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      For the little boys, 
Manu and Raoul

   
      
      
PART I


   

      

      CHAPTER ONE


      

      THE CASTLE WAS FALLING APART, but at 2 a.m. under a useless moon, Danny couldn’t see this. What he saw looked solid as hell: two round towers with an

         arch between them and across that arch was an iron gate that looked like it hadn’t moved in three hundred years or maybe ever.

      


      

      He’d never been to a castle before or even this part of the world, but something about it all was familiar to Danny. He seemed

         to remember the place from a long time ago, not like he’d been here exactly but from a dream or a book. The towers had those

         square indentations around the top that little kids put on castles when they draw them. The air was cold with a smoky bite,

         like fall had already come even though it was mid-August and people in New York were barely dressed. The trees were losing

         their leaves – Danny felt them landing in his hair and heard them crunching under his boots when he walked. He was looking

         for a doorbell, a knocker, a light: some way into this place or at least a way to find the way in. He was getting pessimistic.

      


      

      Danny had waited two hours in a gloomy little valley town for a bus to this castle that never frigging came before he looked

         up and saw its black shape against the sky. Then he’d started to walk, hauling his Samsonite and satellite dish a couple of

         miles up this hill, the Samsonite’s puny wheels catching on boulders and tree roots and rabbit holes. His limp didn’t help. The whole trip had been like that: one hassle after another starting

         with the red-eye from Kennedy that got towed into a field after a bomb threat, surrounded by trucks with blinky red lights

         and giant nozzles that were comforting up until you realized their job was to make sure the fireball only incinerated those poor suckers who were already on the plane. So Danny had missed his connection to Prague and the train

         to wherever the hell he was now, some German-sounding town that didn’t seem to be in Germany. Or anywhere else – Danny couldn’t

         even find it online, although he hadn’t been sure about the spelling. Talking on the phone to his Cousin Howie, who owned

         this castle and had paid Danny’s way to help out with the renovation, he’d tried to nail down some details.

      


      

      Danny: I’m still trying to get this straight – is your hotel in Austria, Germany, or the Czech Republic?


      

      Howie: Tell you the truth, I’m not even clear on that myself. Those borders are constantly sliding around.


      

      Danny (thinking): They are?


      

      Howie: But remember, it’s not a hotel yet. Right now it’s just an old—


      

      The line went dead. When Danny tried calling back, he couldn’t get through.


      

      But his tickets came the next week (blurry postmark) – plane, train, bus – and seeing how he was newly unemployed and had

         to get out of New York fast because of a misunderstanding at the restaurant where he’d worked, getting paid to go somewhere

         else – anywhere else, even the fucking moon – was not a thing Danny could say no to.

      


      

      He was fifteen hours late.


      

      He left his Samsonite and satellite dish by the gate and circled the left tower (Danny made a point of going left when he

         had the choice because most people went right). A wall curved away from the tower into the trees, and Danny followed that

         wall until woods closed in around him. He was moving blind. He heard flapping and scuttling, and as he walked the trees got closer and closer to the wall until finally he was squeezing

         in between them, afraid if he lost contact with the wall he’d get lost. And then a good thing happened: the trees pushed right

         through the wall and split it open and gave Danny a way to climb inside.

      


      

      This wasn’t easy. The wall was twenty feet high, jagged and crumbly with tree trunks crushed into the middle, and Danny had

         a tricky knee from an injury connected to the misunderstanding at work. Plus his boots were not exactly made for climbing

         – they were city boots, hipster boots, somewhere between square-tipped and pointy – his lucky boots, or so Danny thought a

         long time ago, when he bought them. They needed resoling. The boots were skiddy even on flat city concrete, so the sight of

         Danny clawing and scrambling his way up twenty feet of broken wall was not a thing he would’ve wanted broadcast. But finally

         he made it, panting, sweating, dragging his sore leg, and hoisted himself onto a flat walkway-type thing that ran on top of

         the wall. He brushed off his pants and stood up.

      


      

      It was one of those views that make you feel like God for a second. The castle walls looked silver under the moon, stretched

         out over the hill in a wobbly oval the size of a football field. There were round towers every fifty yards or so. Below Danny,

         inside the walls, it was black – pure, like a lake or outer space. He felt the curve of big sky over his head, full of purplish

         torn-up clouds. The castle itself was back where Danny had started out: a clump of buildings and towers jumbled together.

         But the tallest tower stood off on its own, narrow and square with a red light shining in a window near the top.

      


      

      Looking down made something go easier in Danny. When he first came to New York, he and his friends tried to find a name for

         the relationship they craved between themselves and the universe. But the English language came up short: perspective, vision, knowledge, wisdom – those words were all too heavy or too light. So Danny and his friends made up a name: alto. True alto worked two ways: you saw but also you could be seen, you knew and were known. Two-way recognition. Standing on the castle wall, Danny felt alto – the word was still with him

         after all these years, even though the friends were long gone. Grown up, probably.

      


      

      Danny wished he’d brought his satellite dish to the top of this wall. He itched to make some calls – the need felt primal,

         like an urge to laugh or sneeze or eat. It got so distracting that he slithered back down off the wall and backtracked through

         those same pushy trees, dirt and moss packed under his longish fingernails. But by the time he got back to the gate his alto

         was gone and all Danny felt was tired. He left the satellite dish in its case and found a flat spot under a tree to lie down.

         He made a pile out of leaves. Danny had slept outside a few times when things got rough in New York, but this was nothing

         like that. He took off his velvet coat and turned it inside out and rolled it into a pillow at the foot of the tree. He lay

         on the leaves face-up and crossed his arms over his chest. More leaves were coming down. Danny watched them spinning, turning

         against the half-empty branches and purple clouds, and felt his eyes start to roll back into his head. He was trying to come

         up with some lines to use on Howie –

      


      

      Like: Hey man, your welcome mat could use a little work.


      

      Or else: You’re paying me to be here, but I’m figuring you don’t want to pay your guests.


      

      Or maybe: Trust me, outdoor lighting is gonna rock your world.


      

      – just so he’d have some things to say if there was a silence. Danny was nervous about seeing his cousin after so long. The

         Howie he knew as a kid you couldn’t picture grown up – he’d been wrapped in that pear-shaped girl fat you see on certain boys,

         big love handles bubbling out of the back of his jeans. Sweaty pale skin and a lot of dark hair around his face. At age seven

         or eight, Danny and Howie invented a game they’d play whenever they saw each other at holidays and family picnics. Terminal Zeus it was called, and there was a hero (Zeus), and there were monsters and missions and runways and airlifts and

         bad guys and fireballs and high-speed chases. They could play anywhere from a garage to an old canoe to underneath a dining

         room table, using whatever they found: straws, feathers, paper plates, candy wrappers, yarn, stamps, candles, staples, you

         name it. Howie thought most of it up. He’d shut his eyes like he was watching a movie on the backs of his eyelids that he

         wanted Danny to see: Okay, so Zeus shoots Glow-Bullets at the enemy that make their skin light up so now he can see them through

         the trees and then – blam! – he lassos them with Electric Stunner-Ropes!

      


      

      Sometimes he made Danny do the talking – Okay, you tell it: what does the underwater torture dungeon look like? – and Danny

         would start making stuff up: rocks, seaweed, baskets of human eyeballs. He got so deep inside the game he forgot who he was,

         and when his folks said Time to go home the shock of being yanked away made Danny throw himself on the ground in front of

         them, begging for another half hour, please! another twenty minutes, ten, five, please, just one more minute, pleasepleaseplease? Frantic not to be ripped away from the world he and Howie had made.

      


      

      The other cousins thought Howie was weird, a loser, plus he was adopted, and they kept their distance: Rafe especially, not

         the oldest cousin but the one they all listened to. You’re so sweet to play with Howie, Danny’s mom would say. From what I

         understand, he doesn’t have many friends. But Danny wasn’t trying to be nice. He cared what his other cousins thought, but

         nothing could match the fun of Terminal Zeus.

      


      

      When they were teenagers, Howie changed – overnight was what everyone said. He had a traumatic experience and his sweetness drained away and he turned moody, anxious, always wiggling a foot and muttering King Crimson lyrics under

         his breath. He carried a notebook, even at Thanksgiving it was there in his lap with a napkin on it to catch the gravy drips.

         Howie made marks in that book with a flat sweaty pencil, looking around at different family members like he was trying to decide

         when and how they would have to die. But no one had ever paid much attention to Howie. And after the change, the traumatic incident, Danny pretended not to.

      


      

      Of course they talked about Howie when he wasn’t there, oh yeah. Howie’s troubles were a favorite family topic, and behind

         the shaking heads and oh it’s so sads you could hear the joy pushing right up through because doesn’t every family like having one person who’s fucked up so fantastically

         that everyone else feels like a model citizen next to him? If Danny closed his eyes and listened hard he could still pick

         up some of that long-ago muttering like a radio station you just barely hear: Howie trouble drugs did you hear he was arrested such an unattractive boy I’m sorry but can’t May put him on a diet he’s a

            teenager no it’s more than that I have teenagers you have teenagers I blame Norm for pushing adoption you never know what

            you’re getting it all comes down to genes is what they’re learning some people are just bad or not bad but you know exactly

            not bad but just exactly that’s it: trouble.


      

      Danny used to get a weird feeling, overhearing this stuff when he came in the house and his mom was talking on the phone to

         one of his aunts about Howie. Dirt on his cleats after winning a game, his girlfriend Shannon Shank, who had the best tits

         on the pom squad and maybe the whole school all set to give him a blow job in his bedroom because she always did that when

         he won, and thank God he won a lot. Hiya, Mom. That square of purple blue almost night outside the kitchen window. Shit, it hurt Danny to remember this stuff, the smell

         of his mom’s tuna casserole. He’d liked hearing those things about Howie because it reminded him of who he was, Danny King, suchagoodboy, that’s what everyone said and what they’d always said but still Danny liked hearing it again, knowing it again. He couldn’t

         hear it enough.

      


      

      That was memory number one. Danny sort of drifted into it lying there under the tree, but pretty soon his whole body was tensed to the point where he couldn’t lie still. He got up,

         swiping twigs off his pants and feeling pissed off because he didn’t like remembering things. Walking backward was how Danny thought of that and it was a waste of valuable resources anywhere, anytime, but in a place he’d spent twenty-four

         hours trying to escape to it was fucking ridiculous.

      


      

      Danny shook out his coat and pulled it back over his arms and started walking again, fast. This time he went right. At first

         there was just forest around him, but the trees started thinning out and the slant under his feet got steeper until Danny

         had to walk with his uphill leg bent, which sent splinters of pain from his knee to his groin. And then the hill dropped away

         like someone had lopped it off with a knife and he was standing on the edge of a cliff with the castle wall pushed right up

         against it, so the wall and the cliff made one vertical line pointing up at the sky. Danny stopped short and looked over the

         cliff’s edge. Below, a long way down: trees, bushy black with a few lights packed deep inside that must be the town where

         he’d waited for the bus.

      


      

      Alto: he was in the middle of frigging nowhere. It was extreme, and Danny liked extremes. They were distracting.


      

      If I were you, I’d get a cash deposit before I started asking people to spelunk.

      


      

      Danny tilted his head back. Clouds had squeezed out the stars. The wall seemed higher on this side of the castle. It curved

         in and then back out again toward the top, and every few yards there was a narrow gap a few feet above Danny’s head. He stood

         back and studied one of these openings – vertical and horizontal slits meeting in the shape of a cross – and in the hundreds

         of years since those slits had been cut, the rain and snow and what have you must have opened up this one a little bit more.

         Speaking of rain, a light sprinkling was starting that wasn’t much more than a mist, but Danny’s hair did a weird thing when

         it got wet that he couldn’t fix without his blow dryer and a certain kind of mousse that was packed away in the Samsonite,

         and he didn’t want Howie to see that weird thing. He wanted to get the fuck out of the rain. So Danny took hold of some broken

         bits of wall and used his big feet and bony fingers to claw his way up to the slot. He jammed his head inside to see if it

         would fit and it did, with just a little room to spare that was barely enough for his shoulders, the widest part of him, which

         he turned and slid through like he was sticking a key in a lock. The rest of him was easy. Your average adult male would’ve

         needed a shrinking pill to get through this hole, but Danny had a certain kind of body – he was tall but also bendable, adjustable,

         you could roll him up like a stick of gum and then unroll him. Which is what happened now: he unraveled himself in a sweaty

         heap on a damp stone floor.

      


      

      He was in an ancient basementy place that had no light at all and a smell Danny didn’t like: the smell of a cave. A low ceiling

         smacked his forehead a couple of times and he tried walking with his knees bent, but that hurt his bad knee too much. He held

         still and straightened up slowly, listening to sounds of little creatures scuttling, and felt a twist of fear in his gut like

         someone wringing out a rag. Then he remembered: there was a mini-flashlight on his key chain left over from his club days

         – shining it into somebody’s eyes you could tell if they were on E or smack or Special K. Danny flicked it on and poked the

         little beam at the dark: stone walls, slippery stone under his feet. Movement along the walls. Danny’s breath came quick and

         shallow, so he tried slowing it down. Fear was dangerous. It let in the worm: another word Danny and his friends had invented all those years ago, smoking pot or doing lines of coke and wondering what

         to call that thing that happened to people when they lost confidence and got phony, anxious, weird. Was it paranoia? Low self-esteem? Insecurity? Panic? Those words were all too flat. But the worm, which is the word they finally picked, the worm was three-dimensional: it crawled inside a person and started to eat until

         everything collapsed, their whole lives, and they ended up getting strung out or going back home to their folks or being admitted to Bellevue or, in the case of one girl they all knew, jumping off the Manhattan Bridge.

      


      

      More walking backward. And it wasn’t helping, it was making things worse.


      

      Danny took out his cell phone and flipped it open. He didn’t have international service, but the phone lit up, searching,

         and just seeing it do that calmed Danny down, like the phone had powers – like it was a Forcefield Stabilizer left over from

         Terminal Zeus. True, he wasn’t connected to anyone right at that second, but in a general way he was so connected that his

         connectedness carried him through the dry spells in subways or certain deep buildings when he couldn’t actually reach anyone.

         He had 304 Instant Messaging usernames and a buddy list of 180. Which is why he’d rented a satellite dish for this trip –

         a drag to carry, an airport security nightmare, but guaranteed to provide not just cell phone service but wireless Internet

         access anywhere on planet earth. Danny needed this. His brain refused to stay locked up inside the echo chamber of his head

         – it spilled out, it overflowed and poured across the world until it was touching a thousand people who had nothing to do

         with him. If his brain wasn’t allowed to do this, if Danny kept it locked up inside his skull, a pressure began to build.

      


      

      He started walking again, holding the phone in one hand, the other hand up in the air so he’d know when to duck. The place

         felt like a dungeon, except somehow Danny remembered that dungeons in old castles were usually in the tower – maybe that was

         the tall square thing he’d seen from the wall with the red light on top: the dungeon. More likely this place had been a sewer.

      


      

      If you ask me, mother earth could use a little mouthwash.


      

      But that wasn’t Danny’s line, that was Howie’s. He was heading into memory number two, I might as well tell you that straight

         up, because how I’m supposed to get him in and out of all these memories in a smooth way so nobody notices all the coming

         and going I don’t know. Rafe went first with the flashlight, then Howie. Danny came last. They were all pretty punchy, Howie because his cousins had singled him out to sneak away from the picnic, Danny because there was no bigger thrill

         in the world than being Rafe’s partner in crime, and Rafe – well, the beautiful thing about Rafe was you never knew why he

         did anything.

      


      

      Let’s show Howie the cave.


      

      Rafe had said this softly, looking sideways at Danny through those long lashes he had. And Danny went along, knowing there

         would be more.

      


      

      Howie stumbled in the dark. He had a notebook under one elbow. They hadn’t played Terminal Zeus in more than a year. The game

         ended without talking – one Christmas Eve, Danny just avoided Howie and went off with his other cousins instead. Howie tried

         a couple of times to come near, catch Danny’s eye, but he gave up easily.

      


      

      Danny: That notebook’s messing up your balance, Howie. 


      

      Howie: Yeah, but I need it.


      

      Need it why?


      

      For when I get an idea.


      

      Rafe turned around and shined the flashlight straight at Howie’s face. He shut his eyes.


      

      Rafe: What’re you talking about, get an idea?


      

      Howie: For D and D. I’m the dungeon master.


      

      Rafe turned the beam away. Who do you play with?


      

      My friends.


      

      Danny felt a little stunned, hearing that. Dungeons and Dragons. He had a kind of body memory of Terminal Zeus, the feel of

         dissolving into that game. And it turned out the game hadn’t stopped. It had gone on without him.

      


      

      Rafe: You sure you’ve got any friends, Howie?


      

      Aren’t you my friend, Rafe? And then Howie laughed and they all did. He was making a joke. 


      

      Rafe: This kid is actually pretty

         funny.

      


      

      Which made Danny wonder if this could be enough – them being in the boarded-up cave where no one was allowed to go. If maybe nothing else would have to happen. Danny wished very hard for this.

      


      

      Here’s how the cave was laid out: first a big round room with a little bit of daylight in it, then an opening where you had

         to stoop to get through into another room that was dark, and then a hole you crawled through into room three, where the pool

         was. Danny had no idea what was beyond that.

      


      

      They all got quiet when they saw the pool: creamy whitish green, catching Rafe’s flashlight beam and squiggling its light

         over the walls. It was maybe six feet wide and clear, deep.

      


      

      Howie: Shit, you guys. Shit. He opened up his notebook and wrote something down.


      

      Danny: You brought a pencil?


      

      Howie held it up. It was one of those little green pencils they gave you at the country club to sign your check. He said:

         I used to bring a pen, but it kept leaking on my pants.

      


      

      Rafe gave a big laugh and Howie laughed too, but then he stopped, like maybe he wasn’t supposed to laugh as much as Rafe.


      

      Danny: What did you write?


      

      Howie looked at him: Why?


      

      I don’t know. Curious.


      

      I wrote green pool.

      


      

      Rafe: You call that an idea?


      

      They were quiet. Danny felt a pressure building in the cave like someone had asked him a question and was getting sick of

         waiting for an answer. Rafe. Now wondering why Danny’s older cousin had so much power over him is like wondering why the sun

         shines or why the grass grows. There are people out there who can make other people do things, that’s all. Sometimes without

         asking. Sometimes without even knowing what they want done.

      


      

      Danny went to the edge of the pool. Howie, he said, there’s a shiny thing down there at the bottom. You see it?


      

      Howie came over and looked. Nope.


      

      There, down there.

      


      

      Danny squatted next to the pool and Howie did, too, wobbling on the balls of his big feet.


      

      Danny put his hand on his cousin’s back. He felt the softness of Howie, how warm he was through his shirt. Maybe Danny had

         never touched his cousin before, or maybe it was just knowing right then that Howie was a person with a brain and a heart,

         all the stuff Danny had. Howie clutched his notebook against his side. Danny saw the pages shaking and realized his cousin

         was scared – Howie felt the danger pulling in around him. Maybe he’d known all along. But he turned his face to Danny with

         a look of total trust, like he knew Danny would protect him. Like they understood each other. It happened faster than I’m

         making it sound: Howie looked at Danny and Danny shut his eyes and shoved him into the pool. But even that’s too slow: Look.

         Shut. Shove.

      


      

      Or just shove.

      


      

      There was the weight of Howie tipping, clawing arms and legs, but no sound Danny could remember, not even a splash. Howie

         must’ve yelled, but Danny didn’t hear a yell, just the sounds of him and Rafe wriggling out of there and running like crazy,

         Rafe’s flashlight beam strobing the walls, bursting out of the cave into a gush of warm wind, down the two big hills and back

         to the picnic (where no one missed them), Danny feeling that ring around him and Rafe, a glowing ring that held them together.

         They didn’t say a word about what they’d done until a couple hours later when the picnic was winding down.

      


      

      Danny: Shit. Where the hell is he?


      

      Rafe: Could be right underneath us.


      

      Danny looked down at the grass. What do you mean, underneath us?


      

      Rafe was grinning. I mean we don’t know which way he went.


      

      By the time everyone started fanning out, looking for Howie, something had crawled inside Danny’s brain and was chewing out a pattern like those tunnels, all the ways Howie could’ve gone deeper inside the caves, under the hills. The mood was

         calm. Howie had wandered off somewhere was what everyone seemed to be thinking – he was fat, he was weird, there was no blood

         tie, and no one was blaming Danny for anything. But his Aunt May looked more scared than Danny had ever seen a grown-up look,

         a hand on her throat like she knew she’d lost her boy, her one child, and seeing how far things had gone made Danny even more

         petrified to say what he knew he had to say – We tricked him, Rafe and me; we left him in the caves – because that handful of words would change everything: they would all know what he’d done, and Rafe would know he’d told,

         and beyond that Danny’s mind went blank. So he waited one more second before opening his mouth, and then one more, another

         and another, and every second he waited seemed to drive some sharp thing deeper into Danny. Then it was dark. His pop put

         a hand on Danny’s head (suchagoodboy) and said, They’ve got plenty of people looking, son. You’ve got a game tomorrow.

      


      

      Riding back in the car, Danny couldn’t get warm. He pulled old blankets over himself and kept the dog in his lap, but his

         teeth knocked together so hard that his sister complained about the noise and his mom said, You must be coming down with something,

         honey. I’ll run a hot bath when we get home.

      


      

      Danny went back to the caves by himself a few times after that. He’d walk alone up the hills to the boarded-up mouth, and

         mixed in with the sounds of dry grass was his cousin’s voice howling up from underground: no and please and help. And Danny would think: Okay, now – now! and feel a rising up in himself at the idea of finally saying those words he’d been holding inside all this time: Howie’s in the caves; we left him in the caves, Rafe and I, and just imagining this gave Danny a rush of relief so intense it seemed he would almost pass out, and at the same time

         he’d feel a shift around him like the sky and earth were changing places, and a different kind of life would open up, light and clear, some future he didn’t realize he’d lost until that minute.

      


      

      But it was too late. Way, way too late for any of that. They’d found Howie in the caves three days later, semiconscious. Every

         night Danny would expect his pop’s sharp knock on his bedroom door and frantically rehearse his excuses – It was Rafe and I’m just a kid – until they ran together in a loop – It was Rafe I’m just a kid itwasRafeI’mjustakid – the loop played even when Danny was doing his homework or watching TV or sitting on the john, itwasRafeI’mjustakid, until it seemed like everything in Danny’s life was the witness he needed to prove he was still himself, still Danny King

         exactly like before: See, I scored a goal! See, I’m hanging with my friends! But he wasn’t one hundred percent there, he was watching, too, hoping everyone would be convinced. And they were.

      


      

      And after months and months of this faking, Danny started to believe in it again. All the normal things that had happened

         to him since the cave made a crust over that day, and the crust got thicker and thicker until Danny almost forgot about what

         was underneath.

      


      

      And when Howie got better, when he could finally be alone in a room without his mother, when he could sleep with the lights

         off again, he was different. After the traumatic incident his sweetness was gone and he got into drugs and eventually bought a gun and tried to rob a 7-Eleven, and they sent him away

         to reform school.

      


      

      After Rafe died three years later (killing two girls from his class at Michigan in his pickup truck), the family picnics stopped.

         And by the time they started up again, Danny wasn’t going home anymore.

      


      

      That was memory number two.


      

      So now back to Danny, walking with his arms up and his cell phone on through the basement or dungeon or whatever it was in

         a castle that belonged to Howie. He’d come a long way to meet his cousin here, and his reasons were practical: making money, getting the hell out of New York. But also Danny was curious.

         Because over the years, news about Howie kept reaching him through that high-speed broadcasting device known as a family:

      


      

      

         	

            Bond trader


         


         	

            Chicago


         


         	

            Insane wealth


         


         	

            Marriage, kids


         


         	

            Retirement at thirty-four


         


      


      

      And each time one of those chunks of news got to Danny, he’d think, See, he’s okay. He’s fine. He’s better than fine! and feel a bump of relief and then another bump that made him sit down wherever he was and stare into space. Because something

         hadn’t happened that should’ve happened to Danny. Or maybe the wrong things had happened, or maybe too many little things

         had happened instead of one big thing, or maybe not enough little things had happened to combine into one big thing.

      


      

      Bottom line: Danny didn’t know why he’d come all this way to Howie’s castle. Why did I take a writing class? I thought it

         was to get away from my roommate, Davis, but I’m starting to think there was another reason under that.

      


      

      You? Who the hell are you? That’s what someone must be saying right about now. Well, I’m the guy talking. Someone’s always

         doing the talking, just a lot of times you don’t know who it is or what their reasons are. My teacher, Holly, told me that.

      


      

      I started the class with a bad attitude. For the second meeting I wrote a story about a guy who fucks his writing teacher

         in a broom closet until the door flies open and all the brooms and mops and buckets come crashing out and their bare asses

         are shining in the light and they both get busted. It got a lot of laughs while I was reading it, but when I stopped reading

         the room went quiet.

      


      

      Okay, Holly says. Reactions?

      


      

      No one has a reaction.


      

      Come on, folks. Our job is to help Ray do the very best work he can do. Something tells me this may not be it.


      

      More quiet. Finally I say: It was just a joke.


      

      No one’s laughing, she says.


      

      They were, I say. They laughed.


      

      Is that what you are, Ray? A joke?


      

      I think: What the fuck? She’s looking at me but I can’t make myself look back.

      


      

      She says: I bet there are people out there who’d tell me Yes, Ray’s a joke. Who’d tell me you’re trash. Am I right?


      

      Now there’s muttering: Ow, and Shit, and What about that, Ray-man? and I know they expect me to be pissed, and I know I’m supposed to be pissed and I am pissed, but not just that. Something

         else.

      


      

      There’s the door, she tells me, and points. Why don’t you just walk out?


      

      I don’t move. I can walk out the door, but then I’d have to stand in the hall and wait.


      

      What about that gate? She’s pointing out the window now. The gate is lit up at night: razor wire coiled along the top, the

         tower with a sharpshooter in it. Or what about your cell doors? she asks. Or block gates? Or shower doors? Or the mess hall

         doors, or the doors to the visitor entrance? How often do you gentlemen touch a doorknob? That’s what I’m asking.

      


      

      I knew the minute I saw Holly that she’d never taught in a prison before. It wasn’t her looks – she’s not a kid, and you can

         see she hasn’t had it easy. But people who teach in prisons have a hard layer around them that’s missing on Holly. I can hear

         how nervous she is, like she planned every word of that speech about the doors. But the crazy thing is, she’s right. The last

         time I got out, I’d stand in front of doors and wait for them to open up. You forget what it’s like to do it yourself.

      


      

      She says, My job is to show you a door you can open. And she taps the top of her head. It leads wherever you want it to go, she says. That’s what I’m here to do, and if that doesn’t

         interest you then please spare us all, because this grant only funds ten students, and we only meet once a week, and I’m not

         going to waste everyone’s time on bullshit power struggles.

      


      

      She comes right to my desk and looks down. I look back up. I want to say, I’ve heard some cheesy motivational speeches in

         my time, but that one’s a doozy. A door in our heads, come on. But while she was talking I felt something pop in my chest.

      


      

      You can wait outside, she says. It’s only ten more minutes.


      

      I think I’ll stay.


      

      We look at each other. Good, she says.


      

      So when Danny finally spotted a light in that castle basement and realized it was a door with light coming in around it, when

         his heart went pop in his chest and he went over there and gave it a shove and it opened right up into a curved stairwell

         with a light on, I know what that was like. Not because I’m Danny or he’s me or any of that shit – this is all just stuff

         a guy told me. I know because after Holly mentioned that door in our heads, something happened to me. The door wasn’t real,

         there was no actual door, it was just figurative language. Meaning it was a word. A sound. Door. But I opened it up and walked out.

      


      

   

      

      CHAPTER TWO


      

      THERE WAS A CONNECTION BETWEEN this new Howie and the one Danny remembered as a kid, but it was a distant connection. For starters, this new guy was blond.

         Was it possible for hair to go from brown to blond? Blond to brown, Danny knew all about – half the girls he’d slept with

         claimed they were so blond, you wouldn’t believe how blond I was as a kid, which is why they spent half their paychecks on highlights, trying to recapture their rightful and original state. But brown

         to blond? Danny had never heard of it. The obvious answer was that Howie bleached his hair, but it didn’t look bleached, and

         this new Howie (except he wasn’t Howie anymore, he was Howard; he’d told Danny that first thing this morning, before he’d even clamped him in a bear hug) didn’t seem like a guy who would

         bleach his hair.

      


      

      The new Howie was fit. Built, even. Love handles, girly pear shape – gone. Liposuction? Exercise? Time passing? Who knew.

         On top of which he was tan. This part really threw Danny, because the old Howie had been white in a way that seemed deeper

         than not getting sun. He looked like a guy the sun wouldn’t touch. And now: tan face and arms, tan legs (he was wearing khaki

         shorts) – tan hands, even, with blond hair all over them that had to be real, right? Because who the hell would bleach the

         hair on their hands?

      


      

      The biggest change wasn’t physical: Howard had power. And power was something Danny understood – this was one of a slew of

         skills he’d picked up in New York after years of study and training and practice, skills that combined to make a résumé so

         specialized it was written out in invisible ink, so that when his pop (for example) took a look, all he saw was a blank sheet

         of paper. Danny could walk in a room and know who had power the way some people know from the feel of the air that it’s going

         to snow. If the person with power wasn’t in the room, Danny knew that, too, and when the person turned up Danny could usually spot him (or her) before he opened his

         mouth – before he was fully in the door, sometimes. It came down to the other people in the room, how they reacted. Here’s

         who was in the room with Howard:

      


      

      

         	

            Ann, his wife. Shiny dark hair cut in a pageboy, triangular features, big gray eyes. She was pretty, but not the way Danny

               expected a bond trader’s wife to be pretty. She had no makeup, and her jeans and brown sweater were the opposite of sexy.

               She was lying on her back on the gray stone floor, letting a baby in pink pajamas (which Danny figured meant a girl) pretend

               to take steps on her stomach.

            


         


         	

            Workers. They were young, they wore dust masks, they were busy doing something, somewhere, and in between whatever they were

               doing they churned into the kitchen through a couple of swinging doors. Sometimes they carried tools. Howard had told Danny

               these were graduate students from the MBA program at the University of Illinois and also from Cornell’s hotel school. Howard’s

               renovation was their summer project – in other words, they were doing this for credit. But it looked to Danny like what they

               were mostly learning was carpentry.

            


         


         	

            Mick, Howard’s ‘old friend.’ Danny had met this dude last night – he was the one who finally turned up after Danny yelled

               Hel-lo-ooo for God knows how long inside that circular stairwell, where it turned out none of the doors had handles. There was something

               threatening about Mick. He had a slingshot body, strong but borderline gaunt, just bare muscles soldered together. Mick didn’t

               smile once the whole time he was leading Danny to his room, and when he reached up to pull away a velvet curtain from around

               the big antique bed, Danny noticed a mess of old track marks on his arms (you couldn’t see these now, he was wearing long

               sleeves). Mick was Howard’s number two; Danny figured that out the second he was in the room with both of them. Powerful people

               either had a number two or needed one or both – meaning they needed a different one from the one they had.

            


         


      


      

      That was everyone in the room.


      

      Except the room is still a blank. These people were in a big medieval kitchen. It had a walk-in brick fireplace with a pot

         the size of a bathtub hanging from a hook. It had a tapestry on the wall that showed a king spearing someone’s idea of a lion.

         It had a couple of long wood tables with benches where some of the graduate students were starting to take off their dust

         masks and lounge. It had a state-of-the-art German range where Howard was scrambling a massive pan full of eggs.

      


      

      A breeze came in through four small windows full of glass in the shape of diamonds. Danny opened one of these wider and leaned

         outside and a smell of plants rolled up into his face from a few floors down, where that black he’d seen last night from the

         top of the wall had turned into green so thick he couldn’t find the ground underneath it. Rising up out of that green maybe

         a hundred feet away was the tower Danny had spotted last night. It was square and straight and weirdly majestic.

      


      

      Howard was telling Danny how he’d bought this castle from a German hotel company.

      


      

      Howard: They renovated maybe a third, not even, just two levels of rooms in the south wing – which is where we’re all sleeping

         – then this kitchen, the great hall, and two tower stairwells. Then they started having cash-flow problems and the work was

         stop-and-start for a couple of years, and when they were just about belly-up they flipped the property to us.

      


      

      Ann (from the floor): For less than two-thirds of what they’d paid, plus all the equity they’d put in!


      

      Howard: It was a deal we couldn’t walk away from. But it meant we had to pass on Ann’s favorite castle. In Bulgaria.


      

      Ann: God, it was pretty.


      

      They were making conversation, being nice, explaining themselves the way people do when you first meet them. And normally

         Danny was easy with people. It was another one of his invisible skills: he had radar for how people wanted to be talked to

         and could switch from one person’s way to another person’s way without thinking. But right now Danny’s radar was down, he

         was out of range, or maybe he just needed to be reset and programmed in this new place, like his satellite dish. Bottom line:

         Danny felt uncomfortable around Howard. But uncomfortable sounds mild and what Danny felt was not mild, it was miserable. He couldn’t define the misery. He couldn’t even name the

         symptoms, except one: he wanted to get away. Now.
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