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One of the great advantages of Anders’s divorce—besides, of course, the end of the squabbling and the sudden guiltless thrill of freedom—was that he no longer had to attend the Ashbys’ holiday party. Their party, like all of the parties he’d attended in his marriage, was his wife’s domain, and he was relieved to no longer have to show up only to be a disappointment to her friends. In fact, the Ashbys’ holiday party had become a sort of emblem of obligation to Anders, a reminder, at the end of his marriage, of the kind of man he’d become, when at last year’s party, after three quick whiskeys and a squabble with Helene about their grown children, he’d turned and announced to the room that they hadn’t had sex in five months, and, even though he was over sixty, it wasn’t because of his penis either.
         

The amazing thing, though, was that after all that, after it was clearly his decision to end the marriage; after he’d left what her friends saw as a perfect woman for a life in a condominium, retired, pretty much alone; after he’d openly scorned them and was sure she’d revealed all of his dirtiest secrets to them over brunch, a card arrived from the Ashbys, as if with the season, inviting him once again to their holiday party.

They held it every year in the week after Thanksgiving to get a jump on the season and, he’d always thought, to claim it as their own. It was the only invitation he’d received, so he brought it inside, set it on his small breakfast table, and ate dinner across from it, staring at the familiar handwriting, the Santa Claus stamp, trying to decide if it was a peace offering or if they’d simply forgotten to take him off their list. Divorce, he’d learned early on, was not so much from your spouse but from all of the things you’d forged as a couple—the home, the parental authority, the good credit, the friends. He pictured Helene in her elegant party clothes holding forth in the Ashbys’ kitchen—a brave single woman in a chenille scarf who, after a year of injustice, maintained the dignified poise of a survivor. She would be an honored guest there, a woman who’d spent her career helping adults learn to read and was now forced to face the season alone.

The invitation was stiff and glossy—a photo of the Ashbys in front of their tree. It’s That Time of Year was all it said, as though if you were receiving this, you had been for twenty years, which, Anders realized, was about right—twenty years of enduring this soiree, and still, after he’d thumbed his nose at the lot of them, after he’d announced to Helene, in the heated mania of a bedtime fight, that the stench of Mitchell Ashby’s cigars made him wish he’d been born without a face, he’d been invited. He placed the card on his mantel, the Ashbys beaming down at him in cable knits, and settled below them onto the couch.
         

There was also the issue of the other piece of mail that came that day, a product of that final meeting with the lawyers, when Helene had shown up with a firing squad of attorneys and asked him, without warning, if she could keep the house, and in a moment of regrettable pride, though it was half his net worth and carried a disastrous second mortgage, he’d told her of course she could. Or, as his attorney reminded him, he’d implied she could, after she’d implied in front of all those men and women of the law that he’d been anything but a man of responsibility. What he’d actually done was put his palms on the table, lean toward Helene and her posse of lawyers in rimless spectacles, and say, “The house? All you want’s the goddamn house?”
         

The trouble was that he had planned to use the money from the house to pay for his early retirement. He could afford the house or he could afford to retire, but he couldn’t afford both. This put him in the uncomfortable position of having to admit to Helene what had become her biggest grievance: that he had chosen himself over everyone else, that he had thrown them all under the bus. Which wasn’t true. Which, if you considered the college educations of their grown sons and the house he had mortgaged up to his eye sockets and the extravagant kitchen she had insisted on building after their children were gone, all of which he had paid for, all of which he had worked his rump off to provide for them—his family, his brood, his paramount responsibility—was downright insane. He had done everything they asked of him, and he had done it for them. What else in the world could she possibly want?
         

Well, the house, as it turned out. So now the letters were piling up, ominous things with yellow forwarding stickers over the address windows and language that was quite explicit: he had until the end of the year before the bank brought in a judge. It was a situation that could be cleared up with a single phone call to Helene, an opportunity, really, to come clean and admit he’d bluffed—the right thing if ever there was a right thing—if he could just find the moment when she wasn’t so fragile and he could stomach her disappointment in him, when it didn’t feel like a single piece of bad news might be enough to send her away for good.

What it all meant, at least in terms of the Ashbys’ holiday party, was that he should probably have a shirt cleaned.

 


As it was his first party as a single man, it surprised him how cordial he could be, how confident, crunching alone up the Ashbys’ wide, candlelit path; nodding at some acquaintances as they passed him; removing his coat and hanging it on the rack and turning to a room of rosy faces, their chatter rising over Harry Connick Jr., voices familiar; making his way across the living room, past the mantel full of teepeed cards, his eyes falling across their handsome photographs—a golden retriever, some newlyweds, a ten-year-old in a soccer uniform.

Before he could get to the bar, Lydia Hickman had spotted him and was motioning eagerly to have Anders join her. Lydia had been an intimate member of his wife’s support system during the divorce—a coffee-getter who had been through two divorces herself and who, Anders always imagined, had strong opinions about the incompatibility of men and women. She was standing with four others, some of whom Anders had met before but couldn’t recall where.

“So how have you been?” said Lydia, her eyes wide.
         

Anders glanced around the circle of faces. He was the first of his peers to retire, and he could feel he was being tested. The truth was he had proceeded as planned—selling his unneeded furniture, buying a condo and a decent TV, repainting, getting his green square of lawn ready for spring. The truth was he enjoyed his time alone, his three mugs of coffee during his morning shows, his lengthy shower, the long daytime hours of walks and mail and raking. “I’m getting involved with charity,” he said.

“Wonderful,” said Lydia. They waited for him to continue but he had a moment of self-awareness and couldn’t.

“Which one?” someone asked.

“Disease,” he said. “Cancer.”

Lydia nodded gravely and a strange silence fell over them. That word had a tidy way of ending conversations.

“So what do you do?” said a man. He wore French cuffs and a tie with a muscular Windsor. Anders could feel him angling for familiar cocktail banter, the sort of sniffing of butts that he had sworn off with his retirement.

“He’s retired,” said Lydia.
         

“Oh,” the man said. “Lucky dog.”

“From Springer Financial,” she said.

“Oh,” said the man. “You left Springer? I mean, you’re still young. Aren’t you?”

Lydia, intrigued, turned to hear his answer to this one.

“Am I young?” said Anders.

“Yeah,” he said. “I mean, it’s early, isn’t it?”

This was the topic his older son had coached him to avoid, the one he’d sat Anders down in the weeks immediately following the divorce and, as if in an intervention, begged him not to broach in public. “Even if everything you’re saying is true,” Tommy had said, “you can’t rant. It makes people uncomfortable. You seem…”

“Crazy? Is that the word you’re looking for?”
         

“Assholey.”

But the tirades came out of him, like the lie about the charity had, in ways that at first seemed appropriate. They had asked him about his retirement, his career, his decisions, hadn’t they? They wanted to know why he had turned his back on a life that was so similar to theirs. And so out it came: the reddening of his face and the raised volume of his voice, the mounting extremity of his language.

“The guys at the top are crooks,” he was saying to Lydia and her inquisitive friend. “They’re not in it for the client, they’re in it for themselves. And let me tell you something, Paul, they have to be. That’s become the industry—save yourself, outsmart the other guy, don’t worry about the consequences. That’s the corporate ethos and if it doesn’t make you sick, you might want to think about having your head examined. Because it’s not just the banks, it’s everything, Paul, it’s a system of monstrous greed—and for what? More toys? Bigger houses? Trips to the goddamn Caribbean?”
         

It wasn’t really him, Helene had said after a similar outburst at last year’s party; it was like a child throwing a tantrum. If he actually listened to himself, he wouldn’t be able to follow it. First the problem was the banks, then the lawyers, then their town, then every single person who lived there. Nothing was spared. It was all scorched earth. “I just don’t understand where it’s all coming from,” she had said. “It’s all so extreme.”
         

“I’m not going to hide how I feel.”

“Anders, you hide your feelings about as well as an infant.”

“So I should just be like Mitchell, is that it, buy myself a giant boat and join that conversation about bilge pumps?”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand why you’re so unhappy. I mean, look at yourself—what could you possibly want?”

This, of course, was exactly it—even when he’d calmed down and could think with a clear head, he had no real answer. The question was more like, What did she want? They had two boys with impressive degrees, and grandkids who went horseback riding. His bonus last year was more than he’d made in his first decade at work. Were they supposed to become one of those couples who travel all the time and send Christmas cards of themselves on camelback or, worse, buy a condo in Charleston and fill it with art? It must be terrible, she’d said that night in bed, to do everything right, to play the game so by the book and still find yourself unhappy. Maybe he should talk to a professional to figure out where this was coming from. Maybe all this anger was just rooted in the fact that he was confused.
         

“Confused? What could that even mean—confused? Confused about what?”
         

“Honey, it’s a nice way of saying ‘fucked up.’ ”

When he finished talking, he was out of breath, and Lydia Hickman was staring into her wine. It was a moment Anders knew well, so he also knew his audience would split off in different directions—for the bathroom, the bar, another more urgent conversation—and as they did, he stood alone, drinkless, listening to the shrill cheeriness around him and searching for a way to quietly escape.

Which was when he saw Monster, the Ashbys’ bushy golden retriever, curled on the back deck. There was his excuse—go out, pet Monster, and slip away to his car. He found his parka on the rack and grinned mildly at anyone who caught his eye as he made his way through the sliding glass door and into the icy evening air. When he’d closed the door behind him, he heard giggles from beneath the deck and an urgent whisper: “Guys, guys, someone’s here,” followed by a waft of reefer so potent it nearly made his eyes water.

Anders leaned over the railing to see the shadow of three prep-schoolers with shaggy and terrible hair. They reminded him immediately of Preston, his younger son, whom they had sent away to St. Paul’s for the individualized attention but who had come home each Thanksgiving and June taller, more unkempt, more broodingly silent, his face a puffy red mess. It wasn’t until his senior year, when the school discovered a four-foot bong in his room and tossed him, and Helene insisted they check him into a rehab facility against his will and search his entire room for clues—reading his old love letters from camp, his yearbook inscriptions, and finding only one unopened box of aging condoms—that Anders realized his failing as a father: it wasn’t that he couldn’t provide, for he gave his boys everything; it was that he knew nothing of them, nothing of their internal lives, and though he was their sole male role model, doling out advice each week over the phone, he had never even attempted to ask.

The boys held their hands behind their backs and pretended to be cool.

“Yo,” said one of the boys from the shadows. “What’s going on?”

“Just getting some fresh air. It’s warm in there.” They all nodded as if Anders had said something very wise. “What are you guys smoking?”

They froze. One toed the gravel.

“Relax, I’m not going to tell.”

“Seriously?” said the tall one in the middle. “Because if you’re one of my dad’s friends who he sent to narc on me, then you can go back and tell him he’s really predictable and sad because we were just looking at the constellations.”

“Charlie?”

There was a pause. “Who is that?”

“It’s Anders.”

The boy stepped forward from the shadows, squinting. “Christ.”

“Look, don’t worry. I’m not one of your dad’s friends, first of all, and second of all…” He couldn’t think of a second of all. The first was true, and he had surprised himself with it: What else did the kid need to know? “Anyway,” said Anders. “Enjoy your constellations.”
         

“Wait, dude,” said Charlie. “Come down here for a second.”

Anders went down the stairs and onto the dark packed dirt beneath the deck. The boys were taller than he’d thought, all of them meeting his eye.

“You know me, but that’s Arnie and that’s Gorbachev,” he said, fiddling with something that looked like a small, deflated basketball. “So what d’you mean, you’re not friends?”

“I’m not. I mean, I was. And my wife is. Ex-wife, sorry. She’s their friend. I can’t stand them. Really, I find your parents unbearable.”

Charlie let out a laugh and went back to the thing in his hands—a mini-pumpkin, it turned out. After a moment he glanced up again. “Seriously?”

Helene had met Sophie Ashby in a prenatal fitness class, five strangers in the shallow end at the Y doing a workout so low impact, she called it “manatee hour.” When the babies came and Helene found herself with two tyrants in diapers and the demands of a career, it was Sophie who, according to Helene, kept her from losing her mind. They started a playgroup, trading off tantrum duty and daytime PBS, and by pre-K, carpool drop-off became a respite of coffee and chitchat, and on Fridays a splash of wine, with Sophie indulging in two drags of a cigarette before stubbing it out in a potted plant while the kids ran rampant and Helene savored the thirty minutes that she was responsible only for her shiraz.

By the time Charlie came along, thirteen years after his sister, Samantha, the children of the playgroup had retreated behind the closed doors of their bedrooms, and all the hand-me-downs had long ago trickled to Nicaragua. Although everything about Charlie’s birth appeared to be an accident, he was, in fact, a miracle of progesterone and planning, a little bundle of joy born to a woman of forty-four and into her circle of love-starved friends. He was passed around for babysits and his bassinet was given a space at the table during dinner parties, where he was as quiet and pleasant-smelling as a candle. When Samantha became Sam and buzzed her hair and had a bar jammed through the soft skin under her lower lip, Charlie was in the Cub Scouts with an adorable little neckerchief. And when Sam moved out to Seattle—always too poor or too busy to fly home; likely a lesbian; even more likely a vegan; her only regular communication with her family the poorly copied issues of a magazine she’d created, a jumble of cartoons and words that bled right off the page that neither Mitchell nor Sophie could make any sense of—Charlie would sit on the sofa in the living room and regale dinner guests with an impersonation of his gym teacher, his legs crossed exactly like his dad’s.

To say he was spoiled wasn’t quite right—he was simply given everything: a Gameboy he bowed his head to at the restaurant table, and sneakers with wheels embedded in the heels. And when those things failed to please him, his parents capitulated and bought him a box turtle that they knew would live forever and that he used to set loose at inopportune times so that, at least once, a dinner guest was sent shrieking from the bathroom.

“You know how to rip one of these?” he said, holding up the pumpkin. There was a Bic pen jammed into the side of it and a trough hollowed out that he’d filled with pot.

“I don’t even know what that is.”

“This,” he said, “is resourceful.”

Curiously enough, the last time Anders had participated in this ritual was several years ago on a vacation he and Helene had taken with Charlie’s parents. Not four hours into their stay in a Costa Rican villa, Mitchell Ashby had produced rolling papers and a dime bag to go along with the afternoon tea. The vacation, it seemed, gave him permission to revert to the habits he’d formed in prep school, habits he’d had to give up with their firstborn. Anders had felt as helpless then, when he was asked to roll the thing and spilled most of the delicate leaves on the glass countertop, as he did now, with the contraption held in front of his face and his new friends staring at him with calm expectancy.

It was hard to describe the efficiency of what followed—the hurricane of drug that entered his lungs and the brutal eruption of coughing that ensued—but by the time he’d pulled himself together, the boys had all cracked wide, knowing grins.

“How’s the party upstairs?” Charlie asked, blowing a hit casually out of the corner of his mouth. “Real rager?”

Anders liked Charlie. He was a smart kid. He was hilarious.

“How’re you feeling, Anders?”

“I feel great. Joyful. And sad. So sad. Jesus, sadder than I’ve ever felt before.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie.

“This grass is serious,” said Anders.

“Nah,” he said. “That’s the PCP.”

They all nodded, somber themselves.

“Wait, what?” Anders said. Charlie blinked at him with yellow, rheumy eyes. “We just smoked PCP?”

Charlie shrugged. “We don’t technically know what it is. It’s more of a blend.”

Anders wasn’t even sure exactly what PCP was, though he knew it was serious and likely addictive, which made him more distraught, seeing himself for a moment spending Christmas at the men’s shelter, waiting in line with his cafeteria tray for a processed-turkey dinner served to him, sympathetically, by Helene’s community-minded friends. “I have to get back to the party.”

“Have at it,” said Charlie.

Reaching the top of the deck stairs, Anders realized why he had come—it wasn’t, of course, to interact with these people, but to see Helene, to talk privately with her about the party, about his isolation, to come clean with his lie about the house and tell her about the stupid thing he’d just done. Looking through the sliding glass door, he surveyed the party, the clumps of people and their muted conversations, all men without suit coats and women in wool; searching for Helene, whom he found, standing tall and proud with a glass of red.

He was startled by a knock on the glass and Mitchell Ashby’s face, hands cupped around his eyes, on the other side. He rumbled the door open and smacked a hand on Anders’s shoulder. “What’re you doing out here, buddy?”

“Getting some fresh air.”

He held Anders’s elbow and lowered his voice. “Well, I am so happy to see you,” he said. “It’s been a big year.” He sighed. “A big year. But it wouldn’t have been the same without you.”

“Thanks.”

“So, listen, I was actually looking for my son. He disappeared earlier and that’s cause for worry.” He grinned at Anders, who was watching Mitchell’s constricting pupils. Pupils, he suddenly realized, were remarkable.

“He was supposed to be in his room studying. Kid failed three of his exams, three of them, so I had to make some calls to the school.” He shook his head. “Phases,” he said. “Right now he’s entering one I call ‘brain-dead.’ ”
         

Anders was watching Helene over Mitchell’s shoulder. She had gathered a crowd, probably telling a joke. She told great jokes.

“I mean, it’s a different world.” Mitchell held a lit cigar with a curled index finger, as if it were the trigger of a gun. He spit something from the tip of his tongue. “They got the Internet, and they got amphetamines, and even though it kills me that I can’t do anything about it, I tell him he has to be careful.”
         

Anders heard a door click shut beneath them. Charlie had been listening the entire time.

“Did you hear about that kid who sucked down all that ecstasy and leaped from his dorm window in a loincloth? I mean, this is real. And since I can’t be up there every waking second, when he’s home I have to lay down the law. It’s a real battle, a real battle.”
         

Mitchell shook his head and stared at the deck flooring.

“I mean, Christ—what am I talking about? You know better than anyone. After age ten, they’re all pathological liars. They’ll bankrupt us. When Samantha was at Smith, you know what they were charging? And for what? The pleasure of teaching her to hate everything I stand for?” He puffed on his cigar. “How did you get through it? Seriously, with yours. Was there a program—did they drag him into the woods or something? I mean, I look back on what you guys went through and I’m astounded.” He shook his head. “But it worked out, that’s what matters, am I right? It worked out.”

Anders stared at him.

“Anyway,” Mitchell said finally. “The more important question is, How are you?”

“Excuse me,” Anders said, the words coming to him like a blessing as he stepped around Mitchell for the house.

It was somewhere into his third stride that he thought he saw what he’d hoped he wouldn’t and what, even a few hours before, he’d thought was hugely improbable, when he’d put on his first dry-cleaned shirt in six months and slapped some spicy stuff on his neck and had a moment of panic that Helene might have a date with her. Inside, she was chatting politely with a stranger, nodding and smiling, the fingers of her right hand interlaced with the fingers of the man next to her, Anders’s mother’s emerald ring protruding from that mess of fingers like a piece of costume jewelry.

Earlier that week, they’d had lunch in the back of a health-food store, behind aisles of puffed wheat and earth-scented vitamins, where you could sit at a thick country table and talk beneath the fluttering of Chopin for hours. It was there that Anders had first wanted to express his regret, where he’d wanted to tell her about the hours of CNBC he now watched, or about how much he looked forward to the mail, or about how he was thrilled the other morning to wake up and discover he had run out of cranberry juice, which meant he could make a trip to the store, which meant his morning had purpose. He’d wanted to tell her this, and about how terrified he was that he’d made the wrong decision, that the life he’d had before—the one that he’d rejected so vehemently; the one that he’d rushed to get out of after he’d decided it was them, his family, his children, his wife, who were making him so miserable; that it was their problem, not his, and if he could just get himself alone, away from all their demands and his absurd sense of duty, then he could be okay—that life, he’d wanted to tell her, was in fact the one for him.
         

But when he asked her, out of courtesy, how she was, she lit up around a mouthful of tuna salad and told him how happy she was, how at first she didn’t think she’d ever get through it but now the divorce and the lawyers and the moving trucks and the boxes of anniversary gifts all seemed so far away, and she thought she finally got it, that Anders may have been right all along, that the divorce was what was best for both of them. He’d thought about asking her then if she’d met someone, but all of this had come at him so quickly and so unexpectedly that all he could do was force a smile, finish his old-time seltzer, and tell her how happy he was for her.

Now it all made sense. He’d expected his wife to eventually take in an unmarried guy, just as she’d collected other wounded birds her whole life—sad divorcées and AA spiritualists and incessant complainers with fibromyalgia. He knew her well enough to realize that. But still he needed to talk to her. He needed to get it straight, the whole story—how long it’d been going on, how serious it was, if there was any chance she loved this guy. He pushed through, into the hot party.

“Excuse me,” he found himself saying to the man’s back. It was higher than Anders’s, and meaty. No one seemed to hear him. “Excuse me,” he said again.
         

In the way that familiar faces are often too close to place, he knew the man who turned around, though it took him a protracted moment to place him.

“Donny?”

“Holy cow,” the man said, holding out a huge hand for Anders to shake. “Look who it is.”

“I don’t get it” was all he could manage, though it came out more hurt than he’d intended it to and sent them both into a solemn, awkward silence.

“Anders,” said Helene. “Let’s get a refill.”

She went to the bar, stirred some bourbon with ice, came back, handed it to him, and settled into an empty sofa. “Sit,” she said.

Donny leaned on the arm beside her, leaving Anders the rest of the couch. The three of them faced forward, staring at the matte screen of a television. Helene turned to him and sighed. “Go ahead and ask,” she said. “Get it out.”

“How long?” was all Anders could think to say.

“A few months.”

“Months,” he said, cataloging everything he could remember—there was Emma’s horse show and OSU-Michigan and Thanksgiving, Jesus, Thanksgiving. Had Donny been there, at his dinner table, while Anders was all the way down in DC eating from a TV tray in his nephew’s suspiciously damp Georgetown apartment? Had Donny met the grandchildren? Had the grandchildren known?
         

He turned to Donny. It was startling how much of Donny had settled into his belly, all that upper body now a pillow for his big team ring.

“You live here now?”

Donny glanced at Helene. “I’m looking for a place.”

“Moving!” said Anders.

“Donny was just transferred to the city.”

“How about that. And you’re still married?”

“I was never married.”

“That’s right. You just sleep with married people.”

Helene turned so her face was only a few inches from Anders’s. Whatever he’d smoked was a serious narcotic. He felt as though he were drooling down his chin. “Please,” she said. “Don’t.”

He took a slug of his drink. “Don’t what.”
         

Helene shook her head in a way that Anders knew meant she was leaving the party, and he’d be the one to stay to the very end, drinking awkwardly with her friends. She lowered her voice. “Look around you,” she said. “Do you notice the people here?”

The rest of the room seemed somehow very far away.

“They’re too polite to say it, Anders, but they’re wondering why you’re here.”

“I was invited,” he said.

Her face fell into an expression of pity.

“Everyone’s invited.”
         

Even though he suddenly knew that was absolutely true, and even though he felt his dike of composure beginning to give way to a tide of humiliation, he didn’t say anything.

“What?” she said. “You think this is funny?”
         

He shook his head, but it was too late. He was laughing and wasn’t going to be able to stop.

She leaned in very close. “You were the one who wanted space,” she whispered. He nodded vigorously, as if to say, I know, I know, but she was already off. “I am so through with this crap, Anders, I am done. It’s not my job to babysit you anymore.” She shook her head. “Why would you come here?” she said. “You’re not welcome. These people are not your friends. I mean, you were the one who wanted out, so for God fucking sake, get out.”
         

He knew it would hurt like hell tomorrow morning when he reconstructed her words as best he could in his head, listening to the exact way she’d enunciated welcome, as in, “You’re not wel-comb,” trying to figure out if what she was saying was that he had no right to be mad or that he had no right to be there at all—trying to determine if his desire to hold her squirming against his chest as he had the night her mother died was during or after their little talk—and he knew he looked like a crazy person, giggling as someone scolded him, his eyes red, his drink mostly gone, and there was nothing he could imagine that would sober him at this point, until Mitchell Ashby came through the living room dragging Charlie by his armpits across the hardwood floors, yelling angrily for an ambulance. Charlie’s face was gray, his neck slack beneath his bushy head. Within seconds some doctors had gathered and pulled him out of the room with most of the party following, and it seemed a few seconds later the living room was filled with the eerie flashes of emergency vehicles, the scratchy voices on their radios cutting through the house like the Morse code of an urgent message.
         

The two other boys stood in the kitchen doorway on the opposite side of the room, watching with their mouths open. Helene got up and ran to see if she could help, and before long, as Charlie was being slid into the fat back of the ambulance, Helene had her hand on Sophie Ashby, who, with her broom-handle arms and blow-dried hair, looked to Anders more like a scarecrow than ever. After the ambulance had pulled away and the truck idling had disappeared, along with the party’s hosts, some grabbed their coats as if to leave and then milled around the foyer, suddenly uncomfortable with abandoning a house that had just been plunged into distress before their very eyes. A team of helpers had started cleaning up, making quick trips to the kitchen garbage with fists of soiled napkins and plastic cups bloodied with wine, and soon the foyer guests joined them, their own fur coats open and purses hanging off them as they cleaned and cleaned the room, until finally someone opened the stereo cabinet and politely killed the music.


	

    
	
		2


To hear her tell it, and she often did, it was a miracle that Anders and Helene had ever met in college, much less fallen in love, because, as a scholarship kid besieged with scholarship duties—dish scraping and book filing and towel folding—Anders spent every moment he wasn’t wearing an apron sequestered in a bubble of academic determination. Though he liked the halo of hard work her story put over him—especially later, when they would be, say, sitting with people around a wicker table at a beach home on the Cape and he could feel the others pause to consider, for the briefest moment, how much of any of this they had honestly earned—it wasn’t completely true. Not that Helene had invented it. The facts, in her abridged version, were right. It was just that a few important details had been omitted, details he’d never discussed with Helene but that, like all unspoken things, contained the real truth—namely, that he wasn’t actually a scholarship kid, at least not in the way she’d implied, and also that he’d known who she was from the moment he’d arrived on campus.
         

He first saw her perched on a high stool and wearing a name tag that was filled from edge to edge with bright block letters. As the Info Girl, her primary job was to greet visitors, most of whom had just made the unpleasant trek up to coastal Maine in the off-season, and hand them brochures with glossy collages of lobster boats and seminar rooms and the quad at the height of autumn. She smiled at just about every single person on campus, including an endless stream of lonely men—fellow students, yes, but also kitchen staff, grounds crew, assistant coaches of most major sports—who hung around the info desk with a regularity even Anders noticed, trying, it seemed, to exhaust her unusually deep wells of patience. She was polite to them and she was beautiful, elevated on her stool in the middle of the middle of campus, all of which meant Anders, who had found himself staring at her in the mayhem of registration and had told his roommate that she was “sirenic,” went well out of his way to avoid her.

He had chosen Bowdoin, a speck of a college on the scribble of the Maine coast, because they had given him full work-study regardless of the fact that his father, a judge in Fayetteville, North Carolina, could have bought his way onto the trustees’ table during the school’s annual lobster bake. Instead, Anders had saved for even his bus ticket and had shown up on campus that first August astounded by the tall evergreens and the ancient chapel and the peninsulas that ran for miles into the Atlantic on nothing but pine needles.

They’d placed him on a floor of hockey players, guys from Nashua, New Hampshire, and Tewksbury, Massachusetts, and Digby, Nova Scotia; guys like his roommate, who kept a tin of dip in the pocket of his shirt and whose accent was thick as a fish-stick commercial and who worked summers tarring cracks on the state highways—guys who generally seemed more in need of aid than a southern kid who’d slept on sheets that’d been ironed by a domestic employee. But he’d submitted his financial aid as an independent, no mention of parents, and his name miraculously had been on the list at the work-study meeting, so he was able to pass, on the dish line or the grounds crew, as another kid working his way through school.

Because the truth was, he did need the money. His father, Judge Portis Hill, was a stern man who, after his first two sons had so disappointed him by becoming physicians, would tolerate only one kind of life for his youngest, what he referred to as “a calling to the law,” which was a fancy way of saying a life exactly like his. By the time he was thirteen, Anders was so tired of hearing about the importance of American jurisprudence that he intentionally flunked the entrance exams of every major prep school in the South—one of them so spectacularly that the headmaster had called Judge Hill with concerns that his boy was retarded.

These stunts, as his father called them, soon became the stuff of legend in Fayetteville, where the clerks in every store knew Anders’s full name, a development that forced Judge Hill to respond in the only way he knew how—by making more rules. If Anders was going to smile to his face and then turn around and humiliate his family by pretending to be a retard, then there would be no imperfect grades, no athletics, no movies, no dances, no long walks home, no locked bathroom doors, no unclean plates, no blue jeans or comic books or music of any kind. It was all an attempt, of course, to force Anders back to whatever prep school would still take him, but neither he nor his father would budge. If he hadn’t been mandated to sit on the stiff living-room furniture with his schoolwork in front of him every moment the old man was home, and if he hadn’t been banned from whittling rabbits, nice basswood figures he’d spent hours on in his room, he likely would have relented eventually and headed off to meet his fate at Woodberry Forest. But instead, he ran away.

He didn’t get far—his friend Spencer’s room on the other side of the state highway—but after the night he spent tossing on Spencer’s chilly floor, everything changed. Judge Hill, at his wife’s urging, decided to disengage from his youngest entirely. For Anders, there was surprisingly little difference between his father engaged and his father disengaged, except that now during meals his father would reach across him for the salt and talk right over him and leave the table cluttered with dishes for Anders to bus. But that wasn’t so bad, because Anders no longer had to do anything for school, it turned out, so long as he didn’t ask his father for so much as a pencil. So when the time finally came, he applied to college without speaking a word to his parents, writing away to schools as far north as he could find and accepting an offer from one whose name they wouldn’t know how to pronounce.

And so began the project of remaking himself. This meant working—for the college, yes, but also at a pancake house in town, where he picked up dishwashing shifts, and at an inn out in Harpswell, where he spent the weekends changing the linens and running the graveyard shift—all of which were time-consuming and menial but soon became a compulsion for him, necessary, as though the harder he worked on jobs that, as a judge’s son, he should never have had to take, the farther away all of the expectations of that life became. His days stretched for eighteen and twenty hours, during which he shoveled walkways or laid sod or sprayed scalding-hot water on dishes that were glued with syrup, and while he made enough money to eat, he had little to say to his classmates, much less to the only daughter of an orthopedic surgeon from Wellesley, Massachusetts, who was already surrounded by men.

That is, until he got back to his dorm one night and she was sitting on his sofa. She was wearing old sweatpants and a green track T-shirt that was worn down to its final gauzy threads. Her hair was loose and she was hugging her knees, which had a can of beer held between them. Normally his manners would have compelled him to introduce himself, but he had been working at the inn since Friday night and now that it was technically Sunday morning, he had the energy only to walk past her, pull off his boots, and collapse into the chair at his desk.

“Are you asleep?” she asked eventually.

He shook his head, but it wasn’t until he heard the sound of the toilet flushing that he opened his eyes.

“Are you here with Donny?”

“Um”—she glanced around as though checking to see who was listening—“it’s not official or anything.”

Anders slumped back in his chair. “He didn’t tell me.”

“I’m Helene.”

“I know.”

She smiled. “You’re reading my favorite book.” She gestured to a paperback edition of Middlemarch on his desk, easily the fattest book he’d been assigned.
         

“I didn’t actually read that.”

She drained the rest of her beer. “Where are you from?”

“Because I haven’t read Middlemarch?”
         

“Because I’m trying to be polite.”

Anders smiled. “North Carolina.”

“Long way from home. You miss it?”

“God, no,” he said. It was the first time anyone had suggested such a thing. “I hate it there.”

She blinked a few times with a warm sort of smile, as though he’d just confessed something deeply intimate. “When people say things like that they’re usually just talking about their parents.”

Anders raised his eyebrows. “You should start charging for this.”

“Funny,” she said without seeming amused. “That’s exactly what Donny said.”

“Roommates,” said Anders and they both nodded.

The door opened and Donny was standing there in a Bowdoin Hockey sweatshirt. Helene stood up. “Good night, southern boy. Dream of tobacco fields.”

“I told you,” he said after they’d shut the bedroom door. “I hate that place.”

When she came by the next day to bring Donny his sweatshirt, she asked Anders how he was doing with a kind little grimace, as though there were some sort of ailment he were battling, an ailment that, as the semester wore on and his work piled up, seemed to grow inside of him. He had classmates and dorm mates and coworkers—indeed, he was surrounded by people all day—yet none of it felt real. Late at night he would wake up convinced he was tucked into his ironed sheets and listening to the pulse of cicada through the screens. It took a moment to recognize the hiss of the steam radiators and the stink of Donny’s practice socks drying on the irons, and to remember, in a terrible moment, that he was alone in the North. It was Helene, his roommate’s new girl, who had seen it before she even knew him and who had, when he took a detour by the info desk later that week to say hello, suggested he stop working so much, take a day off, and go skiing or something.
         

“I don’t ski,” he said.

“Oh, it’s not hard,” she said. “I could teach you in fifteen minutes.”

It was finals week and the campus was clearing out, and Donny, he knew, would be on a bus back to Nashua by Thursday. “How’s Friday morning?” he said.

The drive to Sunday River was about two hours on narrow country roads that wound up into the sparse interior of the state, where even the barns seemed abandoned for winter and the motto Vacationland was only a cruel reminder of the lives on the other side of Route 1. He brought along his wool hat and his copy of Middlemarch, which he was actually enjoying, but everything else down to the long underwear had been borrowed. He spent the morning trying to snowplow at Helene’s instructions and the afternoon trying to mask his frustration every time his skis popped off and he ended up Supermanned in the middle of Easy Street. Learning to ski, it turned out, was an activity better done in private, and it was hard to pretend that crashing was a hoot after he could no longer bend his knee. Helene of course was a beautiful skier, which he finally saw in full form as she carved off down the hill, looking for a medic who could retrieve Anders with a sled.
         

The knee wasn’t anything as serious as the daughter of an orthopedic surgeon might fear, but it did require that he limp to the car and put his arm around her neck while she eased him into the front seat. The real problem—the ailment that, it turned out, had actually been growing inside him during the three sleepless months he had been in the North—started with a tickle in the throat that, after he’d spent an entire day face-planting in the snow, became a violent cough that seemed to be kicking at his chest from the inside. By the time they made it back, he was burning up, and she put her hand on his forehead and his cheek and told him that she felt terrible, that the whole skiing thing was all her stupid idea, and could she at least make him a cup of tea, which she did while he curled up on her dorm-room couch. “There,” she said as he blew on the steaming mug and took a sip. “Does that feel better?” He stayed three days.

He knew all the laws regarding roommates and girls, but in his defense, he did have pneumonia and the flu at the same time, and he did stay confined to the couch, almost entirely unconscious, and when Helene did finally kiss him, it was only on the forehead during the height of a fever so he was never entirely sure if he’d dreamed it. All of which Anders would gladly relay to Donny, even though Donny had told him nothing about his pursuit of Helene, had in fact kept it all quite hidden in a way Anders found thoroughly shady. But regardless, he remained in her room instead of returning to his own, a detail that was hard to explain, as was her staying awake at night to read to him from Middlemarch.
         

He woke at dawn after the third night, the sky lightening from navy to white and a blade of pink light burning the eaves across the quad. He cracked open the window, and the coastal air washed over him, a mix of salt and smoke and spruce. In a few hours she would be up to check his temperature and put a cool rag on his forehead and look at him with a squint of sympathy that was so imbued with affection it made him grin like an idiot. His fever was back up to 103. He needed more care, she told him, from a doctor, and he needed a real bed. The dorms would be closing soon and she had to get home for her own holiday in Wellesley, so it was understandable, at least rationally, that during his subsequent sleep, she called his house in Fayetteville and spoke to his father.

He would pay to hear a recording of that telephone conversation, to hear how Helene had introduced herself to his mother, how his mother had responded, how Helene had explained the predicament—that Anders was too sick to ride the bus and certainly too sick for an airplane—and, once his mother went to fetch his father, as he was certain she did, to hear what Judge Hill had said to this strange girl who had his runaway son on her sofa. In her defense, he hadn’t yet told her much of anything about his life at home, and so, as most people from functional families do, she’d made the assumption that his parents were worried about where he was.

“You did what?” Anders said when he woke up.
         

“He was very nice. As soon as he heard you were sick, he said he’d be right here.”

“Here? He’s coming here?”
         

“He said he’ll call from the airport in Portland.”

“I have to go,” said Anders, sitting up and searching around for his things.

“Just relax. He thanked me for calling. He seemed, I don’t know, relieved.”

Anders shook his head. “You don’t understand. This is exactly what he’s been waiting for. I’m never coming back here.”

“Anders. How would you know if you haven’t spoken with him?”
         

“I need you to take me to the bus station.”

She shook her head. “Your dad’s already on his way.”

“How could you do this to me?” Anders said and erupted into a fit of coughing. She kept her arms crossed until he caught his breath.
         

“Where did you think you were going for the holidays?” she said.

“Nowhere.”

She stared at him.

“The YMCA in Bath.”

“Oh, Anders.”

“I have to work.”

She shook her head. “This is a much better plan.”

Within hours his duffel was packed and his hair was combed and his father was standing in the middle of his roommate’s girlfriend’s room, which suddenly seemed cluttered with candles and cheap, unswept rugs. Judge Hill wore the same thing year-round—a cotton sweater between his tie and jacket—and his face remained slack regardless of circumstances, so the only indication of his mood was in the angle of his flocculent eyebrows. He kept cedar blocks in his drawers, so he smelled of wool and wood and a sharp lotion Anders could never identify but that smelled as though his father went to the wet bar each morning in his undershirt and slapped some whiskey on his jaw. He had arrived without a hat or a coat, the toes of his wing tips stained by snow, and, even after a flight, with a crease so firmly ironed in his slacks it seemed sharp enough to cut you.

“These all your things?” his father said.

“Yes, sir.”

Judge Hill looked at the duffel and then seemed to take in the rest of the room.

“Can I get you anything?” said Helene. “Some tea, maybe?”

She gestured to a bookshelf, where two mugs she had borrowed from the dining hall sat, discolored from a semester of instant coffee. Beside them were a collection of ceramic animals, squirrels and chipmunks and the like, that she collected and rearranged in different familial scenes that seemed to please her immensely.

Judge Hill stared at the shelf. “Thank you, but I believe we’d better be on our way.”

“It’s too bad it’s such a dreary night,” she said. “It’s really a beautiful campus.”

“I’m sure it is.”

“You’ll have to come back in the fall. It’s spectacular. Have you told him about the lobster bake?”

Anders stared at her.

“It’s amazing. The whole school sits at these long tables and everyone has one of those plastic bibs on, even the president, and there’s a band—what’s it called? The music with the trumpet and the bow ties?”

“Tin pan,” said Anders.

“Yeah, it’s a school tradition—they have a tin-pan band playing this happy oompah music with banjos and—”
         

“I know what it is,” said Judge Hill.

“Right,” said Helene. “Well, it’s a nice place.”

“I’m sure,” said his father and looked at her for a long moment. “Thank you for your help,” he said, and he turned and left.

When he was gone she gave Anders a shove on the shoulder. “He’s so southern!”

Anders rolled his eyes. “He isn’t known for his conversation.”

“He misses you. You can tell by the way he looks at you.”

“Okay.”

“You can’t see it, but it’s plain as day.”
         

“I appreciate that.”

“Your father loves you,” Helene said and Anders kissed her fully on the mouth.

In retrospect, especially that which is afforded by forty years, everything was clear. It would have seemed, through the next two days he and his father spent on I-95, with Anders in a heap in the backseat of the rental car, listening to the insistent rhythm of the road, that he’d completely blown it. He’d misread all the cues—she was an only child with parents who were still married to each other, destined already for one of the helping professions. He thought of the way she spoke to those guys with the stains on their shirts and the bits of toilet paper still stuck to their necks from shaving. It was the same way she spoke to her ceramic squirrel when she thought no one was listening: her attention had nothing to do with the person. He thought again and again about her look of panic and confusion after he’d kissed her, the firmness of her push on his belly as she stepped away. Donny was a six-four defenseman on the hockey squad who, surprisingly, could talk your ear off about the Battle of the Bulge, and what was Anders? Another lonely guy confusing her kindness with interest.

They stopped at a diner in New Jersey, Anders’s face hot from sleep and imprinted with the rented Pontiac’s upholstery.

“Tell me something,” his father said from behind his menu. It was the first time either of them had spoken in hours. “How do you pay for that school?”

“Why?”

“I looked it up. It’s expensive.”

“I rob banks, Dad.”

His father turned a big plastic page.

“Scholarships, mostly.”

“They pay for it.”

“Yes, sir. Most of it.”

“And how did you convince them to do a thing like that?”

“Why does it matter?”

“Because I had a conversation recently with Douglas Knight.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“He’s the president of Duke University and he says he’ll take your northern credits.”

Anders took a deep breath and shook his head. “Not interested.”

His father dropped his menu. “Tell me, what is it about Bowdoin that’s worth working yourself until you’re infirm?”

“It’s pronounced ‘Boh-din.’ ”

“Let me explain something to you,” his father said abruptly. “You can run around and pretend to be whoever you want. I don’t care—you can change your whole name. But one of these days the thing you’re going to need more than anything else is a sense of being. A home. And you can’t invent that out of thin air. It’s already been given to you. It’s where you were born, and like it or not, it’s who you are.”

Anders stared at him. Judge Hill settled back into reading the menu.

“Your appointment with President Knight is in the second week of January.”

Anders walked out of the restaurant.

He spent that break sitting with Miss Rose by her ironing station in the basement of his house in North Carolina, watching her make astonishingly swift work of a basket of fitted sheets. She was in her sixties, at least a decade older than either of his parents, and nearly six feet tall, solid, with arthritic knuckles and a stare from behind her bifocals that could stop Anders cold. She would never let him help with any of her work but he enjoyed being around it, as he had as a kid—the hiss and smell of the iron, her radio mumbling—though this time, he did most of the talking, telling Miss Rose about all of his jobs up north and the air that smelled like pine and how they had lobster even at the drive-ins and how his friend Helene had taught him to ski. She listened intently and when he was done, she clicked off her radio.

“It sounds to me like you’re headed back there,” she said, spraying one of his father’s shirts.

“Of course I am.”

She peered over the top of her glasses.

“Does your father know that?”

“He will soon. And you’re not going to tell him.”

She shook her head. “You bet I’m not.”

“Oh, come on. He’ll live.”

Miss Rose opened the collar, sprayed some starch.

“Not him I’m worried about.”

She’d been there for the eruption over the exams, when his father had called him a parasite and roared that in his day they’d killed kids for less, that if Anders had been alive then he’d already be dead and buried out back like a mule, and she’d been there for the long years of silence that followed. She knew more about his family than anyone in the world, so she knew what was coming. A few weeks later, his father drove him to Durham, and he found his way out of the back of the admissions building and to the bus station while his father was still idling out front in his Cadillac.

He made it up to Brunswick, still in his rumpled interview suit. The campus was white and quiet, freezer-burned with the sort of air that punched the breath from you and seemed to muffle every sound other than the squeaking of footsteps. He had no coat so he ran to his dorm and when he opened the door, his lips blue and the tips of his ears burning, he saw the room was bathed in candlelight. Donny and Helene had covered a cardboard box with a white sheet and were eating lamb chops on Chinet plates.

“Sorry,” Anders said, turning to leave.

“Don’t be retarded,” said Donny. “Come back. Where would you even go?”

Anders blew into his hands. “I don’t know. The union?”

“Jesus, you’re shivering,” said Donny. “What the hell’re you wearing?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Sit down. Take some food.”

“I’m good.”

“Jesus, just take some. You look like a bum.”

Donny handed him a plate and a plastic cup filled with cabernet from a jug. He and Helene made room for him at their table. After two days of eating from vending machines in bus depots, Anders could feel himself coming back to life.

“Look at him go,” said Donny. “Sure doesn’t seem like he’s dying.”

Anders looked at Helene. If she’d told Donny anything, it seemed he’d taken it well.

“So what’s up with the suit? You in court or something?”

“Sort of.”

“Sort of!” Donny glanced at Helene. “This kid. What does that mean, ‘sort of’?”

“I had an appointment with the president of Duke.”

Donny was grinning, waiting for it.

“But I blew it off and got on the bus to come here.”

“Yes!” he said, clapping his hands. “I love it.” Helene wasn’t smiling. “You know his dad’s a big shot?”

She made a gesture that was neither a yes nor a no.

“Well, he is, and, man—that takes balls.” He put his arm around Anders and pulled him in tight. “You made the right decision, buddy. No question. He made the right decision, didn’t he?”
         

Helene had gotten up to clean.

Anders would never know what version of the truth Donny had been told, and after a few days it didn’t seem to matter. When Anders made it home at night, a walking dead man in two sweaters and a huge hunting jacket from Goodwill, there they’d be—Donny and Helene, with beer and leftovers and a dessert with three plastic forks. So they became a kind of family, or at least Anders thought so, with he and Helene huddled together in the bleachers at all of Donny’s games, ringing a cowbell for every goal, and biweekly 1:00 a.m. picnics on the dorm tiles. At first, Anders slept in the second room whenever Helene stayed the night, but it was so often that soon he migrated back to the bedroom, where he became used to the big, still pile of limbs across the room. They had their privacy, he figured, during the many hours he was gone, though he never once opened the door at the wrong time to find them in a full-blown make-out session, or worse, and so a fantasy formed—one that, in retrospect, he supposed he needed—that Donny and Helene were actually as platonic together as children, and so, in this new family, forever separate from the mess he’d escaped down south, everyone was really the same. On Sunday nights they were the only nonsmokers watching the long black-and-white movies that played at the union, and when Helene’s underwear accidentally ended up in his laundry, he’d get it into the machine as fast as he could, without looking. One long weekend, when Donny and Helene could have jumped on a bus to South Station, they decided instead to surprise Anders during his shift at the Longfellow Inn, which was when, as is the nature of threesomes, everything came apart.

It was a gloomy Friday in February, and the only other guest was an elderly lady from Beacon Hill, which meant they had the run of the place if they wanted. Donny and Helene sat with Anders behind the desk for a while, asking politely about all his duties, and when that wore thin, he sent them outside to admire the bay. He folded starched napkins and watched, through the old wavy window, as Donny and Helene strolled to the dock to look at the empty moorings bobbing in the inlet. He was happy for them, proud even. At first this unexpected goodwill had stemmed from guilt—one way to absolve himself was to stay as close as possible to the betrayal without ever crossing the line—but now it seemed to have broken through to something else, an appreciation, really, of his two best friends in love. Or maybe not in love—that phrase was a little overused when it came to late adolescents, especially within a dormitory whose air was pollinated with hormones—but companions certainly, a pairing of proximity that had happened, so far, to work out. Donny was lucky, and though he didn’t seem aware of how lucky, Anders was glad Helene had someone to hold her hand as the sun threw a thousand orange sparkles across the water, and to take her upstairs afterward when she had a splitting headache, to be with her in the room till she recovered.
         

It was inn policy to deliver every guest a silver carafe of decaf in the evening, and since Donny and Helene seemed to have skipped dinner altogether, Anders found what was left of the breakfast scones and teatime cold cuts and prepared a plate for them. No one answered on his first knock so he tried again, harder, and when there was still no answer, he decided to place the tray inside the door so it’d be there if they woke up. Looking back, Anders thought it might have been a subconscious ploy to shame them—for being up here when he was down there; for not having to work, except at breezy campus jobs; for giving him pity rather than admiration for all the work he did and then coming to his place of employment and flaunting their greed for each other—but at the time, the whole spectacle was just embarrassing. A lamp was on, for one, and though the rest was a scramble of skin and sheets, he’d seen enough of their faces to catch not only their panic but also their smiles. They wore grins of embarrassment but probably felt the opposite—the thrill of conspiracy—and what sent him back down the stairs and to the front desk, where he sat with the tray on his lap and the coffee cooling and the cheddar sweating, was the burning subtext of those smiles: that he was excluded from them.

Which made him think. Of course it wasn’t Donny he really cared about; Anders admired him mostly for what he’d endured (a drunk for a father and the task of essentially raising his siblings alone) rather than what he was known for (a punishing presence on the ice whose brutality, frankly, Anders found difficult to ring the cowbell for). Donny was a loyal roommate, but mostly he was a gateway to Helene. She was the magnet that kept the two men together, and without her, neither of them would have much to say to each other. So when she came down the stairs a few minutes later, her hair pinned back and a long cotton robe hanging over her nightgown, Anders found it difficult to even look at her.

“Sorry about that,” she said, standing on the other side of the desk like a guest with a complaint.

“About what?” He shuffled through some papers and scribbled something in the ledger. When he glanced up, Helene was still there, smiling at him. She came around to the empty stool.

“You really stay awake all night?”

“It’s not bad.” He pointed to a big thermos of regular coffee. “With all that.”

To pass the time during the quietest hours, he’d been whittling a squirrel out of driftwood that he hoped, eventually, would find a home beside her ceramic friends.

“Are you in love with me?” she said.

He looked up from the ledger. It felt like an accusation.

“Of course not.”
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