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    No Thanks




    November 2007




    BY NIGHTFALL ON Thanksgiving, Brian Moran was alone.




    He had disposed of family obligations. At the Gotham Bar and Grill restaurant, he had treated his father to a midafternoon feast of squab and foie gras terrine, heirloom turkey with duck confit, sour-cherry stuffing, and potato puree cranberry compote. Dad had made fun of him for ordering butternut squash soup, no cream, as a starter and Greenmarket vegetables for his main course. When he passed on dessert, the old man pretended not to understand why spiced pumpkin cheesecake didn’t qualify as vegan.




    While walking home, he had called his late mother’s sister in Santa Monica and promised Aunt Helen that he would see her when next he was summoned to LA, explaining for the one-millionth time that although he worked in the movie business he was hardly ever on the Left Coast.




    Once safely alone in his apartment, following the advice of his shrink, he supplemented his daily dose of libido suppressor with a soupçon of Xanax, half a milligram, to help him endure this night of national gratitude. Once the sun set on a family holiday, like a vampire Brian yearned to satisfy his appetite.




    Logistically it was hard to be bad on Thanksgiving. Depraved young women had their own dull families to attend to. Having the urge at all was discouraging. Still, he had reason to congratulate himself. He had been a good boy for almost a year. Six months since he had even felt tempted. The pills had worked. Until tonight. Would they work again tomorrow? Would they avail throughout the holiday season? Something about Christmas decorations inspired delinquency.




    What he craved was excitement. Instead he turned on the sedative of his fellow Americans—television.




    First CNN. Unfortunately there were no genuine tragedies to take his mind off his own slow-moving pathos. No ex–football star cutting his wife’s throat. No twin towers pancaking. No ostracized teenager assassinating his entire class.




    Then MSNBC. The experts were very excited the election was only a year away. But they conceded there was little suspense about the primaries: it would be politically correct Hillary versus someone boring like Romney. Couldn’t even hope for Edwards against McCain—Eros versus Thanatos. He despaired of the republic. Despite the disastrous Bush years, the Democrats would find a way to lose in ’08.




    How about a movie? He tuned to HBO.




    That was when his luck truly ran out.




    They had scheduled a film directed by Jeff Mark, made a mere fifteen years ago but already a holiday classic: Home for Chanukah. He had to give the schmuck credit: Jeffrey had made a Jewish holiday as American as apple pie.




    He shut off the boob tube and moved to his computer to check on e-mails. He was tempted to rely on the Internet for a secondhand version of what he pined for. Sadly, his therapist had declared porno also to be taboo, a gateway to misbehaving in the flesh.




    He reread the opening chapters of his favorite novel, Great Expectations. Dickens was always a comfort, a man who understood childhood was the ideal soft metal for the permanent engravings of evil.




    Drowsy from the pills, he went early to bed. Prone in the dark, the miserable facts were clear: My friendships are a sham, my only pleasure forbidden, my salvation to never, ever be myself. Brian Moran did not give thanks. He decided that tomorrow he would stop taking his medication.


  




  

    Five Seconds of Grace




    March 1966




    BRIAN MORAN USED to be a shiny-cheeked boy of enthusiasms, imbued with inexhaustible energy to pursue them and a generous impulse to share their delights with his nearest and dearest. In turn, he was profoundly grateful to anyone who provided a new excitement.




    In 1966, Brian was especially thankful for an invitation from his best friend, Jeffrey Mark. Jeff had asked Brian to accompany him on a visit to his cousin Richard Klein, who worked for NBC in Rockefeller Center. The forty-two-year-old Klein was a vice president of marketing, able to promise the two boys a private tour of the television and radio studios.




    Klein met them in the lobby, introduced them to Joe the security guard, and rode with them up to the eigth floor. There a reception area was shielded by a glass wall whose transparency was interrupted by three huge letters—NBC—the N bright yellow, the B sky blue, the C bloodred. Behind it was a receptionist wearing a single earphone and talking into a tiny mike suspended in front of her lips—had this been the extent of the tour Brian would have returned home deeply impressed. Klein then led them down a staircase, through double metal doors emblazoned with a warning—NBC PERSONNEL ONLY—into a bare concrete hallway. Klein ignored Jeff’s repeated honks, “Where we going?” while they passed through a series of double doors below confounding signs—NO ACCESS; TALENT ONLY—finally crashing through a single door with an unilluminated red lightbulb suspended above the warning: DO NOT ENTER WHEN RED LIGHT IS ON. Klein held the forbidden door open for them to pass through. When they did, they discovered they were backstage in a television studio, facing a jumble of props. A swami’s headdress, used in one of Johnny Carson’s recurrent comedic pieces, immediately caught Brian’s eye. “It’s The Tonight Show,” he said, thrilled.




    “Enjoy. I’ll be back soon,” said Klein, stepping back, letting go of the soundproofed door. It whooshed shut.




    “This way, boys,” someone called. They turned, amazed to see the rainbow-colored curtain of The Tonight Show being parted for them by a teenager with tight blond curls. He was wearing the uniform of an NBC page: red blazer with gold buttons, starched white shirt, navy blue tie, and neatly pressed gray trousers.




    “Hi, Brian,” said Sam the page as he passed through, lifting Brian’s eyes into a grin of brilliant teeth. He had met this smiling teenager only once before, six days ago last Sunday, at the same time he had been introduced to Richard Klein. Brian had climbed the two flights from his apartment to Jeff’s earlier that morning, his usual routine on a weekend. They were three hours into a marathon game of Monopoly when the NBC executive and the page poked their heads into Jeff’s bedroom to say hello. Jeff presented Richard as “my famous cousin, the vice president of NBC.”




    “Famous,” Klein repeated and chuckled. “I’m a vice president, not the.” He went on to introduce Sam as “my Little Brother.”




    After they left, Jeff had explained, “Sam’s a Jewish orphan. Cousin Richard is his Big Brother. You know, like in those dumb public-service ads. But that’s for Catholic boys. This is the same, only it’s for Jewish kids who don’t have fathers.” Brian had asked what had happened to Sam’s father. Jeff shrugged. Then he said, “For a Jew, Sam’s very blond.” Brian knew immediately Jeff had borrowed that observation from his mother, Harriet. Whenever Jeff quoted her, he did an unconscious imitation of her voice, his nasal whine deepening to produce the rasp of her sarcasm. Harriet’s singling out Sam’s blondness for comment meant there was something about it worth mocking or criticizing, since she talked about others solely to belittle or excoriate. At the time, Brian had enjoyed puzzling over what was wrong with Sam’s blondness. He liked mysteries because they promised solutions. The worst frustration of being a child—and sometimes it seemed to him childhood consisted entirely of frustration—was the profound mystery of grownup behavior.




    But no mystery could distract from the awe he felt as he entered the studio stage and took the very steps that Johnny Carson walked five nights a week. Brian’s entrance, of course, came unheralded. He was not greeted by the bellowing welcome of Ed McMahon, announcer and commercial pitchman, or the brassy flourishes of Skitch Henderson conducting The Tonight Show band, or cheered by a revved-up audience of out-of-towners. Although no one was there to see him, Brian looked down shyly, partly overcome by the expanse of empty seats pitched at him and partly to make sure that it was really his Hush Puppies striding onto hallowed ground. While staring at the stage floor, he noticed four small pieces of yellow tape laid down at unrelated angles. He knew from his father they must be Johnny’s “marks” indicating where he should stand while delivering his opening monologue. Before he gave up acting full-time to take a teaching job at a specialty public high school for the performing arts, Brian’s father, Danny Moran, had a lucrative one year stint as a philandering husband on the soap opera General Hospital. As a result, he never tired of explaining to his curious son how things were done on television.




    “Wow,” Jeff said as he arrived beside Brian. “Look.” He pointed to the right.




    Brian followed his friend’s finger to a banal arrangement of furniture Brian thought of as a fabled kingdom. In true scale and color he saw what he had previously known only as pixels: Johnny’s desk, an upholstered club chair for Johnny’s guest, and a couch onto which the interviewees shifted after Johnny dismissed them.




    “This is boss.” Jeff ambled over to the green-carpeted area of the set. He climbed up a step that raised it a level above the surrounding stage floor. He scaled this height casually, as if he belonged. But Jeff doesn’t belong, Brian thought. No eight-year-old boy has the right to mount Johnny’s set.




    Nevertheless Jeff invaded the sacred place with his awkward walk, fearlessly rambling about Johnny’s desk, Johnny’s swivel chair, and four potted plants arranged in front of a backdrop of a painted-on Manhattan skyline.




    “Hey!” Sam shouted, waving at Jeff to get off.




    “This is so boss.” Jeff settled into the upholstered guest chair, nicknamed “the hot seat” by a giggling actress Brian and Jeff had seen on one of the thrilling nonschool nights they had been allowed to stay up well past Johnny’s monologue.




    Panicked now, Sam let go of the rainbow curtain and skimmed on the polished sea in his loafers to Johnny’s island, stopping short of making landfall himself. “Jesus! Get up. Don’t sit there.”




    “Why not?” Jeff complained in his most nasal, mewling infant tone.




    “You’re not allowed. Get up!”




    Jeff honked at Brian. “Hey, Bri. Come over here. Sit in Johnny’s chair. You be Johnny. I’ll be the guest.”




    “No,” Sam shouted. He pirouetted at Brian, red blazer twirling like an ice skater’s skirt and ordered, “Stay there!”




    Brian obeyed.




    “Don’t be a jerk,” Jeff said to Sam. “No one’s here.”




    Sam became a siren of panic: “Get up! Now! Right now!”




    “Why?” Jeff complained. “You haven’t given me a reason.” It was Jeff’s particular gift, which would serve him well throughout his life, to be able to challenge the limits people wanted to impose, and seemed particularly eager to impose on him, without provoking rancor. He had called Sam a jerk, ignored his warning, disobeyed his order, and now demanded an explanation, which Brian thought ought to have earned him a blow on the head or at least forcible ejection from the hot seat, both of which broad-shouldered Sam could easily accomplish. Instead the page’s knees buckled, palms flush in prayer. He pleaded, “Please . . . before somebody sees. Please get up.”




    “Don’t be such a scaredy-cat,” Jeff said, dismissing him with the back of his hand. “Cousin Richard said we were allowed.”




    As far as Brian knew, Klein had said nothing about what they were permitted to do. Sam, however, was desperate to believe: “Dick really said you could sit on the set?”




    Jeff nodded confidently, a quiet assertion that convinced Brian his best friend must be lying: if he really had permission he would have shouted it.




    Sam buttoned his blazer, straightened his tie. “Okay,” he conceded. “But if somebody comes in, you’d better get up. Dick’s not the president of NBC.”




    “Come on, Bri!” Jeff called. “Get in Johnny’s chair and interview me.”




    Brian nevertheless checked with Sam for permission. The page nodded in resignation. “I’ll watch the door. Just don’t touch anything.” He punched the curtain to make an opening and disappeared behind its quivering colors.




    “Hurry up!” Jeff ordered. “You pretend to be Carson. I’ll pretend I’m Don Rickles. ‘Get over here, you hockey puck! What am I, chopped liver?’ ” Jeff paused in his imitation of the rude comic to gag with laughter and self-applause. Rickles’s insults were delightful to Jeff and Brian because they sounded obscene even when they weren’t. Was “puck” really “fuck”? “Hockey puck” really “stupid fuck”? They couldn’t be sure. Why would Carson tolerate, even in jest, being called a stupid fuck? Yet it required no imaginative leap to assume obscenities from the hideous Rickles. He was a gargoyle: nearly bald bullet head, squashed peasant nose, tiny vicious eyes of a foraging rodent. Certainly that was the thrill of Rickles as a guest. While spitting invectives, he swiveled his no-neck fleshy head from Johnny to Ed, occasionally including the audience as his target, who seemed to adore him anyway. Most tantalizing of all to the boys, Rickles perpetually flirted with the ultimate taboo—saying a swear word on television.




    “Look at this,” Jeff said, back in character as Rickles, mocking Brian for standing indecisively beside Johnny’s chair. “Look at the goy trying to sit. What’s the matter? Scared the Jew left germs? What a hockey puck!” Jeff doubled over, choked with laughter of self-appreciation.




    Accepting Jeff’s casting, Brian sat in Johnny’s chair, imitated the master’s long-suffering smile, and delivered a Carson put-down: “It’s always a joy, a real thrill, when they let you out for the week, Don. What are Sunnydale’s hours these days?”




    Jeff stopped laughing. “That’s wrong,” he scolded. “That’s not what Johnny would say.”




    Normally Brian would have been stung by this criticism, but he was overcome by the bliss of floating on Johnny’s chair. Although he had released his full weight on it, Brian hadn’t sunk at all. He was borne aloft, a king on a throne. And there was more treasure for Brian to discover while seated behind Johnny’s desk: he spied a shelf, built where normally there would be a drawer, shielded from the prying eyes of the camera and studio audience.




    Meanwhile Jeff was correcting him. “Right? How do they know Sunnydale is a nuthouse unless you say it? You have to say ‘What are the funny farm’s hours these days?’ ”




    Brian pointed at Johnny’s desk, widening his eyes, an urgent pantomime of alarm. Here was the proof eight-year-old boys shouldn’t be allowed on Johnny’s set: he had uncovered a whopping grown-up secret, the hiding place of a star.




    “What?” Jeff said. He didn’t rise from the hot seat and come around to see for himself. “What are you pointing to?”




    “Hurry up and look,” Brian whispered.




    “What is it!” Jeff jumped up and stepped away from the desk, distancing himself from whatever grisly object Brian had found.




    Brian insisted: “Just look.”




    Jeff asked plaintively, “Is it a spider?” He had a squealing fear of spiders, odd for a New York City boy. Although cockroaches were plentiful, spiders were almost unknown.




    “No!” Brian shouted. “Look!”




    “Jesus, lower your voice,” Jeff complained. He lurched forward, then hesitated by the corner of Johnny’s desk. “You sure it’s not a spider?”




    “It’s a secret shelf,” Brian resorted to a stage whisper. “Look.” Brian pushed his chair away to make room.




    Jeff kneeled, peering into the hiding place. Brian leaned in. Together they inspected its shadows. They discovered two precious items: a coffee mug and a glass ashtray. Jeff reached into the darkness—“No,” Brian objected—and drew a royal blue cup into the light. “Put it back,” Brian pleaded.




    Jeff dipped his nose into its cylinder and sniffed.




    “Put it back,” Brian repeated.




    “Here,” Jeff thrust it at him. “Smells funny.” Brian reluctantly accepted the mug. Jeff took out the ashtray. “He smokes?” he asked the empty seats. “I’ve never seen him smoke.” He bumped Brian’s shoulder. “You ever see him smoke?”




    Holding Johnny’s mug had entranced Brian. He understood this was trespass, sitting in Johnny’s chair, fingers curled about Johnny’s cup, and yet he felt at home. Briefly the child Brian had an hors d’oeuvre of the paradox that would become the main course of his adult life: how could he feel at once so comfortable and so out of place?




    “I’ve never seen him smoke,” Jeff declared. He returned to the hot seat, cradled the heavy glass ashtray between his legs, and stared pensively at a prism of colors dancing across its surface. “He can’t use this. We’d see the smoke.” He sat up, inspired. “What’s that smell of ?” Jeff nodded at Johnny’s mug.




    Brian put the mug down. He gripped the desk’s edge, braced as if the odor might blast him, then bent over the cup’s empty well. He paused to glance at Jeff and wink mischievously (as Johnny would, to involve his audience) before taking an elaborate whiff. “Milk?” Brian joked.




    “Cut it out! Is it booze?”




    Brian didn’t think he had ever heard Jeff, or anyone in real life, say “booze.” It was the kind of word Jimmy Olsen might say on Superman, or a gangster on The Untouchables. Jeff was right, though—must be booze. Otherwise, why hide the cup? Brian cleared the air several times with his hands and gradually lowered his nostrils over the mug. Brian inhaled noisily, nodded in solemn deliberation, and delivered another punch line: “Yoo-hoo?”




    “Cut it out,” Jeff said. “Smell it.” Jeff folded over until his head rested on his knees. “This is serious! We have to figure it out!”




    Perhaps this was why they had become best friends: no matter how shallow, unreflective, and thoughtless Jeff could be about the great issues (for example, whether Roger Maris had broken Ruth’s single-season home-run record fair and square), Jeff had an insistent desire to unscrew the back panel of the adult world and inspect its works. They had that in common: an impatient, humorless need to know. Jeff was right to scold him. Brian knew he should take this question seriously. Brian dipped his nose below the mug’s lip, shutting his eyes to concentrate.




    He smelled . . . soap.




    “Brian,” Jeff called.




    To maintain peak concentration, he kept his eyes shut. “It doesn’t smell of any booze. It smells like they washed it.”




    “Brian,” Jeff said urgently.




    “Brian!” came a different voice, an authoritative bass belonging to Richard Klein, NBC vice president. “Put Johnny’s mug down!”




    Brian’s heart exploded. That was the sensation: a terrible thump in his chest, followed by a ghastly feeling that all of his blood was leaking into his Hush Puppies. He shoved himself clear of the desk. Johnny’s mug spun from the force of his release, its base emitting ominous notes.




    Jeff jumped out of the hot seat and with flailing arms leapt off the carpeted island onto the black sea, a terrified passenger abandoning ship. In a flash, Jeff managed to appear to have had nothing to do with the violation of Johnny’s set, while Brian was caught red-handed in the sacred chair, Johnny’s royal blue mug spinning on the desk.




    “Brian, get the fuck out of Johnny’s chair!” Richard Klein bellowed, red-faced.




    Other than his important job title, Brian knew little about Klein. When Klein and Sam had popped into Jeff’s room last Sunday to say hello, he had impressed Brian, in dress and speech, as quite different from Jeff’s slovenly dad or Brian’s garrulous father. Klein wore a gray pin-striped suit enlivened by a maroon tie and he smelled of Old Spice, an aftershave familiar to Brian because his father doused himself with it on very special occasions, like when he took Mom out for her birthday. It usually tickled his nose. At one point Klein had leaned close to Brian to peer at the Monopoly board. One whiff of him had provoked Brian into a series of violent ah-choos. “You’re allergic to adults,” Klein had joked, patting Brian’s helmet of very straight black hair. Richard Klein had also impressed him with the self-confident way he smiled indulgently at the awed questions Brian had asked about his glamorous job. He had also made clever fun of Harriet’s hypochondria. Jeff’s mother spent most of her waking hours in bed with a heating pad that she shifted restlessly, always with a groan and a sigh, the location of her complaint moving from lumbar to forehead to kneecap, a general invalidism that prevented her from cleaning, shopping, or cooking. “Have to get back to your mother’s hospital bed,” he had kidded as he left. He seemed a master of self-control, nothing like the easily upset adults of Brian’s experience. So this new side of Klein, red-faced, spewing obscenities, made it clear to Brian that he was in big, big trouble.




    Brian’s essential shyness, his reflexive reluctance to announce his desires, to demand his due, was trumped by a keen sense of what is just and what is unjust, in particular when someone attempted to apply justice to him. He got to his feet and declared the truth, “It was Jeff’s idea!” Unfortunately for his righteous cause, the energy of his rising out of Johnny’s magic chair caused it to recoil rapidly and whack hard into the base of a tall potted fern.




    The large planter wobbled violently. They all watched as the wobbling worsened, tipping more and more precariously, until it seemed inevitable that a collapse onto the painted Manhattan skyline would result. Brian glanced at Klein and Sam. Both were paralyzed with horror. Brian saw the future with oracular clarity: a toppled fern destroying the set would transform embarrassment into disaster.




    He leapt at the potted plant without regard to his body’s preservation. His chin smacked painfully into the brick-colored pot, but he remained fixed on his goal, flinging his arms around the moist planter. Its circumference was too great for him to encompass and too heavy for him to prevent from tipping over—except by pulling it onto himself. The ceramic planter fell against his neck and shoulder; wet soil spilled down the collar of his one and only white dress shirt, especially ironed by his mother for today’s grand occasion.




    “Help,” he groaned, squeezed by the planter’s weight. He had forestalled the destruction of the set, but the fern was still in jeopardy and so was Brian. The pot continued to slide farther onto him, dirt spilling at a faster rate.




    Sam righted the planter. Brian rolled onto his back and sighed. Only then did he feel the ooze of slimy soil settling into the canal of his spine, sliding toward an embarrassing crack in his bedrock.




    “Get up!” Klein yanked him to his feet. “Jesus Christ, look what you did!”




    Brian reached around with his left hand, halting the descent of the damp soil at the small of his back, aware his clean shirt must be ruined. “I know,” a miserable Brian conceded.




    Klein pointed at the green carpet. “You stained Johnny’s rug.”




    Now Brian saw his saturated shirt had left a brown smudge. Horrified, he dropped to his knees, trying to soak up the moist residue with the palms of his hands, mumbling, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry . . .”




    “Cut that out. You’re making it worse.” Klein tugged him off the set onto the bare stage. He let go to fish out a silver money clip from his pocket, peel off a twenty-dollar bill—a wonderfully large sum to Brian—and handed it to Sam. “Go to building services. Ask for Fred. Give him this to clean it up. Pronto. Before Props sees it.” He leaned close to Sam. “Don’t say the boys were in here. Got it? Say you knocked it over. I’ll protect you. Understood?”




    Sam nodded solemnly.




    Klein said, “Move it,” to Jeff and retook Brian’s hand to pull him clear of the scene. Fast. The rainbow curtain and the shadows of backstage went by in a blur of shame. They burst through the metal door into the fluorescent hallway, decorated by warnings that now seemed to have been well thought out. A mortified Brian concurred wholeheartedly with the wisdom of the signs—AUTHORIZED ENTRY ONLY; NBC EMPLOYEES ONLY—and especially with that vaguest yet most profound distinction of all—TALENT ONLY. Brian agreed he should have been kept out.




    Richard turned a corner into what looked to Brian like a submarine: a narrow, windowless gunmetal hall lined with doors, each fitted with a glass porthole. He hopped on tippy toe to peek into them as they rushed past the rooms. He was able to see only a blur of sleek electronic equipment.




    “Hey, Dick,” a fat man in a T-shirt called from the open door of a room they whooshed by. “Who you got with you? New VPs of programming?” His laughter followed them around a corner.




    Jeff stopped dead in his tracks.




    Klein poked him in the back. “Keep moving.”




    “What’s that?” Jeff barked.




    Brian looked at what his best friend had spotted. Behind a plate-glass wall there was a nearly empty white room: no chairs or desk, only a single machine rising from the floor, like Manhattan bedrock erupting through the building.




    “That’s Grace,” Richard said. He put the flat of his right palm on Jeff’s skull and urged him forward. “Keep moving.”




    Jeff allowed his head to flop forward, but the rest of his body did not move. His head snapped back. “What’s Grace?”




    “Keep moving and I’ll tell you.” Klein pushed Jeff’s skull again.




    Jeff planted his feet. “What’s it do?”




    Brian moved beside Jeff to study this marvel. Tiny yellow, red, and white lights flashed throughout the breadth of the mechanism; switches flipped up and down, recording tape snaked through heads—a miniature world of ceaseless activity.




    “Grace is on all the time. She checks every word spoken live over the air. Now move it.” With a stiffened index finger he poked Jeff hard in the back.




    Jeff stumbled forward two steps, then dug in his heels. “Checks for what?”




    “I’ll tell you later.” Klein poked him again, even harder. “Move it.”




    Jeff did a one eighty, asking as he turned, “Checks what?” He braked by splaying his feet, wedging them against the wall as he faced Klein.




    “To catch curse words,” Klein snapped. “All words go through Grace. There’s a five-second delay between what someone says in the studios and its going out over the air. Grace can recognize in five seconds whether someone has said a bad word. If they have, she covers it with a noise. We call it a ‘bleep.’ ”




    “Wow,” Brian whispered, gazing at the marvel with loving admiration.




    “What curse words?” Jeff persisted.




    Richard snapped, “Don’t be a wisenheimer, Jeff. Keep moving.”




    “Which ones? All the bad words?”




    “Okay, you want to hear me say bad words. Fine. Move your ass, and when I get to my office I’ll tell you all the naughty words that Grace knows.”




    Jeff grinned, turned on his heels smartly, and they were on the move again. Brian was sorry to leave Grace and sorrier still, thinking of the moist soil welled in the small of his back, that he couldn’t bleep his own mistakes.




    Klein led them down a flight of metal stairs, feet clattering, onto a featureless landing beneath painted red letters: 8TH FLOOR. There they passed into yet another universe, this a hushed world of gray carpet and tall oak doors, all shut. Richard steered for one that was discreetly labeled MEN in raised black letters. He pushed it open, propelled Brian ahead of him into a bathroom designed for one, and called back to Jeff, “Wait right here. Don’t move. Got that?” Klein followed Brian into the men’s room and shut the door. Jeff heard it lock.




    Standing alone in the hallway it made Jeff very nervous how long Brian and Richard were inside the men’s room. He hopped from one foot to the other to calm himself, a lucky choice since a secretary who passed didn’t ask why he was waiting outside the bathroom. “Someone in there?” she announced her assumption as she walked by. He put his thumb into his mouth to comfort himself.




    And for Brian, his time in the men’s room with Richard Klein lasted far longer than the quarter hour that actually elapsed. No matter how many years passed, those minutes remained ineluctable to Brian’s heart and mind. No matter how often he tried, with this drug or that therapy, with whatever philosophy of understanding, spiritual or vulgar, for Brian their time together lasted forever.




    At first, standing in the cramped space between sink and toilet, comforted by the familiar cloud of Old Spice emanating from the adult male, the world he knew remained. He was a boy, a messy, embarrassed boy, and Klein was a powerful, protective grown-up. The task of cleaning himself was all that mattered, and Klein’s help was welcome.




    Klein gathered the back of Brian’s shirt around the lump of muddy soil to prevent it from spilling. He told Brian to take it off. Eager to rectify all his mistakes, Brian hurried, fumbling with the buttons, then sliding his arms free.




    Klein dumped the soil into the toilet. He turned on the cold water, ran it over the muddy stain, finally lifting the shirt up to the mirror’s lights for examination. He sighed. “You need a new shirt.”




    Brian thought of his mother’s profound distress at anything that had been spoiled, especially something expensive. Klein caressed the boy’s worried cheek. “I’ll buy you a new one.” He turned Brian around to peer at his nude back, smeared by soil. “Let’s get you clean.” Klein tugged at the roll of toilet paper until he had a wad. He moistened it and wiped the base of Brian’s spine. The wet paper felt cold. Brian arched forward, grabbing the slippery edge of the sink. “You’re ticklish, aren’t you?” Klein whispered in his ear.




    Brian nodded. He looked at himself in the mirror and that was all he saw—Brian waiting to be clean. Klein’s husky voice whispered, “Let’s check your underpants.”




    Puzzled, Brian looked for Klein in the glass, but he was out of range. Then he felt the adult’s hot fingers touch bare skin, infiltrating under the elastic band of his Jockeys, and the boy in the mirror was gone.


  




  

    No Smoking




    February 2008




    JULIE WATCHED HER husband bend a stick of spearmint Trident to fit into the greedy cavity of his mouth. There it joined a sickly green wad that had been expanding for the past hour with regular additions while Gary alternated furious chewing with sips of his morning coffee. The combination of Zabar’s house blend and spearmint must be disgusting, she thought; probably caffeine was intensifying his longing for a cigarette. Why didn’t he take her advice and switch to chamomile tea? Both knees were pumping with anxious energy, shaking the table and making his inflated stomach undulate like a water bed. Gross. And she was gross to think her husband gross. How dare she feel revulsion for the man she loved?




    The sound track of his gum smacking intensified the anxiety she felt listening to Gary’s interrogation of their fifteen-year-old son Zack. The grown-up sounded like a manic adolescent himself, “Smack, smack—so, Zack—smack, smack—are you going to run for Student—smack, smack—Council?” How was Gary going to remain smoke-free until today’s acupuncture treatment? She saw him take a morning dose of Wellbutrin; he was practically crawling out of his skin anyway. Imagine what he would be like without medication!




    And what was that smell? If Gary hadn’t had a cigarette for three weeks, what was that musty odor hovering over the table? No one at last night’s dinner smoked. No one they knew still smoked. It was the peer pressure of all middle-class white males becoming nonsmokers that had finally provoked the morbidly competitive Gary into quitting. But had he? Was he perverse enough to try to fool her? She hadn’t bugged him about his smoking, loathsome though she found the habit, and in spite of her distress at the thought of Zack’s losing his father, especially while they were so intensely irritated by each other. Maybe that was the explanation: Gary was hiding his failure from his disappointing son?




    She sniffed him discreetly while she cleared his empty plate. The dish was squeaky clean of its tower of pancakes and fan of bacon, as if it had been run through the dishwasher on the Pot Scrubber setting. Had Gary lapped it like a dog?




    She saw with painful clarity how her husband must appear to their teenage son, a masticating hog spewing hostile questions: “Why aren’t you joining the school paper? Why aren’t you on the debate team? Why aren’t you running for class president?” Why are you less than I was at your age?




    Her boy was lovely: thick chestnut hair, soulful hazel eyes, pink lips that had never tasted corruption. And his heart was pure. She had ample proof, from how as a toddler he had shared toys in the cutthroat sandboxes of Riverside Park to the continuing inclusion into his set (the cool high school kids) of nerdy boys like Richard Bernstein, and overweight but smart girls like Hilary Gordon. How dare Gary feel unsatisfied because Zack’s PSAT score fell short of the ninety-ninth percentile? So what if he got B’s, not A’s? Her boy was goodness personified.




    Zack interrupted his father’s barrage. “So what’s next week’s column, Dad?” That was a low blow from her angel. Zack knew next week’s column was always the rub, the Sisyphus deadline. No sooner had Gary met Friday’s demand for eight hundred words on the legal issue of the week than anxiety over the next topic roiled his sleep. “I’m a lawyer, not a writer,” he complained as each deadline approached, forgetting that before O. J. Simpson’s trial had triggered a craze in the media to cover lurid criminal trials Gary had maintained all good lawyers were skillful writers. “The great American novel is probably a brief on file in the federal courthouse” was the lead of his debut column in Manhattan Mag, and it became the quotidian quote cited on American Justice, the cable TV show that had Gary under contract to appear regularly as a legal expert. But his celebrity was accompanied by a punishment: tense waits in the no-smoking greenroom. Before he quit, Gary confessed to her he’d broken that law, sometimes sneaking a cigarette in the bathroom, locked in a stall, exhaling at the bowl as if the smoke could be flushed away. So if he had slipped again, why wouldn’t he confess it to her? She had never scolded him, especially not for his sloppy personal habits.




    Zack smirked at his father’s panicked stare. “Well, Dad?” he said, tone prodding. “No ideas yet? How about a new angle on JonBenét? People never get tired of that case, right?”




    Gary smacked and popped his gum, twitching legs rumbling the table while his eyes roved, on the lookout for another stack of pancakes. “That’s true,” he answered. “But I’ll probably write about something new. Maybe this.” He tapped a color photograph on the front page of the Times: a balding middle-aged man being led away in handcuffs down the broad steps of an office building. Beside it were three black-and-white 1980s vintage yearbook photos: two were of light-skinned black preteens; the other a gap-toothed white kid with a slicked up tower of blond hair. “Maybe this Huck Finn Days case.”




    “That’s about sex, isn’t it? Weren’t those boys fucked up the ass?”




    “Zack!” Julie reproved him.




    “What, Mom? They claim they were raped, right?”




    Gary thumped the table. “No! That is, we don’t know. Thanks to the tabloids and the web, this case has been hopelessly distorted. It’s gone viral that two of the boys were sodomized. But in fact we don’t know what the accusers said beyond the umbrella term ‘molested.’ And since it all happened more than ten years ago, there’s no forensics.” Gary chewed thoughtfully before elaborating. “According to my source in the DA’s office, these are pretty questionable witnesses. Two are addicts; the other has been hospitalized for depression. You know with these cases there’s always the danger of a Children’s Hour scenario, a possible witch hunt.”




    “So the issue isn’t little boys getting screwed, it’s overzealous prosecution?” Zack made a contemptuous buzz with his lips. “That’s a little boring. Isn’t sodomy hotter than perjury?”




    “Zack, please,” Julie said.




    “What?” Zack pretended not to know why she had complained.




    “Exactly, sodomy is hotter,” his father said, pleased Zack was taking him on—much better than indifference. “But the luridness is what makes these accusations so dangerous. Huck Finn was a terrific charity for underprivileged kids, everybody agrees it’s great, and it’s about to be shut down because of Internet chatter. It’s trial by blog.” Gary clapped. “That’s it! That’s my lead.”




    “Oh no,” Zack bowed his head, clutched and tugged hard at the drapery of his locks. “Don’t fall for that bullshit,” he moaned.




    “What bullshit?”




    “That the Internet has changed everything,” Zack said, sneered.




    “Honey, stop pulling on your hair.” Julie reached to stop him. Zack ducked away but at least sat up straight and stopped tearing at his hair.




    “Of course it’s changed things.” Gary goggled at his son. “Don’t you, of all people, think that blogs, Facebook, YouTube, this new thing Twitter, has transformed how we get information?”




    “It’s changed how we get information,” said the teenager. “It hasn’t transformed anything.”




    “You’re wrong,” his father declared. “One way it’s transformed legal cases is that the alleged molester, Sam Rydel, and his defense team are too focused on PR. They keep trying to debunk these bloggers, which makes their accusations go viral, when they should just shut up. Force the prosecution to prove its case.”




    “But doesn’t this Rydel guy have a big reputation to defend? He’s a big honcho at Huck Finn and he owns some kind of university . . .”




    “Not a real university.” Gary’s voice was steeped in the contempt he felt whenever anyone got a fact wrong, his dismissive tone implying they would never recover their credibility with him. “It’s a so-called broadcasting academy, claiming to teach technical jobs in TV and radio. Their students are poor, mostly minorities, who are set up with federal school loans to pay for these basically worthless degrees.”




    “How do you know they’re worthless?” Zack said. “’Cause it isn’t Harvard?”




    “No. I know because I check my facts before I make an assertion. Less than ten percent of the academy’s graduates get jobs in radio or TV, and they’re saddled with loans that either they or we—the taxpayers—end up paying. This semi-scam has made Sam Rydel a fortune. He’s worth something like thirty million. That’s the real scandal. But nobody’s covering that. Instead the media is obsessed with whether or not Rydel had sex with boys. Anyway, my point is that although Rydel has a perfect right to answer the bloggers, don’t misunderstand me on that score—”




    “Score?” Zack interrupted. He winked at his mother. “Who’s keeping score? Oh, it’s you, right, Dad? You’re the scorekeeper in chief.”




    Zack was pressing his luck, Julie thought, though she was sympathetic to his plight. Something ought to be done to silence Gary’s nagging of Zack because the son didn’t share his father’s strengths (or his weaknesses, she might one day be forced to point out) and wasn’t interested in winning the same battles (or suffering the same defeats, she might one day need to remind her husband). Still, she felt he was pressing his luck. To pacify Zack, she patted his forearm.




    “Okay, smart-ass.” Gary tilted back in his chair, chewing double-time. “You asked about my next column. Why ask if you don’t give a fuck about the answer?”




    “Gary, please . . .” Julie said.




    “What? He can make fun of me and my work and I’ve got to fucking like it?”




    “Your language. We shouldn’t be cursing each other over breakfast.”




    Gary stood up. His shirt was a size too small. His breasts appeared to be almost as large as hers, at least a B cup. She looked away. “He’s fifteen! You think he doesn’t know them?” Gary spat them at Zack: “Shit. Fuck. Cock. Cunt. Asshole. Motherfucker. Anything you haven’t heard before?”




    Zack’s grin became a wince. “No.”




    “Then we’re clear on that score! Thanks for breakfast,” he tossed at Julie, storming off in the direction of his study.




    Her son lowered his head, hair shading pain. “Zack,” she called into the cave of his unhappiness. Her boy meant well. Sure, he had provoked Gary, but look at him blinking back humiliation, full of regret. “Zack, you know what? You know what the problem is?”




    “What?” he mumbled.




    “Your father is very proud of you. That’s the problem.”




    Zack straightened, pushing back his hair, exposing a high brow as impressive as his father’s. Big Brain, she had nicknamed the skinny twenty-four-year-old Gary when they first met, for his shining forehead and the intensity of his debating skills. Zack didn’t have his father’s energy. He was dreamy and contemplative. Like me. “What are you talking about, Mom?”




    “That’s why he’s so hard on you. He’s as proud of you as he is of himself so he isn’t careful about your feelings—because he thinks they’re his feelings.” She wasn’t sure she had made sense. “Do you know what I mean?”




    “Yeah, you mean he doesn’t have any idea who I am.” Zack noisily shoved his chair away from the table, the legs gouging her sanded, stained oak floorboards. She didn’t waste a complaint; the battle to maintain her floor’s purity had been lost a decade ago. When declaiming to dinner guests Gary liked to tip back in his chair, each oration leaving its scar in wood. Julie had tried to protect it by putting a rug under the table, but after a week she had to remove it. During a dinner party to impress new contacts in the world of talk television, Gary had leaned back to make a point in grand style about the three knocks Kato Kaelin heard on his air-conditioner; his chair legs slid on the rug and Gary toppled backward onto his ass. Luckily, although his head whacked hard on the floor, he came away with no worse than a small lump. The amazing part was that Gary resumed his oration case while being helped off the floor, passively lifted like a statue in the fallen chair, all the while not missing a beat. “Your husband has amazing concentration,” the CNN legal reporter commented to Julie. Julie was thinking, He’s become a monster.




    “Zack—” she tried to delay her son.




    “I’ve got rehearsal,” he said, meaning Trinity High School’s production of Romeo and Juliet; much to her delight he had landed the part of Romeo, a compliment to him, since he wasn’t a senior and leads were supposed to be reserved for them. (Gary hadn’t approved. “With your grades? Taking all that time away from studying? That smart? I mean, you’re not going to be the next George Clooney.”) Zack left for his bedroom, presumably to fetch his school backpack. She was alone with the breakfast plates. She had cooked and now before going to her job she was supposed to clean up. Yeah, she sure was living in a feminist paradise.




    She gathered silverware and plates, put them in the sink, returning to fetch coffee mugs, butter dish, maple syrup jar. It was an effort to leave the kitchen a mess even briefly, but doing nothing to clean up the quarrel between father and son was even more unbearable. Teeth clenched, she forced herself to not immediately load the dishwasher. She couldn’t allow yet another ugly outburst to pass without comment.




    Julie’s determination hiccupped as she reached the shut door to Gary’s study. Here her prized floorboards were striped with white gouges from Zack’s preteen love affair with roller blades. Gary had managed to belittle that interest and eventually discourage it through shaming and indifference, rarely indulging Zack with excursions to Riverside Park and only then with sufficient grumpiness and belittling observations to forestall new requests. I love my family, Julie chanted silently for courage. I love my men and I want them to love each other.




    She knocked.




    “What!” Gary barked.




    She stepped into his lair. Gary was in an unusual pose, perched on the windowsill, staring out at the restless Hudson River. No cigarette smell, but he had the window open as far as it could go. The February air was raw; goose bumps tickled her bare arms. She longed to return to the kitchen, to the satisfaction of cleaning.




    “What?” Gary demanded, still facing away. Julie shut the door behind her to be certain Zack wouldn’t overhear. “What. Is. It.” Gary telegraphed irritation, continuing to give her his back.




    Her throat constricted. She was frightened to ask her husband to show their child love. “I’m scared.” It was the whole truth.




    Gary immediately shut the window. He hurried over to her, wearing a worried frown and a searching gaze. “What is it, sweetie?” Abruptly he was a loving puppy, placing both paws on her shoulders, facing her nose to nose with affectionate curiosity. He had been patient and sweet like that when her mother died soon after they had begun dating, holding her week after week while she cried and moped and never really explained her grief, never confessed to Gary that losing her mother felt as if all hope of improving herself was also gone.




    “I’m . . . I’m worried . . .” she stammered her way into what she wanted to say, “about Zack.”




    “So am I.” Gary puffed up, ready to speechify.




    She raised a hand to stop him. “I mean: I’m worried about you and Zack.”




    “Oh.” He rolled his eyes. “You’re worried about me and Zack.” He turned away to fetch a stick of Trident from a towering stack on his desk. That reawakened her suspicion he had been cheating. Why else would he be sitting at an open window in winter, contemplating a view he’d seen daily for nineteen years? It wasn’t plausible that the anxious, efficient Gary would be meditative. As if to prove that point, he restlessly pulled a wrapper off the gum, fed a stick to his maw, and chewed, glaring at her defiantly.




    “Honey,” she said, anxious to calm him, “I’m not criticizing you. I don’t think you realize how much you mean to Zack. He worships you.” The instant she spoke that overwrought sentence she regretted it. The hyperbole was obvious and would offend.




    “Really?” Gary’s jaw ceased working angrily, his face relaxing into delight.




    Forward, then, into shameless flattery: “Of course. You’re brilliant and so successful. Think how hard it must be to have a father like you. How can he ever hope to be your equal?”




    Gary was mesmerized by her bait—for a split second. Then he frowned. “No. He’s like every teenage son in the history of the world. He thinks his father is an asshole. And you know what? He’s right. For wasting my time trying to get him to like me, I’m a gigantic asshole.”




    “He doesn’t think you’re an asshole. He’s intimidated by you,” Julie argued, although she was relieved Gary hadn’t been fooled. “You’re perfect and he’s not—”




    “I’m not perfect,” Gary snapped, and winced at having to make this concession.




    “To him you’re perfect. Everything he has trouble with, you do perfectly.” She meant that. Gary’s facility with language, formidable debating skills, and the blunt confident way he presented himself to the world must loom as unassailable mountains to Zack.




    Gary’s mouth twisted skeptically, but he nodded.




    She pressed her advantage. “And every time you criticize him it makes Zack feel he’ll never measure up.”




    “What are you talking about? I have to criticize him.”




    “Why?” Julie shot back.




    He goggled at her. “Why!”




    “Why?” she insisted.




    Gary sneered. “Because you won’t.”




    She decided to ignore that provocation. In his work it was routine for Gary to react to any dispute with attack. “His teachers criticize him. His friends criticize him. The world is ready to find fault night and day. He doesn’t need more of it from us.”




    “What do you want from me?” Gary’s angry front abruptly collapsed. His nose and mouth scrunched together and he moaned piteously, “What do you want from me? I can’t watch every fucking word I say! This is my home.” Tears welled. Tears! When had she last seen tears in her husband’s eyes? “This is my family. Can’t I relax with my own family?” He turned away to lean on his desk, a hand inadvertently toppling the stack of gum. “I can’t take this,” he whispered. “I’m falling apart.”




    Moved by his confession of turmoil, she put a hand on his bowed back. This part of him rippled with muscles. They were formed in his youth, lugging a backpack laden with thick, sharp-edged tomes up and down Cathedral Parkway to Columbia Law School. She pitied him and whispered, “Of course you can be yourself with Zack.”




    Voice warbling, he mumbled, “I can’t.”




    “Sure you can,” she soothed. She felt tenderness for him, reminded that behind the pomp of his debates lurked an easily discouraged boy. Gary’s desire to succeed in his dealings with Zack was so profound he dreaded failure as a father with the same intensity he feared losing a case.




    “I can’t quit smoking like this,” he whined. “I just can’t.” He collapsed in his swivel chair. Its cushion gasped. “How can I quit with this Sturm und Drang going on all the time? I’ve talked about it with my smoking coach. He says until I’m past the first six months I have to reduce stress. So I’m not gonna get involved anymore. I’ll just tell Zack everything he does is brilliant. Okay? He won’t feel criticized and I won’t smoke. That satisfy you?”




    Long ago Julie had accepted the truth about her husband’s character, that it took a massive effort for Gary to think about anyone but himself; nevertheless she was shocked to rediscover his self-centeredness. It was unforgivable. This man is too selfish to love. “Yes.” She hissed the word. “That’ll satisfy me.” She slammed the door on her way out.




    Back in the kitchen she put on yellow rubber gloves, jerked the dishwasher open, turned the hot water on full blast, rinsing and scrubbing the breakfast residue off the plates before loading them. Gary often mocked her for that meticulousness, saying, “You’re washing the dishes twice,” but it really was harder to get off encrusted food after the dishwasher failed to live up to its name. She was attacking the frying pan with Bar Keepers Friend when she heard Zack’s heavy tread in his black rubber-soled shoes. “Bye, Mom,” he called from the hall as he tramped out of the apartment.




    She wouldn’t see him for hours. What was their last exchange? Something angry. Not their true feelings for each other. She pulled off the soapy gloves and dumped them in the sink, then hurried to the foyer, arriving as the front door banged shut. She pursued him into the building’s hallway, catching him at the elevator.




    Zack was alarmed by her approach. “What is it, Mom?” he asked as she embraced him, her right hand clutching his thick, abundant hair.




    “Have a good rehearsal,” she whispered into his ear, then stepped back with a flourishing release of her long arms, an admirable willingness, she felt, to share her treasure with the world.




    Zack, flustered, nodded. “Sure, Mom. Thanks.” The elevator arrived. He stepped in gratefully.




    “I love you,” she called.




    “Love you,” he mumbled, eyes down. “Bye.” He jabbed the Close Door button.




    In the kitchen, beyond the range of Gary’s arrows, she finished scrubbing the All-Clad, cheered by the task’s righteousness. She dried the silver pan to gleaming, returned it to the cabinet, used the dish towel to wipe down the stainless-steel sink, pleased by the way the morning sun shimmered on its surface. She draped the washcloth over the faucet to dry, used a broom to sweep up the five crumbs she spied on the black-and-white tile floor. The kitchen was spotless, the dishwasher purring. She moistened a paper towel and left to wipe the dining room table. It was when she lifted the newspaper that she first saw the photograph of the man accused in the Huck Finn Days sex abuse case.




    They still subscribed to the paper version of the New York Times although only Julie read it. Gary compulsively checked the news every five minutes on his iPhone or MacBook, had read everything he cared about at least twelve hours before the printed version arrived. Zack never read what Julie thought of as the “real paper” and laughed at her for, as he put it, “always being a day late.” Still, in the vain hope they might someday rejoin her in the pleasures of reading the news over breakfast, she brought in the paper every morning and became accustomed to only her interests being ruffled: the Science, Arts, Style, and Home sections. The untouched A section would survive for an unloved twenty-fours on the coffee table until it met its fate in the recycling bin the next day. As she picked up this morning’s Times she took a second look at the face on the front page. That was when she recognized him.




    The evaluating eyes were unmistakable. Sam the NBC page’s tight blond curls were gone, replaced by a bald peak and a closely cut, almost shaved laurel of gray hair but seeing those heartless eyes up-close, the settled middle-aged face began to resemble the teenager’s handsome angular features, and finally the name, Sam Rydel, at last resonated. This past week, when Gary talked about the case, she idly thought it reminded her of a character in a novel, not someone from her past. But Sam was definitely his first name, and although she wouldn’t have been able to come up with it on her own, now that she saw it in print she remembered that Sam the page’s last name was Rydel. It’s him. Incredible. There he was, all grown up, doing to disadvantaged boys what had been . . .




    But she didn’t know for certain. And she respected Gary’s principle: you must be sure of your facts. A few times, all of them before she started taking Zoloft, she had lived to regret getting herself riled up that a teacher or camp counselor was too fond of her beautiful Zack.




    Sam the NBC page might have grown up to become a pedophile, though. Isn’t that what happens to some men who were molested as boys? And Klein must have molested Sam. More than molested. He had lived with him, didn’t he? Sam was his ward, right? She couldn’t remember. She had been a child and, anyway, didn’t like to think about it. But Klein had certainly exposed Sam to his molestations of children, and now Sam was doing the same to these poor boys who had no fathers, boys just like him. And what about Cousin Jeff? And his best friend, the dark-haired Brian, who was famous too? And why were they all so goddamn famous? Even this Sam had done well. Worth thirty million, Gary had said. Was everyone who was famous really a creep?




    You’re being hysterical, she lectured herself. Damning adults she knew nothing about. Cousin Jeff had been a stranger for over thirty years, since their fathers had quarreled about money. She had wondered about his glamorous life, and Brian’s too, when she noticed his name in an ad for a play or a movie. Klein and Sam she had happily heard nothing about since her father mentioned, years and years ago, that Klein had been fired from NBC and had started some kind of business, but she had acted as if that was of no interest to her so she never heard details of what he was going to do. Her father died a few years later and he was the only one who ever mentioned Klein. Klein must be a hundred by now. How old was he back then? Must be dead. While still a teenager, she had often wondered about Sam’s fate with Klein. Sam was an orphan, she remembered that, or at least he had no father, at the time a circumstance she had encountered only in books.




    She decided her eyesight was too blurry to trust at arm’s length. She moved the photograph up to her nose, Rydel filling her vision while he was led away in handcuffs out of his Broadcasting Academy. A scam or a fraud or something, Gary had said about it.




    Yes, she knew this Sam Rydel. This was the unpleasantness she had wanted to forget ever happened, the neighborhood of evil she always detoured, taking the longer duller route. This was the dark alley she had once stumbled into and, in the half consciousness of falling sleep, had mistaken as real.




    Okay, it was real. It had happened. She knew that. Who was she kidding? She had never doubted its reality, not for a single solitary moment.




    Yes, she needed to put away things neatly in drawers, the mess out of sight. Okay, she was “obsessive compulsive,” as the pill-pushing psychiatrist had diagnosed her. Still, she didn’t understand how it was possible that glimpses of this notorious Sam Rydel on television during the previous week hadn’t jogged recognition. Why was it so clear to her all of a sudden that this photograph of a chubby middle-aged man was the lean blond boy in her evil fairy tale, a handsome prince who had turned into a toad?




    Nevertheless she was sure. Those were the hungry and cold eyes that had watched her timidity and her shame. She squeezed her legs together, clenched her hands into fists, crinkling the Times so Sam’s face wobbled and creased, but she didn’t crush his baleful eyes. They saw her still. “No,” she said aloud. She shook her head and insisted to the newspaper: “No.”




    She leapt from the chair as if Klein’s greedy fingers were climbing her thigh. She hurried to the kitchen’s service door and tossed the evil eyes into the paper-recycling bin. Heart pounding, she returned to her spotless kitchen. “So what?” she said aloud. No answer except the hiss and groan of the radiator and a steady drip of the dish towel drying into the sink. She squeezed it hard, moved the damp cloth into a sunny spot on the counter. What difference should it make to her that Sam had become a pedophile because of Klein? Klein was the man who had ruined her and he was dead. And what had been done to her, what did it amount to, after all? Everywhere, all over the world there were millions of kids who had truly suffered: Mengele’s experiments on children at Auschwitz; boys and girls used as sex slaves in Thailand; child soldiers forced to kill in Sierra Leone. The list of ghastly crimes was endless, itself too painful to contemplate. Don’t be a baby. What happened to you was almost nothing. It was nothing. It was less than nothing.




    Maybe I’m wrong and he’s not the same Sam, she decided. She walked into the maid’s room, which they had converted into a pantry with a small desk area for her use. She opened her old iBook, a computer Gary and Zack laughed at and that increasingly was threatened with uselessness thanks to how goddamn slow it was becoming, repeatedly stalling like an old car. She launched Safari. She kept her hands folded in her lap while it loaded the Times’ home page . . .




    There. The featured story was about Sam Rydel: four accusations from poor boys, now grown men, saying they had been molested. In a slide show! Why the hell was the Times doing a slide show of this disgusting story, like it was a Fashion Week runway? She tapped her trackpad to freeze it on Sam Rydel. Instead a different face appeared.




    She shrieked and jerked hard against the back of her chair to get away. She almost tipped over. She gripped the sides to steady herself. She stared at the appalling image. Time had transformed the jolly, rounded features and the confident smile. The once plump cheeks were sunken, wrinkled, and drawn, his now downturned mouth strained to form a grin, filled with dentures that looked too big and too white. And the full head of hair, whose color, incredibly, she couldn’t remember, was gone, exposing a frail spotted skull. But even without the help of the Times’ caption—“Richard Klein, Founder of the American Broadcasting Academy”—she recognized the true villain of her past. In two clicks of her mouse, she discovered he wasn’t dead. He was eighty-four, retired and reported to be ill, but she learned that in 1983 he had founded both the school and Huck Finn Days, had hired Sam Rydel, and eventually left him in charge of both academy and charity. The final astonishing, most chilling fact she discovered was the absence of a fact: There were no child molestation accusations against Klein. Not even a hint of one.




    She flipped the iBook shut. Cleansing breath. She felt better as she exhaled slowly. And now it’s time to clean.




    She started with Zack’s room. He was supposed to make his bed but rarely did and the thought of unmade beds, no matter how far from her sight, nagged as dangerously careless, as if she had left the back door unlocked. She found his sheets in a tangle, the navy blue quilt in a lump on the floor, pillows propped against open closet doors (thrown in anger?) dirty clothes half in, half out of the hamper, along with two clean pairs of chinos that had fallen off their hangers. She spread the pale blue sheet over the mattress, averting her eyes from two white stains, tucking in only the bottom, knowing Zack didn’t like the sides to be battened down. She collected the comforter, finished making his bed and straightened his closet. Her mind had emptied. Shafts of sunlight glistened on the windows of the building opposite. A weak winter sun had fought through a cold gray sky. Maybe on the way home from work she’d stop at Bed Bath & Beyond and pick out new bedding. Zack ought to have pristine sheets.




    She bent over to pick up her son’s discarded denim jacket, worn yesterday to school but dropped in favor of a warmer goose down this morning. Maneuvering the sleeves onto the hanger brought the fabric near her nostrils.




    She smelled cigarettes.




    For a moment, she held the disgusting odor flush, shocked into paralysis at the true criminal revealed. Here was the source of the forbidden vice drifting through the apartment all morning.




    This last blow was too much. She backed up to Zack’s made bed and sagged on it, as near to fainting as she had ever come in her life. She sniffed the jacket’s collar and sleeves to check her first impression. The burnt, sour smell was unmistakable. She patted the pockets. Something crinkled. She fished out a flattened pack of Camel Lights in the right pocket. Zack was smoking Lights. He was willing to brave cancer but not too boldly. How hilarious. How pathetic.




    My God, she realized with a fresh jolt of dismay, he had smoked an entire pack! Her baby, only fifteen years alive on the face of the earth, lungs pink and vulnerable as a newborn’s, and clouds of this poison had gone into him. She clutched the pack to crush it vengefully but then instinctively caught herself—an ancient precaution—when she felt a single cigarette still resident, nearly flat, cowering in the corner.




    She tore the pack open and removed the malefactor. She hadn’t held a cigarette in her hands in a decade. A tiny camel printed above the filter looked surprisingly elegant. She didn’t remember the logo from her days as a smoker, didn’t recall so distinguished an object impressed on the delicate paper.




    Zack was ruined. The fact was a kick in the stomach. He was just another enthusiastic participant in the spoiled world. Keeping him innocent had been a fool’s wish. Sooner or later everyone is defeated by their desires. Gary cared more about being a celebrity on television than loving his child, and Zack’s lungs would be filled with the soot of his resentment. She was helpless to prevent them from sullying their once pure love. She remembered the amazed delight on Gary’s face when she coaxed him to hold his newborn son. And Zack had lain happily and peacefully in his daddy’s arms. Now they loathed each other.




    In her sore muscles and aching bones Julie felt the countless hours of dreary errands she had performed energetically out of her longing to make a nurturing world for Zack. That goal had sustained her through the tedium of motherhood. She was a fool. She was a fifty-three-year-old fool.




    She checked all of the denim jacket’s pockets. She might as well know the worst. No other vices were discovered. No joints, no pornography, no Saturday Night Specials. Not even matches. He must have used up all the matches lighting nineteen cigarettes.




    Needing a match was what gave her the will to stand up and get out. She called to the shut door of Gary’s study that she was leaving early for work. Instead she went to Riverside Park, to the company of bare trees and frozen ground. There, despite dizziness and a wave of nausea, she enjoyed a lonely splendor while she smoked the last cigarette in her son’s forgotten pack.


  




  

    Birthday Present




    April 1966




    “COME ON, TELL me. What did you get?” Brian demanded of his best friend. Jeff had telephoned to brag about the birthday present he had received for turning nine, given to him two days early so he could enjoy it over the weekend.




    “Guess.”




    “I did guess!” Brian twisted the kitchen telephone’s long white cord tight around the knuckle of his index finger, watching the engorged tip turn crimson. “I give up. Okay? I give up.”




    “A tape recorder. A portable tape recorder!” Jeff’s perpetual whine, when excited by pleasure, added a squeak. “An RCA,” he emphasized.




    “Is RCA the best?” Brian took the hint.




    “Definitely. Cousin Richard says RCA is the best electronics company in the world.”




    Brian unwound the phone cord, watching his fingertip pale to a normal hue. The mention of Jeff’s cousin took him away from the pleasure of anticipating how he was going to enjoy his friend’s new toy. It took him away from a bright world he understood and transported him into a darkened room whose shadows he could not describe.




    Getting no reaction, Jeff added, “NBC uses all their stuff.”




    “What do you mean?” Brian asked to cover the confusion brought on by a vivid memory of Richard Klein’s fingers insinuating under the elastic of his Jockeys until he could caress each of his butt cheeks. “All dry. Let me check if anything spilled down your front,” he had said as his warm hand slid around and touched him where, as far as he knew, no one else had ever touched. Brian had said nothing to Jeff about those fifteen minutes in the bathroom. He had said nothing to anyone. It was the first profound secret of his life.




    “What do you think I mean? I mean all the NBC radio equipment and all their cameras and things for television and stuff are made by RCA.”




    “Wow,” Brian said, refocused on the fun of Jeff’s good fortune. “So what does it do?”




    “What does it do? It records and then it plays back, you know, what you record.”




    “So what are you gonna record?”




    “Come on up. We’ll make a radio play.”




    “A what?”




    “A radio play. Like The Shadow or something.”




    Brian whipped the knotted phone cord against the kitchen wall. “I’ve never listened to a radio show. And who cares about radio? Why don’t we do a television show?”




    Jeff buzzed contemptuously. “Can’t do a television show with a tape recorder, dummy. Come up. We’ll make a radio play. Just like a play, only on radio.”




    “It’s portable, right? The tape recorder’s portable?”




    “So . . . ?”




    “Why don’t you come downstairs?” Jeff lived on the fourth, and top, floor of their sixteen unit apartment building in Queens, Brian on the second. This allowed them unsupervised movement to each other’s apartments, although ninety-nine percent of the time Jeff insisted Brian come up to him.




    “My mom wants me to stay home.”




    “Why?”




    “She loves me so much.” Jeff slowed his whine to a moan. The drawl hurt Brian’s ears. He moved the receiver away. Wisely, because Jeff’s voice went up in volume and pitch as he added sarcastically, “She loves me sooo much. She loves me more than any mommy on the planet.”




    “What planet?” Brian asked, willing to play the straight man.




    “The planet Cuckoo. Come on. Ask your mom.”




    “Mom!” Brian shouted. No response.




    “What did she say?” Jeff asked, then prompted, “Tell her it’s my birthday.”




    “It’s not your birthday.”




    “I got my present today. We’re celebrating it today.”




    “Wait up,” Brian said, and he let go of the phone. It dangled on the long cord like a hanged man, receiver thudding against the wall. He walked past the living room where his mother sometimes did her reading for work. All quiet and clean in there. She must be making beds or something.




    He entered the hallway to the bedrooms. Behind his parents’ shut door he heard his father Danny energetically rehearsing lines. It was Saturday. Tomorrow he was going to be doing a reading of a new play by someone Danny knew, not a friend exactly, but someone he called a friend, as it was explained to Brian by his mother. His father wasn’t being paid. Readings were something you did as a favor, but it might, as his dad put it, “do me some good,” because other important theater people would be there, see him, maybe think of him for other things, and also if this play found a “backer,” then he might end up in the cast. It was a little confusing because his father was teaching full-time so he couldn’t be in plays except during the summer, and no one could know in advance when a play might go on. When he asked his mother to explain this contradiction, she said, “It makes your father happy to do readings.” In any case, Brian understood that his father was busy and not to be interrupted.
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“SLY COURAGE, DEFT INTELLIGENCE, AND FIERCENESS OF VISION
BLAZE BRIGHTLY FORTH IN THE WISDOM OF PERVERSITY.”
—MICHAEL CHABON, AUTHOR OF TELEGRAPH AVENUE
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