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For Christine Wiltz, who drove me down the river  
to find the Oyster King





I cannot tell you everything that we know. But what I can share with you, when combined with what all of us have learned over the years, is deeply troubling. What you will see is an accumulation of facts and disturbing patterns of behavior.

 
—COLIN POWELL at the United Nations New York, February 6, 2003




PART ONE


Dark hair and lots of it, heavy brows, sharp features, dark eyes, dark circles under the eyes, dark looks about the room, at the maître d’, the waitress, the trolley laden with rich, tempting desserts, and finally, as Toby guides her to the table, at Chloe, who holds out her hand and says pleasantly, though she is experiencing the first tentative pricks of the panic that will consume her nights and disrupt her days for some time to come, “Salome, how good to meet you.”

The hand she grasps is lifeless and she releases it almost at once. Toby pulls a chair out, meeting his mother’s eyes over the truncated handshake with a look she characterizes as defiant. “My mother, Chloe Dale,” he says.

“Hello,” the young woman says, sinking into the chair. Toby lays his fingers upon her shoulder, just for a moment, very much the proprietor, and Salome sends him a weak smile.

On the phone Toby said, “You’ll like her. She’s different. She’s very serious.”

Which meant this one was not an airhead like Belinda, who had ruined an entire summer the year before. On hearing Toby’s description, Brendan warned, “Brace up. Young men go for extremes.”

“That’s true,” Chloe agreed. “You certainly did.” She recollected Brendan’s mad poet and the bout with the anorexic alcoholic, but she herself had not been a model of probity—the misunderstood artist who read too much William Blake and spent a semester poring over accounts of the Manson murders in preparation for a series of lithographs depicting dismembered female bodies.

The waitress approaches, brandishing heavy, leather-backed menus. Toby reaches for one, so does Chloe. Salome keeps her hands in her lap, forcing the waitress to stretch across the table and slip it in place between the knife and fork. “Can I get you something to drink?” she inquires.

“Let’s have a bottle of mineral water for the table,” Chloe says, “and I’ll have a glass of the white Bordeaux.”

“That sounds good,” Toby agrees. “I’ll have the same.”

Salome’s eyes come up from the menu and rest on Toby’s mouth. “Coffee,” she says.

She doesn’t drink. Is that a good sign?

“She lives on coffee,” Toby chides indulgently, as if he’s letting his mother in on some charming secret. Chloe studies the young woman, who has lowered her eyes to the menu again, a faint smile playing about her lips.

She’s confident, Chloe thinks. “So, how did you meet?” she asks.

“We’re in the same poli-sci class,” Toby says. “It’s a big lecture. I spotted Salome, but we didn’t actually talk until we both showed up at a meeting to organize a campus antiwar group.”

“That’s good,” Chloe says. “You won’t have to go through boring arguments about politics.”

“What kind of arguments?” Salome asks offhandedly, still studying the menu.

“About politics,” Chloe replies. “You’re already in agreement.” The drinks arrive and the conversation is suspended while the waitress pours out the water, arranges wineglasses and Salome’s coffee, which comes in a silver pot with a smaller silver pitcher of cream. “Shall I give you a few minutes to decide on your orders?” she asks.

“I think so?” Chloe says to her son, who replies, “Yes. I’m not ready yet.” All three fall silent, concentrating on elaborate descriptions of food. “What are you having?” Chloe asks Toby.

“I’m not sure,” he says. “Maybe the salmon.”

Salome pushes the menu aside, nearly upsetting her water glass, but her reflexes are quick and she steadies it with a firm hand laid across the base. Her fingernails, Chloe notes, are short, filed straight across. For a moment all three are fascinated by this decisive movement—no, the glass is not going to tumble—then, for the first time, Salome directs upon Chloe the full force of her regard. It’s unsettling, like seeing a spider darting out crazily from some black recess in the basement. “Why would an argument about politics necessarily be boring?” Salome asks, her voice carefully modulated, free of accusation, as if she’s inquiring into some purely scientific matter—why does gravity hold everything down, why does light penetrate glass but not wood.

Toby is right. There is nothing ordinary about this young person. “Well, not necessarily,” she concedes. “But sometimes when people disagree strongly on principle, and there’s no reconciliation possible, it can get pretty dull, pretty . . .” she pauses, looking for the noninflammatory word . . . “unproductive.”

“Salome loves to argue about politics,” Toby observes, temporizing, as is his way.

Lives on coffee, loves to argue. Could there be a connection?

“I don’t actually love it,” Salome corrects him. “But when it’s necessary, I never find it boring.”

Fast work. Chloe now stands accused of calling Toby’s new love interest boring.

She takes a sip of her wine, casting her eyes about the room in search of the waitress. It’s an attractive, tastefully appointed room, richly paneled, with dark, solid furnishings, damask cloths, strategic flower arrangements, and the glint of glass and copper. The food is excellent, though, of course, absurdly expensive. She chose Mignon’s because she knows Toby likes it, and it’s close to the university. She took the train, an hour and a half to Grand Central, and then another twenty minutes on the subway, which put her four crosstown blocks from Mignon’s. It’s twelve forty-five, she has an appointment midtown with her editor at three thirty, plenty of time for a leisurely lunch with her son and his new girlfriend. It’s intended as a treat for them; they’re students who eat grim cafeteria food or the cheap and nourishing fare served in Ukrainian restaurants on the Lower East Side. Her eyes settle on Toby, who looks anxious, pretending interest in the menu. She turns to Salome, who is ladling sugar into her black coffee, two full teaspoons. 

She feels a stab of pity for the young woman, so clearly out of her element and on the defensive. Meeting the boyfriend’s mother is never fun; for one thing, one gets to see one’s lover transformed into some older woman’s son. But it could be so much worse, she wants to tell Salome. You should have seen my mother-in-law, a true harridan, and the worst part was that Brendan thought his mother was fascinating and acted like a giddy puppy in her presence, falling all over himself in his effort to please her. Whereas Chloe is charming, everyone says so, and her relations with her son are genial. These self-congratulatory musings relax her, and when Salome raises her cup to her lips, darting a quick, nervous glance at Chloe over the rim, she sends the girl a sympathetic smile. “You’re right,” she says. “Politics is serious. Especially in these dismal times.”

“Can you believe the arrogance of this clown!” Toby exclaims. “Now we don’t need the United Nations. The rest of the world is just irrelevant.”

“He’s a puppet,” Salome says. “The dangerous ones are standing right behind him.”

The waitress appears, ready to take their orders. Chloe feels a quiver of interest in Salome’s choice; doubtless she is a vegetarian. Toby orders the salmon; Chloe her usual duck salad. The waitress, a bright-eyed redhead—why couldn’t Toby fall for someone like her?—looks attentively at Salome, her pen poised above her pad.

“I’ll have the Caesar salad, no anchovies,” Salome says.

Very pure, Chloe will tell Brendan. No alcohol, no meat, no fish.

The waitress retreats. Toby takes a roll from the bread basket  and begins slathering it with butter. “There’s going to be an antiwar rally in the park on the fifteenth,” he says. “We’ve got about eighty people signed up already.”

“Excellent,” Chloe says. “I’ll tell your father. He’s so enraged, he needs an outlet.”

Toby nods, stuffing half the roll into his mouth. He is always hungry. He developed an appetite when he was fifteen, it’s never let up, and he still doesn’t have an ounce of fat on him. Chloe takes up the basket and offers it to Salome, who chooses a wheat roll and places it carefully on Chloe’s bread plate. If she takes no bread herself, Chloe reasons, the girl will never know her mistake. “Are you majoring in political science too?” she asks, setting the basket close to her son.

“No,” Salome replies. “International relations, with an emphasis on the Balkans.”

“How unusual.”

“She’s a Croat,” Toby announces.

Chloe takes this information in quietly, uncertain how to respond. Does it explain the passion for politics? Are Croats Muslims? “But you don’t have an accent,” she says.

“I grew up in Louisiana,” Salome says.

Croats in Louisiana? Chloe thinks.

“Her father is the Oyster King,” Toby says.

Chloe takes another sip of her wine, thinking of the Tenniel illustration of the Walrus and the Carpenter inviting an attentive clutch of unwary oysters for a pleasant walk, a pleasant talk, along the briny beach. “What made you decide to come to New York?” she asks.

“I got a scholarship.”

“She’s very smart,” Toby adds needlessly.

“It must be quite a change for you,” Chloe observes. “Do you like it here?”

For a moment Salome’s eyes meet Chloe’s, but distantly, disengaging at once in favor of a leisurely survey of the room, as if her answer depended upon the framed photographs of Parisian street scenes arranged along the far wall, the quality of the table linens, the low hum of chatter from the other diners, the neat white blouse of the waitress, who, Chloe notices with relief, is approaching their table, skillfully balancing three plates, on one of which she recognizes her duck salad. For God’s sake, she thinks, impatience constricting her throat around a jumble of words that must not be said, I wasn’t asking for your opinion of this restaurant. Toby sits back in his chair, his eyebrows lifted in anticipation, waiting, now they are both waiting, for the verdict of this odd, dark creature he has extracted, it now appears, from some refugee swamp and set down before his mother in a perfectly respectable corner of New York. Salome’s eyes pass over his attentive face and settle upon her coffee cup, which is empty. She lifts the silver pot and pours a ribbon of black liquid into the porcelain cup. “Not much,” she says.

 
 
 
“You see,” Toby chides Salome when they are on the sidewalk watching his mother disappear into the ceaseless flow of pedestrians. “That wasn’t so bad.”

“I don’t think she liked me,” Salome says.

“She likes who I like,” Toby assures her, though this is not, strictly speaking, true. He knows his mother won’t criticize any friend of his to his face, but that doesn’t mean she has no  feelings in the matter. He hadn’t expected Salome to charm his mother, but he’d assumed they would find some obscure common ground of femaleness to ease the inevitable tension. That hadn’t happened, and not, he admits, for lack of trying on his mother’s part. Salome leans into him so that he feels the soft give of her breast against his arm. She is embarrassed that she acquitted herself poorly, he concludes, and anxious that he might be displeased.

“It doesn’t matter,” she says. As they turn south, toward the university, she slips her hand into his. At the light she reaches up to touch his cheek, and, when he looks down, rises up on her toes to brush his lips with her own. He accepts the kiss, bringing his hand to her chin to hold her lips to his a moment longer. They have two hours before his roommate will return from his job, and they will spend them sprawled on the futon that takes up most of the space allotted to Toby. It is a perfect fall day, cool and dry; the leaves on the stunted trees plugged into squares of colorless, vitrified dirt along the sidewalk have already turned an anemic yellow. Toby wants to sprint the few blocks to the apartment just to have a few more minutes of being in bed with Salome. He passes his arm around her back, urging her to a speedier pace. The fineness of the bones beneath her skin, the slenderness of her waist, send a shiver of excitement from his stomach to his groin. She is right; it doesn’t matter what his mother thinks of her, or his father, or anyone else for that matter. That they will feel strongly, one way or the other, is inevitable, because Salome is so entirely different from any woman he has ever known. Compared to the officious graduates of expensive prep schools who are made anxious by her opinions, the city denizens with their tongue  studs and tattoos, the scholarship girls from the Midwest who greet one another with shouts and hugs after an hour apart, Salome is a jaguar among nervous chickens. “Pretty exotic, Toby,” his roommate observed upon meeting her. “Are you sure you’ve got the energy for that?”

He doesn’t deny that she’s difficult. She has few friends, only her roommates, two theater majors she dismisses with a wave of the hand. Her room, formerly a walk-in closet, is hung with embroidered pictures. There’s a shelf crammed with statues of her favorite saints and votive candles, which she lights to solicit favors. On Sundays she wraps her hair in a lace shawl and goes off to Mass at the Croatian church on 51st Street, after which she receives her weekly call from her father, the Oyster King. While she talks, Toby stretches out on her narrow mattress, baffled by her harsh, impenetrable language. Her voice rises to a shout, she sounds furious—he can’t imagine what it would feel like to address either of his parents with so much force—then abruptly she is calm and affectionate. The conversation invariably ends with what he takes to be cooing endearments.

When she waits for him in the coffee shop, she passes the time crocheting lace squares which she will give out to the professors who earn her admiration. Those who displease her must put up with such serious and close questioning that they blanch when they see her hand shoot up in the midst of her somnolent peers.

She brings the same energy and essential forthrightness to the minimalist bedroom where they will soon pounce on each other with feline exuberance, tussling for the fun of it. She will start throwing off her clothes as soon as they are inside the  door, pulling Toby toward the bed with an impatience that delights him. Her hair falling over his face smells of cloves, the perfume of her skin is complex, warm, spicy. When she wraps her arms and legs around his back, she holds him so tightly he can feel the taut vibration of her muscles, and her breath in his ear is quick and even to the end.

As they turn the last corner to the apartment, his mother is the farthest thing from his mind, so it surprises him when Salome says, “What I don’t understand is why your mother volunteered your father for the rally. Why doesn’t she come herself ? Is she afraid she’ll get arrested?”

“No, no,” he assures her. “She’ll come. That’s a given.”

“Why? So she can find it boring?”

They have arrived at the doorway, two concrete steps to a barricade of bars and steel plate. Toby digs in his pocket for the keys, releasing Salome, who perches on the step behind him, glowering at the poor scrap of blighted grass enclosed by a ragged bit of chain-link fence. “Jesus,” Toby says, jamming the first of the keys into the lock. “Why did you jump all over her about that? She was just trying to make conversation.”

“I didn’t jump all over her,” she replies. “I just asked her what the hell she meant.”

The first bolt clicks; Toby yanks the gate open, dislodging Salome from her step. “It’s obvious what she meant,” he retorts. The scene replays in his memory at such a volume that the whole restaurant has stopped dead, bearing witness to the outrage against his mother. “She meant it was nice that you and I agree about politics, that we don’t argue about politics. It was a perfectly innocent observation, Salome. She didn’t say politics was boring, or that you were boring. She said arguing was  boring, and she’s right about that.” Locks two and three give way before the force of this reasoning, and Toby shoves the heavy door open with a grunt.

“It was a condescending thing to say,” Salome insists to his back. He charges into the foyer, making straight for the steps without looking back, leaving her to close the gate, the door, and follow. “It was condescending,” she repeats, trudging up the stairs behind him. “She wanted to make sure I understood she doesn’t care about what I care about.”

Toby takes the next flight two steps at a time, a final key gripped in his fist. At the door he slides it into the lock, looking down at Salome in the dim light of the stairwell. Her head is lowered; her white hand grips the rail as she climbs toward him. A sensation of pity mixed with consternation assails him, dampening the desire he felt on the sidewalk as thoroughly as a hand laid flat across a vibrating string. “Look, Salome,” he says. “It was very thoughtful of my mother to invite us to lunch. Mignon’s is a good restaurant and not cheap, and she did it because she wanted to show us a nice time. She’s a nice woman. She likes to make people comfortable, she doesn’t have ulterior motives.”

“If she wanted to make us comfortable, why didn’t she choose someplace where a normal person would be comfortable?” Salome arrives at the landing, where she pauses to push her hair back from her eyes. “What’s comforting about paying twenty dollars for a salad?”

“You didn’t have to pay for it,” he snaps, blocking the doorway so that she is forced to look up at him. “She paid for it; she can afford it; it was a gift. She took us there because she knows I like it. I’m a normal person, and I like it.”

“So you take her side,” Salome says calmly.

“There’s no side to take,” he exclaims. She pushes past him into the dimly lit space that comprises the sitting room and kitchen and goes straight to the sink, where she takes a glass from the dish rack and fills it with water.

Toby pauses in the open doorway, precisely representing the state of his emotions: he could go in or out, he could pursue this argument, their first, or close it down, he could take the glass of water from her hand, set it in the sink, and lead her to his room, or he could dash the water into her face. Each option has a certain appeal. She swallows half the glass, watching him indifferently as he stands there in an agony of indecision. Then, still frowning, she brings her free hand to her collar and begins unbuttoning her blouse. In the next moment Toby observes that she is wearing the black lace bra that fastens at the front. He steps into the room and closes the door behind him, facing it only long enough to shoot the bolt into the lock.

 
 
 
“How did it go?” Brendan inquires, examining the return addresses on the four envelopes Chloe lays, one by one, before him. “Nothing but bills,” he adds.

“Good,” she says. “He loves the novel and doesn’t know much about engraving. I think he’ll let me have my way. I keep thinking the whole thing should have the feel of thorns and rough bark.”

“That might be hard on the reader,” Brendan observes. He angles his cheek to receive the brief kiss she offers him. “But I meant the lunch, the new girlfriend.”

“Not promising,” she says. “Very weird actually. She’s a Croat; does that mean she’s a Muslim?”

“A Croat? No. Croats are mostly Catholics. Where is she from?”

“Louisiana,” Chloe says, making for the door. She doesn’t want to talk about Toby’s girlfriend one minute more than is absolutely necessary.

“Well, then she’s not a Croat, darling. She’s an American of Croatian descent.”

“Toby said she was a Croat and she didn’t object,” Chloe says. “Her father is the ‘Oyster King.’ ”

“This gets better and better.”

“Probably a vegetarian, rabid about politics, drank four cups of coffee with lunch, majoring in international relations, emphasis on the Balkans, definitely sleeping with Toby.”

“Emphasis on the Balkans?”

“I knew that part would get your attention.”

“Whereas the sleeping with Toby part got yours.” Brendan smiles at her maternal jitters.

“She’s very abrupt,” Chloe says.

“Was she rude to you?”

“Not exactly. She just made me feel . . .”

Brendan swivels his desk chair to face her. As he waits for the word that will describe how Toby’s new girlfriend made Chloe feel, he stretches his long legs out across the carpet.

“I don’t know,” Chloe concludes. “Creepy.”

“Creepy,” he repeats, without emphasis.

Chloe tries again. “Uncomfortable.”

“What’s her name again?” he asks. “Something heartless and biblical, isn’t it? Delilah? Lilith?”

“Salome,” Chloe says and Brendan nods. “Salome Drago.”

“That’s got to be shortened from something. It’s probably Dragonovich, something like that.”

“Which would mean what?”

“Ovich is son of,” he speculates.

“Son of a dragon?”

Brendan shrugs.

Chloe shifts her canvas bag from one shoulder to the other.

“Son of a dragon and daughter of the Oyster King,” Brendan says. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

“It won’t last,” Chloe predicts.

“No,” Brendan agrees. “Seems unlikely, doesn’t it?” His eyes wander away, back to the clutter of pads and books on his desk.

“How’s the crusade?” Chloe asks, hoping the answer will be brief.

Brendan takes up his glasses. “Frederick’s about to cut a deal with the Sultan al-Kamil for the city of Jerusalem.”

“That can’t last either,” she says.

“It’ll last eight years, which is better than we’ll see again anytime soon.”

Jerusalem, Chloe thinks. If only God would send down a new tablet telling which set of outraged refugees are the “real” chosen people.

“I’m going to work for a bit,” she says. Brendan raises his fingers over his page, something between a dismissal and a farewell wave, his attention already absorbed by his companion of choice, Frederick of Hohenstaufen, the thirteenth-century emperor whose puissance and cunning so confounded his contemporaries that they called him Stupor Mundi, the wonder of the world.

 
 
 
As Chloe comes into the clearing, she spooks a doe, which eyes her for scarcely a moment before crashing off into the underbrush. She crosses to the narrow deck, strewn with crimson and yellow leaves, and lets herself in at the glass door. Autumn is a contradictory season, she thinks, dropping her bag on the worktable, setting the kettle to boil on the hot plate. The explosion of colors, the ionized, energizing air; it feels like a promise of something, but autumn bodes ill for all living creatures. The days are already shortening; it is only five thirty and the room is gloomy. She will have to turn on the light. She takes her mug from the sideboard, glancing about the cluttered room as she opens the tea packet. Now is the time to clear everything out from the last project, the wretched children’s cookbook she took on because the money was good and the art director an old friend. She had little pleasure in the job. The dummy came to her with the illustrations specified. She has an ersatz child in her repertoire, a serenely smiling, genderless creature who can be made to look mischievous or serious with an adjustment of the eyebrows. There were five of these children in the cookbook, one brown, of course, one vaguely Asiatic with straight black hair, all mixing things in bowls, running blenders, flipping pancakes, and, in the final spread, gorging themselves on brownies.

Good riddance, Chloe thinks, and now banish all color. She opens the canvas bag and reaches inside, feeling a curious,  almost cinematic thrill as her fingers discover, lodged between the drawing pad and the wallet, the paperback novel she picked up at the bookshop in the train station. A legend floats up on an imaginary screen—With tremulous fingers the artist undertakes the definitive project. She extracts the novel and examines the cover. The windblown tree stretching menacing branches over the figure of a woman struggling against the force of the blast is, she discovers, a detail from a painting by Corot, The Gust of Wind, which, by some process, doubtless involving theft and war, is currently in the possession of the Pushkin Museum in Moscow.

It’s a cheap paperback, with minimal apparatus, and the virtue of being small. It will be in her pocket every day for the next six months, to be perused in every spare moment, marked with yellow and blue highlighters, indexed with sticky tabs, its spine broken, its pages stained with coffee and ink. Brendan calls her method “billeting the book,” not a bad description, as she is not seeking to memorize or critique the text, but to inhabit it. It is to become, for the duration, the terrain of her imagination.

The kettle shrieks. Obediently she lifts it from the burner and pours the boiling water into the mug. Her eyes rest on the framed watercolor over the counter, a prequel to the pinecones that served as endpapers for the children’s Walden, the poorly paid, entirely absorbing job she believes has led her to this one. “Thank you, Henry David,” she whispers. Her Walden didn’t win any prizes, but it was a finalist for three of them and sold well. It is an elegantly made book; Chloe controlled every detail of it, and Professor Warnick, the scholar who excerpted the original text, told her he thought it a pity it was relegated to the  children’s section. She had immersed herself in the life of the great eccentric, read two weighty biographies, twice driven down to Princeton for long conversations with Professor Warnick, and then, armed with his letter of introduction, driven up to Harvard and Concord to examine the surviving papers.

The jacket and binding of the book are sap green, but inside all is sepia. She had done a hundred drawings and a dozen watercolor sketches in preparation for the twenty engravings; it took her the better part of a year. It is a small book, modest in scope, spare in design, suitable for the dictums of an ascetic who saw no point in having more than two chairs in his sitting room. She had achieved a Buddhistic detachment as she worked, an elemental restraint and serenity she hopes to call up again in the work ahead.

Taking her mug and the novel, she settles into the reading chair next to the cold woodstove. On the train she read the introduction, with its summary of the criticism over the years, including a bibliography worth investigating. Then there was the “biographical notice,” a self-serving and cowardly piece of work, in Chloe’s view, such as one might expect from an unimaginative parent, but not from the author’s sister, who was a novelist herself and should have known better. At least the author, having lived only long enough to see the force of her imagination reviled in the pages of the London press, had been spared the humiliation of reading her sister’s lame defense.

Even so, Emily Brontëhad been more successful than poor Thoreau, who furnished his bookshelves with most of the first printing of Walden. Another glance at the biographical note informs Chloe of a surprising fact: Emily Brontëwas born just a year after Thoreau, and likewise in a backwater, though the  wind-lashed parsonage at Haworth was more removed from the world of commerce than Concord. Could two more disparate sensibilities ever have occupied the planet at the same time? Thoreau, all patient observation, ironic, obstreperous, oddly genial; Brontë, rebellious, passionate, chilly, imperious, raised on fantastic tales in a house with a graveyard at the front door. Yet both could not bear being housed, both felt more at ease in a windstorm than by the fireside, both were unemployable, constitutionally solitary. Even with the time difference, there must have been many hours of many days when the youthful Henry and Emily were both out walking in bad weather, Henry occasionally accompanied by a friend, Emily by a dog.

A walk with Henry and Emily. Chloe closes the book and gazes out past the deck at the woodland path, overarched by maples, horse chestnut, and beech, all weeping particolored leaves. They would have hated each other. She would have thought him dry and lifeless, and he would have dismissed her as self-absorbed and irrational.

The sharp report of a rifle, very close, jolts Chloe from this critical speculation. A pause tempers the air, followed by three more shots in rapid succession. “Bastard,” Chloe exclaims, leaping to her feet. In her haste to rush across the deck, she bangs her shin cruelly against the hob of the woodstove. “Damn,” she says.

 
 
 
Mike stalks purposefully along the drive, shoulders low, head lifted at an angle to accommodate the struggles of the doomed  creature clamped in his merciless jaws. Murder, Brendan thinks, turning from the window. What is it? A vole, a chipmunk? Mike is relentless, the terror of the world beneath his paws. If Chloe saw him, she would wrest the wounded creature from him, fighting nature, tooth and claw. If the animal died, she would spend a few hours sketching the furry or feathered corpse, then take out the shovel and bury it. This, in Brendan’s view, is a gruesome, unnecessary routine, though he understands that for artists the dead subject is desirable, as it is unlikely to move. Chloe has a whole book of sketches she did in the hospital when her mother was dying; the last, she confessed to Brendan, completed in the two or three minutes between the moment when she knew her subject had departed this life and the moment when she got up and went out to notify the night nurse.

At the coffee urn, Brendan refills his cup, idly stirs in a spoon of sugar, keeping his back to the world of death outside. Even the slanting golden light, the shimmering shower of leaves, which is continuous now, heralds the cruel, frigid darkness to come. It is fine weather for walking, but he is condemned to his study, trying, not unlike Chloe, to wrest from the world of the dead the image of a living, breathing potentate.

In the hall, he experiences a moment of professional angst. Though it passes quickly—he is not given to brooding—it is as suffocating as a mouthful of ash. What is the point of dredging about in the past? What difference does it make to anyone living if he disagrees with Bowker about the cause of Frederick’s delay in entering the Fifth Crusade? It doesn’t matter to Bowker, who is as dead as Frederick. Nor is there any sense in which Brendan’s opinion can be said to rely upon solid  evidence; he can’t prove that Frederick’s fascination with the East and distaste for the cynical machinations of the papacy made him reluctant to set out for Jerusalem or that the pope ultimately excommunicated the emperor because he had proved too soft on Islam.

And even if he could prove it, who would care?

He drops into his chair, sloshing the coffee on the page of scrawl he’s been working over all morning. Dabbing at it with his handkerchief, which will now be stained and unsightly, he gives himself up to gloom. There’s a photograph of Toby on the desk, clowning at his high-school graduation, his mortar-board at a slant, his smile goofy and winning. It is a picture that usually cheers Brendan, but now it only reminds him of the president’s bragging to the assembly of students and faculty at his Ivy League college that he had not studied much in school, not even gone to class. Chloe read the article to him, then crumpled the newspaper and threw it on the floor. “Crass, insulting, stupid, empty-headed prick!” she cried.

This recollection is comforting, Brendan admits, folding the damp handkerchief and jamming it back into his pocket. His wife’s outrage is a source of solace to him, though it sometimes exasperates Toby, who believes in the possibility of change in the world.

Toby, Brendan thinks confidently, and then, with less assurance, Chloe.

The likelihood that Chloe will be dissatisfied with any girl Toby cares for is so strong as to be something of a joke between them. It’s natural enough, Brendan supposes. Toby is an only child, Chloe an indulgent mother, but her distrust of his judgment augurs a dismal future. In high school there were  three girlfriends: a Japanese pianist, something of a prodigy; a powerful redhead who rode horses; and a feisty blonde who intended to become a great actress. Brendan was impressed by the range of his son’s taste; in Chloe’s view each girl presented insurmountable difficulties. The Japanese, a hypochondriac, was always sick, the equestrian not very bright, and the actress fatally self-absorbed. Though his mother was unfailingly polite to each of these young women, Toby had perhaps caught on. In his first year at the university, he hadn’t brought a single girlfriend home to visit. His classes were large, his subjects varied, and the burning question in his mind was where to settle. He was good at many things; he had his father’s aptitude for languages, his mother’s draftsman’s eye. Architecture appealed to him briefly, then philosophy. In his sophomore year he took a course in political science that ignited his imagination, and he began to see himself as someone who might change the world. At least, he declared, he did not want to hide from it. Brendan thought this assertion contained a reproach to his parents, the artist and the academic, who passed their lives buried in books and ink, absorbed in the past, timorous in the present, indifferent to the future. But the many summers the family spent abroad, Brendan in pursuit of dead kings, Chloe of light, have, after all, made an impression on their son: Toby contemplates a future in international law.

Belinda Stanford appeared just after Christmas of Toby’s sophomore year and lasted into the summer. Chloe loathed her on sight; Brendan gave her the benefit of steadily mounting doubt. She was rich, bossy, and wholly false. She insisted that the Dales spend their summer in her family’s cabin in Maine, making the offer irresistible by arranging, through her connections,  a job for Toby at a posh hotel. When Chloe showed little interest in the offer, Toby arrived home on the weekend with a package of photographs of a log cabin on a lake with a wide porch and steps down to a secluded boat landing. Each picture was labeled in Belinda’s careful print: the kitchen, the bedroom, the stone steps.


After dinner, Toby, clearly persuaded of the virtues of this scheme, presented the photos one by one to Chloe, who passed them on to Brendan. He knows his mother, Brendan thought as he examined the undeniably attractive screened porch. Money was tight, tuition was high, and Toby’s job, which would pay enough to cover his rent for the fall term, would provide much needed relief. All three would feel the financial benefit of Toby’s plan and now he had come up with a further benefit that would allow them to pass a pleasant summer together at small expense. “Maine is lovely,” Chloe said, turning over the photograph of the view.

Brendan, pouring out a thimbleful of the Calvados they had brought back from Normandy the year before, nodded at his son. I hardly know him, he thought. He’s making himself up on his own now.

The Maine adventure was a fiasco, which Toby referred to wryly as a “learning experience.” It rained continually and when the sun did find an opportunity to appear, it was fierce. The lake was shrouded with a steam of mosquitoes. There were holes in the screens, holes in the boat; the cabin was airless and damp. Belinda demanded that the Dales join her family daily for lunch at their “regular” restaurant, a noisome eatery where one paid a lot of money for small portions of very bad food. At Toby’s hotel the guests were all in foul humor because  of the rain, and the staff, minimal at best, was increasingly overworked and hysterical. Toby’s essential competence and stolidity endeared him to his employers, though not sufficiently to raise his minimum wage. He worked ten hours a day, six days a week, and fell into the narrow cot at the dormitory provided by the management too exhausted to move. But Belinda was intensely conscious of every hour in the twenty-four allotted to a day and determined that a summer in Maine meant play; and play meant arduous hikes in the rain up and down the rocky trails, or furious sets of tennis on the indoor court at her family’s club. Gradually it became clear that the Dales, though adequate lunch company and tennis partners, were not up to the standard that resulted in an invitation to the cool sanctum of the Stanfords’ “cottage.” Chloe and Brendan were driven past it on several occasions, or rather past the iron gates through which they could make out, at the end of a tree-shaded drive, ivy-covered stone walls and the glitter of the ocean. They were informed by the always informative Belinda that the house was simply “packed with Mommy’s friends.”

They lasted a week. On Sunday, Brendan and Chloe arrived at the cabin, weary from hiking, to find their son idly batting mosquitoes on the screened porch. It was the first time the three had been unsupervised since their arrival and they greeted one another almost shyly. “Mom, Dad,” Toby said as they sloughed off their sneakers and sank into the damp cushions of the wicker chairs, “this place is hell. Go home.”

“What about Belinda’s parents?” Chloe asked cautiously.

Toby grimaced. “Have you ever met worse people!” he exclaimed. “They’re like caricatures of people.”

“Oh, thank heaven.” Chloe sighed.

“What about Belinda?” Brendan asked.

For answer Toby covered his eyes with his hand and groaned.

“Will you come with us?” Chloe asked.

“No. I’m making too much money to quit. I think I’ll just take off the last week and go to the cape with David.”

David was Toby’s cousin, the closest thing he had to a brother, and the cape was a ramshackle beach house in Truro, where the boys had spent the last week before school since they were children. Relief was palpable on the screened porch. Toby had returned to the fold and, as if to announce the accord of nature, the clouds parted and a shaft of bright sunlight swept across the placid water of the lake to the rickety boat dock below.

On the long drive home, Chloe was triumphant. She entertained Brendan with various scenarios in which Toby was corrupted and abducted by the Stanfords, never to be seen again. He agreed that they were a banal, acquisitive, and manipulative family, also patronizing and smug, but he thought their rudeness might be as much the result of a determination to rid their family of Toby as an effort to spirit him into their familial malaise. Another possibility was that the Stanfords were actually what they seemed, free of calculation, possessed only by an impenetrable indifference to the world around them. That they were intent on anything struck Brendan as unlikely. He advanced this proposition over the lunch table in Portsmouth as Chloe skillfully dismantled another lobster, but she was having none of it. “Those people are monsters,” she concluded, and Brendan felt a shiver of anxious sympathy. Who was it for? For Toby? For Chloe? Or was it for himself?

To her credit, Chloe doesn’t allow her son access to the  darker precincts of her maternal fantasies; it’s a policy of hers. If Toby invites this new girl, Salome is it? to visit his family, he won’t suspect that his mother’s heart is already set against her.

Brendan gazes down at the ceaselessly rotating neon pixels on the computer screen and past it to the window, where another bright leaf flutters to its death. He looks over the scratchy page he had abandoned in hopes that a shot of caffeine would enliven his style. Deadening stuff, though it shouldn’t be. The Fifth Crusade was coming to a close. When Frederick arrived in Jerusalem, he stayed up all night to hear the muezzins call to prayer. But the Sultan al-Kamil, out of respect for his Christian guest, had ordered the muezzins to keep silent. When Frederick learned of this, he was furious; he made a public scene. The sultan in turn was deeply offended. A classic misunderstanding, the details of which had survived seven hundred years. Brendan takes up his pen and scratches out the last sentence. He rubs his chin, gazing out the window. Another leaf.

The shots, plosive and sharp, echo out concentrically, as water eludes a sudden stone. Pow. A pause. Then three more. Pow. Pow. Pow.

“For God’s sake,” Brendan says.

 
 
 
Toby and Salome clasp hands at the edge of the sidewalk, waiting for the light to change. Around them their fellow students engage in casual banter, good-natured shoving. They have spent the last four hours drinking coffee amid stacks of books, grilling one another on dates, places, names, and arcane religious  distinctions. Every one of them knows the difference between a Shia and a Druse. Now they are going to drink quantities of beer and talk about themselves. The air is crisp; their spirits are high, not one among them has buttoned a coat or wrapped a scarf against the chill air. “Why are the Christians called Phalangists?” a tall blonde asks her neighbors, only to be shouted down by cries of “No more Lebanon!” and “Because they have fingers” as the light changes to green and they sweep into the street.

Salome shifts her hand to the inside of Toby’s arm, drawing close to him as they walk. He smiles down upon the top of her head. What is she thinking? He has no idea, yet feels no anxiety. Like the blonde, he is still engaged by the recent and savage history they have been drumming into one another.

The group achieves the opposite curb, the traffic filling in behind them, intense yet orderly. An elderly woman walking a chow pauses, unfolding a page of newsprint as the animal squats on the pavement. Not long ago, passing a similarly preoccupied gentleman, expensively coiffed and stylishly attired, distinguished in features and bearing, crouched over a stinking pile of feces while his impatient poodle danced at the end of his leash, Toby observed to his mother, “If New Yorkers can be persuaded to pick up after their dogs, there’s hope for the world.”

The vanguard of students arrives at the bar, surging through the opaque glass door. Behind Toby there is laughter; Salome’s hand on his arm urges him forward. His stomach growls, he is light-headed, the result of too much coffee. This place serves cheap pseudo-Mexican food, lots of beans, cheese, and avocados. It can’t hurt, he reasons.

Salome releases him and goes ahead through the door, saying something to Bruce Macalister, the excitable Marxist. Then they are all inside, swarming around the tables, pulling out chairs, calling out to the indifferent waitress who idles before the barman as he fills the first of many pitchers of beer. Toby falls into the nearest chair; Salome takes the one next to him. She is still talking to Macalister, who leans toward her, his expression animated, as it so often is, by an earnestness Toby finds irritating. It can’t be denied that Macalister is sincere and energetic. He has organized this study group, he is forever sending out e-mails to keep the antiwar group apprised of the latest events, on weekends he works in a soup kitchen. A meddler, in Toby’s opinion, full of enthusiasms and unrealistic ideals, contentious and dangerous, something rodentic about him, relentlessly gnawing and scurrying, carping about dialectical materialism, praxis, and the evils of capitalism. He sees the implosion of Lebanon entirely in terms of class struggle, which strikes Toby as reductive. For one thing, the shifts of allegiances in Lebanon during the sixties and seventies were so confusing the study group resorted to making a chart to figure it out. Christians allied with Jews against Muslims, nothing unusual in that, but the Shia split. The older ulamas sought protection from the Christian Phalangists and got it. Then every man was armed, each had a sacred loyalty to a militia or sect, and all hell broke loose.

Beirut was the fulcrum; the struggle for the country was for Beirut. Whenever one group captured a block or two, they chased everyone out, looted, and then leveled the buildings. Women were constantly running from place to place, screaming, weeping, clutching children. A riot broke out in a church  when a Sunni militia attacked Shia squatters, who refused to run because they had no place else to hide. In the mayhem, the church was destroyed. One account described a battle that went on for days between two militias attempting to secure a wide avenue to the sea. Finally, after heavy losses on both sides, the victors arrived at the water’s edge, where they celebrated by taking a swim.

Beirut was their city, ancient and proud, the “pearl of the Middle East,” and they demolished it utterly, but all Macalister noticed was that, as the streets turned to wreckage and ash and the citizens dodged bullets to buy a loaf of bread, the rich retreated to their summer houses in the mountains.

Toby fills his glass from one of the pitchers lined up along the table and takes a long swallow as he contemplates the Marxist, now spinning out his shopworn dialectics to his fellows. Revolution is inevitable throughout the world, he announces. Toby leans close to Salome and whispers, “What an ass this guy is.” The glance she gives him is an icy dart; she is not amused. The Marxist warms to his theme.

Does she take this Macalister seriously? Does she admire him? Across the table Susan Davies, the tall blonde, attends to the Marxist with a shy smile. Cities, Macalister maintains, intensify the iniquities of capitalism; all over the world cities are the tinderboxes smoldering to ignite the coming conflagration. Next to Susan, Brent—Toby doesn’t know his last name, but he’s a Southerner, possibly a Virginian—laughs his genial Southern laugh and says, “Revolution in Manhattan?”
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