secret endpoint. Was it more natural that I saw the buildings and thought only about their endings, or that everybody else saw them and didn’t?


“There is some beauty left in this city,” Claire said.


“More than some.” Simon took his eyes off Claire for a moment. “That’s true, isn’t it, Jackie?”


“It is quite a lovely city, yes.” Jackie’s tone was flat, and she kept her distance from Claire.


Simon squatted down on his heels in front of us. “And who might you be?”


“Oh, excuse me.” Claire eased Luke forward. “Say hello to Simon and …”


“Jackie.”


Luke hid behind his mother and clutched at the fabric of her sweater. I inspected Simon’s ruddy face, boyish and simple behind the wrinkles, and I noted Jackie’s twitchy brown eyes and worried mouth. She did not see Claire the same way Simon did; she saw a different person entirely.


Claire grabbed Luke’s shoulder and tried to pull him out from his hiding spot. He wouldn’t budge. His mother smiled grimly at the couple; she wanted to show Luke off. “Sometimes he just doesn’t want to talk,” she said.


Simon straightened up and shrugged. “We all have those moments.”


Without warning, in the still beat that followed, Claire reached out her hand and tucked a strand of Jackie’s hair back under the kerchief. The touch was intimate, careful, almost erotic. But there was also something controlling or condescending in it. A painter correcting a canvas. The woman recoiled sharply, but Claire pressed forward to smooth the red silk across her forehead. “It was getting in your eyes,” she said.


Jackie swatted Claire’s hand down. “Excuse me. Excuse me.”


Claire sighed. “I wish I had the face for that kerchief. A woman needs some fullness in the cheeks for it to work, like you have. I’d look like a skeleton.”


“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”


Claire touched her own cheekbones sadly. “Skin and bones.”


Jackie looked over our heads for the deck’s exit, a tight fury gathering in her face. Her husband was embarrassed, but I wasn’t sure for whom. Luke let go of his mother’s sweater to peer through a slit in the low wall onto the rocks and pond below.


“This is boring,” he said. “Why does she always have to talk to everybody?”


“I don’t think that woman likes her very much,” I said.


“Who cares? Who is she anyway?”


“Nobody. Let’s get out of here.”


A large group poured out onto the balcony behind a man carrying a neon-orange flag on a stick. The observation deck was suddenly crowded with elderly couples wearing pastels and the dazed look of the herded. As Claire rubbed her arms and softened her words, Luke and I melted into the gaggle of wrinkled faces and disappeared.
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