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“We were the great believers.


I have never cared for any men as much as for these who felt the first springs when I did, and saw death ahead, and were reprieved—and who now walk the long stormy summer.”


—F. Scott Fitzgerald, “My Generation”


“the world is a wonder, but the portions are small”


—Rebecca Hazelton, “Slash Fiction”




1985


Twenty miles from here, twenty miles north, the funeral mass was starting. Yale checked his watch as they walked up Belden. He said to Charlie, “How empty do you think that church is?”


Charlie said, “Let’s not care.”


The closer they got to Richard’s house, the more friends they spotted heading the same way. Some were dressed nicely, as if this were the funeral itself; others wore jeans, leather jackets.


It must only be relatives up at the church, the parents’ friends, the priest. If there were sandwiches laid out in some reception room, most were going to waste.


Yale found the bulletin from last night’s vigil in his pocket and folded it into something resembling the cootie catchers his childhood friends used to make on buses—the ones that told your fortune (“Famous!” or “Murdered!”) when you opened a flap. This one had no flaps, but each quadrant bore words, some upside down, all truncated by the folds: “Father George H. Whitb”; “beloved son, brother, rest in”; “All things bright and”; “lieu of flowers, donatio.” All of which, Yale supposed, did tell Nico’s fortune. Nico had been bright and beautiful. Flowers would do no good.


The houses on this street were tall, ornate. Pumpkins still out on every stoop but few carved faces—artful arrangements, rather, of gourds and Indian corn. Wrought iron fences, swinging gates. When they turned onto the walkway to Richard’s (a noble brownstone sharing walls with noble neighbors), Charlie whispered: “His wife decorated the place. When he was married. In ’72.” Yale laughed at the worst possible moment, just as they passed a gravely smiling Richard holding open his own door. It was the idea of Richard living a hetero life in Lincoln Park with some decoratively inclined woman. Yale’s image of it was slapstick: Richard  stuffing a man into the closet when his wife dashed back for her Chanel clutch.


Yale pulled himself together and turned back to Richard. He said, “You have a beautiful place.” A wave of people came up behind them, pushing Yale and Charlie into the living room.


Inside, the decor didn’t scream 1972 so much as 1872: chintz sofas, velvety chairs with carved arms, oriental rugs. Yale felt Charlie squeeze his hand as they dove into the crowd.


Nico had made it clear there was to be a party. “If I get to hang out as a ghost, you think I wanna see sobbing? I’ll haunt you. You sit there crying, I’ll throw a lamp across the room, okay? I’ll shove a poker up your ass, and not in a good way.” If he’d died just two days ago, they wouldn’t have had it in them to follow through. But Nico died three weeks back, and the family delayed the vigil and funeral until his grandfather, the one no one had seen in twenty years, could fly in from Havana. Nico’s mother was the product of a brief, pre-Castro marriage between a diplomat’s daughter and a Cuban musician—and now this ancient Cuban man was crucial to the funeral planning, while Nico’s lover of three years wasn’t even welcome at the church tonight. Yale couldn’t think about it or he’d fume, which wasn’t what Nico wanted.


In any case, they’d spent three weeks mourning and now Richard’s house brimmed with forced festivity. There were Julian and Teddy, for instance, waving down from the second-story railing that encircled the room. Another floor rose above that, and an elaborate round skylight presided over the whole space. It was more of a cathedral than the church had been. Someone shrieked with laughter far too close to Yale’s ear.


Charlie said, “I believe we’re meant to have a good time.” Charlie’s British accent, Yale was convinced, emerged more in sarcasm.


Yale said, “I’m waiting on the go-go dancers.”


Richard had a piano, and someone was playing “Fly Me to the Moon.”


What the hell were they all doing?


A skinny man Yale had never seen before bear-hugged Charlie. An out-of-towner, he guessed, someone who’d lived here but moved away before Yale came on the scene. Charlie said, “How in hell did you get younger?” Yale waited to be introduced, but the man was telling an urgent story now about someone else Yale didn’t know. Charlie was the hub of a lot of wheels.


A voice in Yale’s ear: “We’re drinking Cuba libres.” It was Fiona, Nico’s little sister, and Yale turned to hug her, to smell her lemony hair. “Isn’t it ridiculous?” Nico had been proud of the Cuban thing, but if he knew the chaos his grandfather’s arrival would cause, he’d have vetoed the beverage choice.


Fiona had told them all, last night, that she wasn’t going to the funeral—that she’d be here instead—but still it was jarring to see her, to know she’d followed through. But then she’d written off her family as thoroughly as they’d written Nico off in the years before his illness. (Until, in his last days, they’d claimed him, insisting he die in the suburbs in an ill-equipped hospital with nice wallpaper.) Her mascara was smudged. She had discarded her shoes, but wobbled as if she still wore heels.


Fiona handed her own drink to Yale—half full, an arc of pink on the rim. She touched a finger to the cleft of his upper lip. “I still can’t believe you shaved it off. I mean, it looks good. You look sort of—”


“Straighter.”


She laughed, and then she said, “Oh. Oh! They’re not making you, are they? At Northwestern?” Fiona had one of the best faces for concern Yale had ever seen—her eyebrows hurried together, her lips vanished straight into her mouth—but he wondered how she had any emotion left to spare.


He said, “No. It’s—I mean, I’m the development guy. I’m talking to a lot of older alumni.”


“To get money?”


“Money and art. It’s a strange dance.” Yale had taken the job at Northwestern’s new Brigg Gallery in August, the same week Nico got sick, and he still wasn’t sure where his responsibilities started and ended. “I mean, they know about Charlie. My colleagues do. It’s fine. It’s a gallery, not a bank.” He tasted the Cuba libre. Inappropriate for the third of November, but then the afternoon was unseasonably warm, and this was exactly what he needed. The soda might even wake him up.


“You had a real Tom Selleck thing going. I hate when blond men grow a mustache; it’s peach fuzz. Dark-haired guys, though, that’s my favorite. You should’ve kept it! But it’s okay, because now you look like Luke Duke. In a good way. No, like Patrick Duffy!” Yale couldn’t laugh, and Fiona tilted her head to look at him seriously.


He felt like sobbing into her hair, but he didn’t. He’d been cultivating numbness all day, hanging onto it like a rope. If this were three weeks ago, they could have simply cried together. But everything had scabbed over, and now there was this idea of party on top of everything else, this imperative to be, somehow, okay. Merry.


And what had Nico been to Yale? Just a good friend. Not family, not a lover. Nico was, in fact, the first real friend Yale had made when he moved here, the first he’d sat down with just to talk, and not at a bar, not shouting over music. Yale had adored Nico’s drawings, would take him out for pancakes and help him study for his GED and tell him he was talented. Charlie wasn’t interested in art and neither was Nico’s lover, Terrence, and so Yale would take Nico to gallery shows and art talks, introduce him to artists. Still: If Nico’s little sister was holding it together this well, wasn’t Yale obliged to be in better shape?


Fiona said, “It’s hard for everyone.”


Their parents had cut Nico off at fifteen, but Fiona would sneak food and money and allergy medicine to the place he shared with four other guys on Broadway, taking the Metra and then the El there by herself from Highland Park. At the age of eleven. When Nico introduced Fiona, he always said, “This is the lady that raised me.”


Nothing Yale could find words for was worth saying.


Fiona told him to check out the upstairs when he got a chance. “It’s Versailles up there.”


Yale couldn’t find Charlie in the crowd. Despite exuding tremendous height, Charlie was only a bit taller than average—and Yale was always surprised in situations like this not to spot his crew-cut head, his neat beard, his droopy eyes, above everyone else.


But Julian Ames was beside him now, down from upstairs. He said, “We’ve been going since lunch! I’m sloshed!” It was five o’clock, the sky already inking itself out. He leaned against Yale and giggled. “We ransacked the bathrooms. He has nothing, or else he’s hiding it. Well, someone found some old poppers in the back of the fridge. But is there any point to poppers if you aren’t getting laid?”


“No. Jesus. Poppers?”


“I’m asking seriously!” Julian pulled himself straight. He had a lock of dark hair in front that Charlie maintained made him look like Superman. (“Or a unicorn,” Yale would add.) He brushed it out of his eyes and pouted. Julian was too perfect, if anything. He’d had a nose job when he left Atlanta—better for his acting career—and Yale wished he hadn’t. He’d have preferred an imperfect Julian.


“I’m answering seriously. There’s absolutely no point to doing poppers at a memorial.”


“But this isn’t a funeral, it’s a party. And it’s like—” Julian was close again, conspiratorial in his ear. “It’s like that Poe story, the Red Death one. There’s death out there, but we’re gonna have a fabulous time in here.”


“Julian.” Yale drained the Cuba libre and spat an ice chip back into the glass. “That is not the point. That’s not how the story ends.”


“I was never one to finish my homework.”


Julian put his chin on Yale’s shoulder—a thing he was prone to do, one that always made Yale worry Charlie would glance over right then. Yale had spent the past four years reassuring Charlie he wouldn’t run off with someone like Julian, or like Teddy Naples, who was now leaning out precariously over the railing, his feet off the ground, calling to a friend below. (Teddy was so small that someone could probably catch him if he fell, but still, Yale cringed, looked away.) There was no reason for Charlie’s insecurity, beyond both men’s looks and flirtatiousness. Beyond the fact that Charlie would never feel secure. Yale had been the one to propose monogamy to begin with, but Charlie was the one who dwelt on its possible unraveling. And he’d picked the two most beautiful men in Chicago to affix his anxieties to. Yale shrugged Julian off his shoulder, and Julian smiled dopily and wandered away.


The room had loudened, the sound bouncing off the stories above, more people flooding in. Two very pretty, very young men circulated with trays of little quiches and stuffed mushrooms and deviled eggs. Yale wondered why the food wasn’t Cuban, too, to match the drinks, but Richard probably had just one plan for every party: Open the doors, open the bar, boys with quiche.


In any case, this was infinitely better than that strange and dishonest vigil last night. The church had smelled nicely of incense, but otherwise there was little about it Nico would have liked. “He wouldn’t be caught dead here,” Charlie had said, and then he’d heard himself and tried to laugh. The parents had carefully invited Nico’s lover to the vigil, saying it was “an appropriate time for friends to pay respect.” Meaning, don’t come today to the actual mass. Meaning, don’t really even show up for the vigil, but aren’t we generous? But Terrence had gone last night, and so had eight friends. Mostly to surround Terrence, and to support Fiona, who, it turned out, had convinced her parents to issue the invitation; she’d told them that if Nico’s friends weren’t invited, she’d stand up during the service and say so. Still, plenty of friends had bowed out. Asher Glass had claimed his body would revolt at setting foot in a Catholic church. (“I’d start yelling about rubbers. Swear to God.”)


The eight of them sat shoulder to shoulder in the back, a phalanx of suits around Terrence. It would have been nice if Terrence could have blended in anonymously, but they weren’t even seated yet when Yale heard an older woman pointing him out to her husband: “That one. The black gentleman with the glasses.” As if there were another black guy in this church, one with perfect vision. That woman wasn’t the only one who kept glancing back throughout the service to observe, anthropologically, when and if this gay black specimen might start weeping.


Yale held Charlie’s hand low down—not as a statement, but because Charlie was so allergic to churches. “I see kneelers and hymnals,” he said, “and five tons of Anglican guilt lands on my neck.” So, far below anyone else’s sightline, Yale had rubbed his wide thumb over Charlie’s bony one.


Family members told stories only about Nico as a child, as if he’d died in adolescence. There was one good one, told by Nico’s stoic and ashen father: Fiona, when she was seven, had wanted twenty cents to buy a handful of Swedish Fish candy from the bin on the counter of the convenience store. Their father pointed out that she’d already spent her allowance. Fiona had started to cry. And Nico, who was eleven, sat down in the middle of the aisle and, for five minutes, twisted and yanked at his barely loose molar until it came out. It bled—and their father, an orthodontist, was alarmed at the jagged root still attached. But Nico pocketed the tooth and said, “The Tooth Fairy’s bringing a quarter tonight, right?” In front of Fiona, Dr. Marcus couldn’t say no. “So can you give me a loan?”


The crowd laughed at this, and Dr. Marcus barely needed to explain that Nico gave the money straight to his sister, that it was another year before the permanent tooth grew in.


Yale looked now for Terrence. It took a minute, but there he was, sitting halfway up the stairs, too surrounded for Yale to chat with him yet. Instead, Yale took one of the mini quiches off a passing tray and slipped it to him through the balusters. “You look stuck!” Yale said, and Terrence put the quiche in his mouth, held his hand out again, said, “Keep ’em coming!”


Fiona had wanted to trick her parents, to exchange Nico’s ashes with fireplace ones and give the real ones to Terrence. It was hard to tell if she was serious. But Terrence wasn’t getting any ashes, and he wasn’t getting anything else either, besides Nico’s cat, which he’d taken when Nico first went into the hospital. The family had made it clear that when they began dismantling Nico’s apartment tomorrow, Terrence would be excluded. Nico had left no will. His illness had been sudden, immediately debilitating—first a few days of what had seemed like just shingles, but then, a month later, moon-high fevers and dementia.


Terrence had been an eighth-grade math teacher until this summer, when Nico needed him around the clock and Terrence learned he was infected himself. And how would Terrence get through the fall, the winter, with no Nico, no job? It wasn’t just a financial question. He loved teaching, loved those kids.


Terrence had some of the vague early symptoms, some weight loss, but nothing serious yet, not enough to go on disability. He’d taken the test after Nico got sick—whether out of solidarity or just to know, Yale wasn’t sure. It wasn’t as if there were some magic pill. Yale and Charlie had, just on principle, been among the first to get tested that spring. Charlie’s paper had been advocating for testing, education, safe sex, and Charlie felt he had to put his money where his mouth was. But on top of that, Yale had just wanted to get it over with. Not knowing, he figured, was bad for his health in and of itself. The clinics weren’t giving the test yet, but Dr. Vincent was. Yale and Charlie opened a bottle of champagne when they got the good results. It was a somber toast; they didn’t even finish the bottle.


Julian was back at Yale’s ear, saying, “Get yourself a refill before the slide show starts.”


“There’s a slide show?”


“It’s Richard.”


At the bar Yale found Fiona talking to someone he didn’t know, a straight-looking guy with a jaw. Twisting her blonde curls around her finger. She was drinking too fast, because that was an empty glass in her hand. And she’d gotten it since she gave Yale her half-drink, and Fiona weighed maybe a hundred pounds. He touched her arm. He said, “You remember to eat?”


Fiona laughed, looked at the guy, laughed again. She said, “Yale.” And she kissed his cheek, a firm kiss that probably left lipstick. To the guy she said, “I have two hundred big brothers.” She might fall over any second. “But as you can see, he’s the preppiest. And look at Yale’s hands. Look at them.”


Yale examined his palm; there was nothing wrong with it.


“No,” she said, “The back! Don’t they look like paws? They’re furry!” She ran her finger through the dark hairs clustered thickly on the pinky side of his hand. She whispered loudly to the man: “It’s on his feet too!” Then, to Yale, “Hey, did you talk to my aunt?”


Yale scanned the room. There were only a few women here, none much over thirty.


He said, “At the vigil?”


“No, she can’t drive. But you must have talked, because I told her. I told her, like, months ago. And she said she had.”


He said, “Your aunt?”


“No, my father’s aunt. She loved Nico. Yale, you have to know that. She loved him.”


Yale said to the guy, “Get her some food,” and the guy nodded. Fiona patted Yale’s chest and turned away, as if he were the one whose logic couldn’t be followed.


He got his refill, almost straight rum, and looked for Charlie. Was that his bearded chin, his blue tie? But the curtain of people closed again, and Yale wasn’t tall enough to see over a crowd. And now Richard dimmed the lights and pulled up a projector screen, and Yale couldn’t see anything but the shoulders and backs boxing him in.


Richard Campo, if he had any job at all, was a photographer. Yale had no idea where Richard’s money came from, but it let him buy a lot of nice cameras and gave him time to roam the city shooting candid photos in addition to the occasional wedding. Not long after Yale moved to Chicago, he was sunbathing on the Belmont Rocks with Charlie and Charlie’s friends, though this was before Yale and Charlie were an item. It was heaven, even if Yale had forgotten a towel, even if he always burned. Guys making out in broad daylight! A gay space hidden from the city but wide open to the vast expanse of Lake Michigan. One of Charlie’s friends, a man with wavy, prematurely silver hair and a lime-green Speedo, had sat there clicking away on his Nikon, changing film, clicking again at all of them. Yale asked, “Who’s the perv?” and Charlie said, “He might be a genius.” That was Richard. Of course Charlie saw genius in everyone, prodded them till he discovered their passions and then encouraged those, but Richard really was talented. Yale and Richard were never close—he’d never set foot in the guy’s house till today—but Yale had grown used to him. Richard was always on the periphery, watching and shooting. A good fifteen years older than everyone else in their circle: paternal, doting, eager to buy a round. He’d bankrolled Charlie’s newspaper in the early days. And what had started as a strange quirk had become, in the past few months, something essential. Yale would hear the camera’s click and think, “He got that, at least.” Meaning: Whatever happens—in three years, in twenty—that moment will remain.


Someone messed with the record player, and as the first slide displayed (Nico and Terrence toasting last year at Fiona’s twentieth birthday) the music started: the acoustic intro to “America,” the version from Simon and Garfunkel’s Central Park concert. Nico’s favorite song, one he saw as a defiant anthem, not just a ditty about a road trip. The night Reagan won reelection last year, Nico, furious, played it on the jukebox at Little Jim’s again and again until the whole bar was drunkenly singing about being lost and counting cars and looking for America. Just as everyone was singing now.


Yale couldn’t bear to join, and although he wouldn’t be the only one crying, he didn’t think he could stay here. He backed out of the crowd and took a few steps up Richard’s stairs, watching the heads from above. Everyone stared at the slides, riveted. Except that someone else was leaving too. Teddy Naples was at Richard’s heavy front door, slipping his suit jacket back on, turning the knob slowly. Usually Teddy was a little ball of kinetic energy, bouncing on his toes, keeping time with his fingers to music no one else could hear. But right now he moved like a ghost. Maybe he had the right idea. If he weren’t trapped on this side of the crowd, Yale might have done the same. Not left, but stepped outside for fresh air.


The slides: Nico in running shorts, a number pinned to his chest. Nico and Terrence leaning against a tree, both giving the finger. Nico in profile with his orange scarf and black coat, a cigarette between his lips. Suddenly, there was Yale himself, tucked in the crook of Charlie’s arm, Nico on the other side: the year-end party last December for Charlie’s paper. Nico had been the graphic designer for Out Loud Chicago, and he had a regular comic strip there, and he’d just started designing theater sets too. Self-taught, entirely. This was supposed to have been the prologue of his life. A new slide: Nico laughing at Julian and Teddy, the Halloween they had dressed as Sonny and Cher. Nico opening a present. Nico holding a bowl of chocolate ice cream. Nico up close, teeth shining. The last time Yale saw Nico, he’d been unconscious, with foam—some kind of awful white foam—oozing suddenly from his mouth and nostrils. Terrence had screamed into the hallway for the nurses, had run into a cleaning cart and hurt his knee, and the fucking nurses were more concerned about whether or not Terrence had shed blood than about what was happening to Nico. And here on the slide was Nico’s full, beautiful face, and it was too much. Yale dashed up the rest of the stairs.


He worried the bedrooms would be full of guys who’d been taking poppers, but the first one, at least, was empty. He closed the door and sat on the bed. It was dark out now, the sparse streetlights of Belden just barely illuminating the walls and floor. Richard must have redone at least this one room after the mysterious wife moved out. Two black leather chairs flanked the wide bed. There was a small shelf of art books. Yale put his glass on the floor and lay back to stare at the ceiling and do the slow-breathing trick Charlie had taught him.


All fall, he’d been memorizing the list of the gallery’s regular donors. Tuning out the downstairs noise, he did what he often did at home when he couldn’t sleep: He named donors starting with A, then ones starting with B. A fair number overlapped with the Art Institute donors he’d worked with for the past three years, but there were hundreds of new names—Northwestern alumni, North Shore types—that he needed to recognize on the spot.


Recently he’d found the lists disconcerting—had felt a dull gray uneasiness around them. He remembered being eight and asking his father who else in the neighborhood was Jewish (“Are the Rothmans Jewish? Are the Andersens?”) and his father rubbing his chin, saying, “Let’s not do that, buddy. Historically, bad things happen when we make lists of Jews.” It wasn’t till years later that Yale realized this was a hang-up unique to his father, to his brand of self-hatred. But Yale had been young and impressionable, and maybe that’s why the reciting of names chafed.


Or no, maybe it was this: Lately he’d had two parallel mental lists going—the donor list and the sick list. The people who might donate art or money, and the friends who might get sick; the big donors, the ones whose names you’d never forget, and the friends he’d already lost. But they weren’t close friends, the lost ones, until tonight. They’d been acquaintances, friends of friends like Nico’s old roommate Jonathan, a couple of gallery owners, one bartender, the bookstore guy. There were, what, six? Six people he knew of, people he’d say hi to at a bar, people whose middle names he couldn’t tell you, and maybe not even their last names. He’d been to three memorials. But now, a new list: one close friend.


Yale and Charlie had gone to an informational meeting last year with a speaker from San Francisco. He’d said, “I know guys who’ve lost no one. Groups that haven’t been touched. But I also know people who’ve lost twenty friends. Entire apartment buildings devastated.” And Yale, stupidly, desperately, had thought maybe he’d fall into that first category. It didn’t help that, through Charlie, he knew practically everyone in Boystown. It didn’t help that his friends were all overachievers—and that they seemed to be overachieving in this terrible new way as well.


It was Yale’s saving grace, and Charlie’s, that they’d met when they had, fallen in love so quickly. They’d been together since February of ’81 and—to the bemusement of nearly everyone—exclusive since fall of the same year. Nineteen eighty-one wasn’t too soon to get infected, not by a long shot, but then this wasn’t San Francisco, it wasn’t New York. Things, thank God, moved slower here.


How had Yale forgotten he hated rum? It always made him moody, dehydrated, hot. His stomach a mess.


He found a closet-size bathroom off this room and sat on the cool toilet, head between his knees.


On his list of people who might get sick, who weren’t careful enough, who might even already be sick: Well, Julian, for sure. Richard. Asher Glass. Teddy—for Christ’s sake, Teddy Naples, who claimed that once he managed to avoid checking out of the Man’s World bathhouse for fifty-two hours, just napped (through the sounds of sex and pumping music) in the private rooms various older men had rented for their liaisons, subsisting on Snickers bars from the vending machine.


Teddy opposed the test, worried names could get matched with test results and used by the government, used like those lists of Jews. At least this was what he said. Maybe he was just terrified, like everyone. Teddy was earning his PhD in philosophy at Loyola, and he tended to come up with elaborate philosophical covers for terribly average feelings. Teddy and Julian would occasionally have a “thing” on, but mostly Teddy just floated between Kierkegaard and bars and clubs. Yale always suspected that Teddy had at least seven distinct groups of friends and didn’t rank this one very highly. Witness his leaving the party. Maybe the slides were too much for him, as they’d been for Yale; maybe he’d stepped out to walk around the block, but Yale doubted it. Teddy had other places to be, better parties to attend.


And then there was the list of acquaintances already sick, hiding the lesions on their arms but not their faces, coughing horribly, growing thin, waiting to get worse—or lying in the hospital, or flown home to die near their parents, to be written up in their local papers as having died of pneumonia. Just a few right now, but there was room on that list. Far too much room.


When Yale finally moved again, it was to cup water from the sink, splash it over his face. He looked frightful in the mirror: rings under his eyes, skin gone pale olive. His heart felt funny, but then his heart always felt funny.


The slide show must be over, and if he could look down on the crowd he’d be able to spot Charlie. They could make their escape. They could get a cab, even, and he could lean on the window. When they got home, Charlie would rub his neck, insist on making him tea. He’d feel fine.


He opened the door to the hall and heard a collective silence, as if they were all holding their breath, listening to someone make a speech. Only he couldn’t quite hear the speech. He looked down, but there was no one in the living room. They’d moved somewhere.


He came downstairs slowly, not wanting to be startled. A sudden noise would make him vomit.


But down in the living room was just the whir of the record, spinning past the last song, the needle arm retired to the side. Beer bottles and Cuba libre glasses, still half full, covered the tables and couch arms. The trays of canapés had been left on the dining table. Yale thought of a raid, some kind of police raid, but this was a private residence, and they were all adults, and nothing much illegal had happened. Probably someone had some pot, but come on.


How long had he been upstairs? Maybe twenty minutes. Maybe thirty. He wondered if he could’ve fallen asleep on the bed, if it was 2 a.m. now. But no, not unless his watch had stopped. It was only 5:45.


He was being ridiculous, and they were out in the backyard. Places like this had backyards. He walked through the empty kitchen, through a book-lined den. There was the door, but it was dead-bolted. He cupped his hand to the glass: a striped canopy, a heap of dead leaves, the moon. No people.


Yale turned and started shouting: “Hello! Richard! Guys! Hello!”


He went to the front door—also, bizarrely, dead-bolted—and fumbled till it opened. There was no one on the dark street.


The foggy, ridiculous idea came to him that the world had ended, that some apocalypse had swept through and forgotten only him. He laughed at himself, but at the same time: He saw no bobbing heads in neighbors’ windows. There were lights in the houses opposite, but then the lights were on here too. At the end of the block, the traffic signal turned from green to yellow to red. He heard the vague rush of cars far away, but that could have been wind, couldn’t it? Or even the lake. Yale hoped for a siren, a horn, a dog, an airplane across the night sky. Nothing.


He went back inside and closed the door. He yelled again: “You guys!” And he felt now that a trick was being played, that they might jump out and laugh. But this was a memorial, wasn’t it? It wasn’t the tenth grade. People weren’t always looking for ways to hurt him.


He found his own reflection in Richard’s TV. He was still here, still visible.


On the back of a chair was a blue windbreaker he recognized as Asher Glass’s. The pockets were empty.


He should leave. But where would he even go?


Cigarette butts filled the ashtrays. None were half smoked, none smashed out in haste. Copies of some of Nico’s comics had been laid out on the end tables, the bar, but now they were scattered—probably more a product of the party than its end—and Yale plucked one off the floor. A drag queen named Martina Luther Kink. A silly punch line about having a dream.


He walked through every room on the ground floor, opening every door—pantry, coat closet, vacuum closet—until he was greeted with a wall of cold air and descending cement steps. He found the light switch and made his way down. Laundry machines, boxes, two rusty bikes.


He climbed back up and then all the way to the third floor—a study, a little weight room, some storage—and then down to the second again and opened everything. Ornate mahogany bureaus, canopy beds. A master bedroom, all white and green. If this had been the wife’s work, it wasn’t so bad. A Diane Arbus print on the wall, the one of the boy with the hand grenade.


A telephone sat next to Richard’s bed, and Yale grabbed it with relief. He listened to the tone—reassuring—and slowly dialed his own number. No answer.


He needed to hear a voice, any human voice, and so he got the dial tone back and called Information.


“Name and city please,” the woman said.


“Hello?” He wanted to make sure she wasn’t a recording.


“This is Information. Do you know the name of the person you wish to call?”


“Yes, it’s—Marcus. Nico Marcus, on North Clark in Chicago.” He spelled the names.


“I have an N. Marcus on North Clark. Would you like me to connect you?”


“No—no thank you.”


“Stay on the line for the number.”


Yale hung up.


He circled the house one more time and went, finally, to the front door. He called to no one: “I’m leaving! I’m going!”


And stepped out into the dark.




2015


When they started across the Atlantic, the guy in the window seat jerked awake. He’d been asleep since O’Hare, and Fiona had tried to distract herself by lusting after him. The inflight magazine had been open on her lap for an hour, and all she’d done was tightly roll the corner of the crossword page again and again. The guy had the body of a rock climber, and the clothes and hair and beard (messy, all three, the hair chin-length and curly, the shorts stained with blue ink) to match. He’d slept with his forehead against the seat in front, and when he sat up and looked around, dazed, Fiona realized she hadn’t seen his face earlier. She’d invented a face for him, so that this one—while handsome and weathered—seemed wrong. She’d already known from the muscles of his bare legs, the meat of his arms, that he was too young for her. Early thirties.


He pulled his backpack from under his feet and went through the contents. He had the window seat, Fiona the aisle. He felt his pockets, felt the seat around him. He went through the backpack again, removing things: rolled-up socks, plastic bag with toothpaste and Scope, a small journal. He turned to Fiona and said, “Hey, I buy a drink?” She wasn’t sure she’d heard right. He might have been offering to buy her a cocktail, but this was an urgent question, not a flirtatious one.


She said, “I’m sorry?”


“Did I buy any drinks? On this flight?” His speech was slightly slurred.


“Oh. You’ve been asleep.”


“Fuck,” he said, and leaned his head back so far his Adam’s apple pointed at the ceiling.


“Something wrong?”


“I left my wallet at the bar.” He whispered it, as if saying it aloud would make it true. “At O’Hare.”


“Your whole wallet?”


“Big, leather thing. You haven’t seen it, have you?” He peered, suddenly inspired, into his magazine pouch, and then into Fiona’s. “Fuck. I got my passport at least, but fuck.”


She was horrified for him. This was the kind of thing she would have done herself in her wild days. Left her purse at some club, found herself on the wrong side of the city with no way home.


“Should we call the flight attendant?”


“Nothing she can do.” He shook his head, bewildered, his curls hitting his beard. He let out a short, bitter laugh. “Fucking alcoholism, man. Fuck me. Fuck.”


She couldn’t tell if he was joking. What alcoholic spoke about it so openly? But at the same time, would you say it if it weren’t true?


She said, “Do you have friends in Paris who can help?”


“There’s someone I’m supposed to stay with for the weekend. I don’t think she’s gonna put me up longer than that.”


And suddenly it hit Fiona: This was a scam. This was his sob story. She was supposed to look at him with maternal concern, to hand him a hundred bucks and say, “Perhaps this will help.” If she were his age, he’d have tried to seduce her on top of it.


She said, “What a nightmare.” She made her face empathic, and then she turned her magazine page. She could’ve said, I’ve got bigger problems than you, buddy. She could’ve said, There are worse things to lose.


When the cabin lights turned off, Fiona curled her body toward the aisle, settled into her thin pillow.


She’d never sleep, but it was nice to go through the motions. She had a million decisions to make in Paris, and the past week had been a frenzy of panicked planning, but for these eight hours, she was mercifully unable to do a thing. Being on an airplane, even in coach, was the closest an adult could come to the splendid helplessness of infancy. She’d always been irrationally jealous when Claire got sick. Fiona would bring her books and tissues and warm Jell-O water and tell her stories, wishing to trade places. Partly to spare her daughter the pain of illness, but also to feel mothered. These were the only times Claire would accept Fiona’s doting, the only times she’d curl up in Fiona’s lap to sleep—her body emanating fever-heat, the soft hair around her forehead and neck curling and sticking to her sweat. Fiona would stroke her hot little ear, her burning calf. When Claire got older, it wasn’t the same—she wanted to be alone with her book or her laptop—but she’d still let Fiona bring her soup, let her perch on the edge of the mattress for a minute. And that was something.


She must have slept a bit, but with the time change and the cabin lights and their flying against the sun, she wasn’t sure if half an hour had passed or five. Her seatmate snored, cheek to shoulder.


The plane lurched, and a flight attendant came through to touch all the overhead bins with two fingertips. Everything secured. Fiona wanted to live on the plane forever.


Her neighbor didn’t wake till breakfast was served. He ordered a coffee, miserably. “What I want,” he said to Fiona, “is a whiskey.” She didn’t offer to buy him one. He pulled up the window shade. Still dark. He said, “I don’t like these planes. The 767s.”


She bit. “Why not?”


“Yeah, in another life, I used to fly these. One of my many previous lives. I don’t like the angle of the landing gear.”


Was this another part of the scam? The beginning of his bad-luck tale, how he lost his job and maybe his wife too? He didn’t look old enough to have had previous lives, or a previous life long enough to fly a plane this big. Didn’t you need years of experience?


She said, “It’s not safe?”


“You know, it’s all completely safe, and it’s all completely unsafe. You’re hurtling through the air, right? What do you expect?”


He seemed sober enough not to vomit in her lap, or put his hand there. Just a little loud. Against her judgment, she kept talking to him. It was something to do. And she was curious what he’d say next, how the scam would unfold.


He told her how he used to name every plane he flew, and she told him her daughter used to name everything—toothbrushes, Lego people, the individual icicles outside her bedroom window.


“That’s wild,” he said, which seemed an overstatement.


On the runway he asked if she’d been to Paris before. “Just once,” she said, “in high school.”


He laughed. “So this’ll be different, right?”


She couldn’t remember much of that trip, beyond the other members of the French Club and the boy she’d hoped to kiss, who instead wound up getting caught in bed with Susanna Marx. She remembered smoking pot and eating nothing but croissants. Sending Nico postcards that wouldn’t reach him till she was home. Waiting in lines at the Louvre and the Eiffel Tower, feeling she should have a more profound reaction. She’d only taken French to rebel against her mother, who believed she ought to know Spanish.


Fiona asked if he’d been there himself, and then she said, “I guess if you were a pilot—” She’d forgotten because she didn’t believe him.


He said, “Second best city in the world.”


“What’s the first?”


“Chicago,” he said, as if it were obvious. “No Cubs in Paris. You staying Left Bank or Right?”


“Oh. Between them, I guess? My friend has a place on Île Saint-Louis.” She liked how it made the trip sound glamorous rather than desperate.


The man whistled. “Nice friend.”


Maybe she shouldn’t have said it, shouldn’t have made herself sound moneyed and scammable. But because it felt so lovely and warm inside this version of the story, she went on. “He’s actually—have you heard of the photographer Richard Campo?”


“Yeah, of course.” He looked at her, waited for the rest. “What, that’s your friend?”


She nodded. “We go way back.”


“Holy,” the man said. “You serious? I’m a big art freak. I get him mixed up with Richard Avedon. But Campo did those deathbed shots?”


“He’s the one. Grittier than Avedon.”


“I didn’t know he was still alive. Wow. Wow.”


“I won’t tell him you said that.” Really, she had no idea what shape Richard was in. He was still working at eighty, and when he passed through Chicago a few years ago for his show at the MCA, he was stooped but energetic, gushing about the twenty-nine-year-old French publicist who was apparently the love of his life.


They waited a long time to approach the gate. He asked if she planned to hit the museums with Richard Campo, and Fiona told him she was really there to visit her daughter. It was true, in the most optimistic sense. “And her daughter too,” she said. “My granddaughter.”


He laughed and then realized she was serious. “You don’t look—”


“Thanks,” she said.


To her relief, the seatbelt light dinged off. No time for the guy to ask questions she didn’t have answers to. (What arrondissement? How old is the grandkid? What’s her name?)


She waited for room to stand. “Your wallet couldn’t be in your suitcase, could it?” She gestured at the overhead bins.


“Checked my bag at O’Hare.”


She believed him more now, but not enough to offer money. She said, “I’ll share my cab, if that would help.”


He grinned, and his teeth were nice. Square and white. “A ride’s the one thing I got.”


There was space for her finally, and she stood, knees popping. She said, “Good luck.” And although he couldn’t have known how much she needed it, he said, “Same to you.”


She hefted down her carry-on. Out the pill-shaped windows, a pink sun was rising.




1985


Yale watched, relieved, as a car rumbled down Belden. Someone unlocked the door of the house across the street.


If he moved faster, it would only take half an hour to get home—but he went as slowly as he could. He didn’t want to walk into an empty apartment, or—worse—find Charlie there, ready to tell him whatever horrible thing had sent everyone out of the house. An emergency call, another death. They might have turned on the TV, seen news from Russia, something so alarming they’d had to run home, make preparations.


He turned onto Halsted: a long, straight path to his own bed. He looked into shop windows, stood at “Don’t Walk” lights even when he could have crossed. He let people pass. Maybe he expected the whole party to come up behind him, to say they’d gone barhopping and wondered where he’d been.


He walked much farther than he needed to, beyond his own corner. He looked into each bar he passed—opening the door when the windows were mirrored or painted black—scanning for Charlie, for Fiona, for any of them.


In one dank entryway, a man leaned on a cigarette machine, his hand down the fly of his jeans. “Hey,” the guy said. He was wasted, his voice full of slobber. “Hey, gorgeous. I got a job for you.”


At the next bar, a nearly empty one, a TV on the wall was for some reason showing 60 Minutes instead of porn or music videos. The giant stopwatch, ticking down. No nuclear war, at least. No breaking news.


Yale’s legs were tired, and it was late. At the police station he stopped and walked back down the other side of the street, all the way back to the corner of Briar. He turned down it and looked for lights on the top floor of the three-flat. There were none.


He didn’t go in. He walked, slowly, a block and a half east to the small blue house with black shutters, the shiny black door. Most of the houses on this street were as large as the structurally unsound one-time mansion that contained Yale and Charlie’s apartment, but Yale had always loved this little one that stood sandwiched between stone giants. Compact and tidy and not too glamorous, which was why, ever since he’d noticed the “For Sale” sign out front, he’d been entertaining the wild question of whether he and Charlie might be able to afford it. Who on earth ever bought a house? But maybe they could. To own a piece of the city, to have something that was theirs, that no one could kick them out of on any pretext—that would be something. It might start a trend! If Charlie did it, other guys who could afford to would follow.


He looked back up the block. No Charlie, no crowd of drunken revelers. This was as good a place as any to wait. Better than the empty apartment. He stepped closer to the sign, so he wouldn’t look like a creep.


They could have parties where people gathered on the porch to smoke and talk, where they’d grab more beer from the kitchen and bring it out and sit right there on a big wooden swing.


He wanted, suddenly, to scream for Charlie, to call into the city so loudly they’d all hear. He pushed his foot hard against the sidewalk and breathed through his nose. He looked at the beautiful house.


Yale could memorize the real estate agent’s number—the last three digits were all twos—and call this week. And then this wouldn’t just be the night they didn’t go to Nico’s funeral, the night Yale felt so horrifically alone; it would be the night he found their house.


He was getting cold. He walked back up Briar and up to the apartment. Everything was dark and still, but he checked the bed. Empty, the blue comforter still bunched on Charlie’s side. He wrote down the agent’s number before it fled his mind.


It was seven o’clock, which explained his growling stomach. He should have filled up on abandoned hors d’oeuvres before he left.


And suddenly he had a new theory: food poisoning. He’d been a little sick, hadn’t he? It could have hit everyone else harder, sent them carpooling to the hospital. It was the first reasonable story he’d come up with. He congratulated himself for not taking a deviled egg when they came by.


He made a double cheese sandwich—three slices of provolone and three of cheddar, brown mustard, lettuce, onion, tomato, rye bread—and sat on the couch and bit in. This was a better version of what he’d lived on at Michigan, at the campus snack bar where burger toppings—including cheese—had been free. He’d stick two slices of bread in his backpack in the morning, then load them up at noon.


He dialed Charlie’s mother. Teresa was from London—Charlie’s slightly faded accent magnified, in her, into something glorious—but she lived in San Diego now, drinking chardonnay and dating aging surfers.


She said, “How are you!” And he knew from her lightness, her surprise, that Charlie hadn’t called her from a hospital or prison cell tonight.


“Good, good. The new job is perfect.” It wasn’t unusual for Yale to call Teresa independent of Charlie. She was, as she knew, his only mother in any real sense of the word. Yale’s own mother was a former child actress who’d tried to settle down in small-town Michigan, then ran off when Yale was three to act again. He grew up watching her on the sly, first on The Guiding Light and then on The Young and the Restless, on which she still made rare appearances. Her character, it seemed, was too old for regular storylines now, but her character’s son, who actually looked a bit like Yale, was still central; so she’d come back to weep whenever the son was kidnapped or had cancer.


Yale had seen his mother exactly five times after the day she left, always when she swept through town with belated presents for the holidays she’d missed. She was a lot like her soap characters: aloof, mannered. Her last visit was Yale’s fourteenth birthday. She took him out for lunch and insisted he have a milkshake for dessert. Yale was full, but she was so vehement that he gave in and then spent weeks wondering if she thought he was too thin, or if it really meant something to her, giving her son something sweet, something that ought to make him happy. It hadn’t made him happy, and Yale still couldn’t see a milkshake without also seeing his mother’s red fingernails tapping anxiously on the table, the only part of her body that wasn’t completely controlled. “It’s going to be so interesting,” she’d said to him that day, “to see what you become.” When he turned twenty, she sent him a check for three thousand dollars. Nothing when he turned thirty. Teresa, on the other hand, had flown into town and taken him to Le Francais, which she couldn’t afford. Teresa would send him clippings from magazines, articles about art or swimming or asthma or the Cubs or anything else that made her think of Yale.


“Tell me all about it,” Teresa said. “You’re wooing the rich folks, is it?”


“Partly. We’re trying to build the collection.”


“You know you have a gift for charm. Mind, I’m not calling you slick. You’re charming like a puppy.”


“Huh,” he said and laughed.


“Oh Yale, learn to take a compliment.”


He managed to keep her on the phone for twenty minutes, telling her about the gallery space, the donors, the university. She told him the rabbits were into her lettuce, or someone was eating her lettuce, and didn’t that sound like a thing the rabbits would do? Yale ran the dust cloth along the television, the picture frames, the antique shaving mirror he kept out here on the bookshelf, the wooden box that housed Charlie’s childhood marble collection.


She said, “This must be costing a fortune. Is Charlie there?”


“He’s out,” Yale said, as cheerfully as he could.


“Well. Tell him his old mum had two sons last she checked, and it’s been weeks since she’s heard from the one she carried.”


He said, “We love you, Teresa.”


It was the absolute middle of the night, Yale could tell without rolling toward the clock, when he heard the door and then the refrigerator, when he saw the hall light through his eyelids. He said, “Charlie?”


There was no answer, so he sat up, swung his feet off the bed. And there was Charlie’s silhouette, leaning against the doorframe. Drunk.


Yale would have shouted if he were more awake, but he could just barely manage to speak. “What the fuck happened?”


“I could ask the same.”


“No, you couldn’t. No, you could not. I go—I go upstairs for five minutes. What the hell time is it?” He grabbed his alarm clock, turned the red numbers toward himself: 3:52 a.m. “What happened to you?”


“I went out after.”


“After what?”


“The raid.”


“There—the cops came?” It was the first thing he’d considered, but he’d dismissed it so quickly.


“What? No. After we went to Nico’s.”


Yale looked around the room, made sure he was awake.


Charlie said, “Look, I don’t know when you vanished, but by the time we went to Nico’s, you were missing. I hope you had a brilliant time. I hope it was splendid.”


Yale said, idiotically, “You went to Nico’s.”


“We raided his apartment.”


“Oh.”


“We went—You know how his parents weren’t going to let Terrence back in. But Terrence had a key, and he was—were you gone by then?” Charlie hadn’t moved from the doorway. It seemed to take him great effort to assemble a sentence, even to form consonants. “He had the key and he showed it to Richard, and Richard said we should all go there straightaway. And we did. And Fiona’s going to cover for us. And we got his stuff. Look.” He started unwrapping something from his own neck. Backlit as Charlie was, Yale could only see the long untwisting of it.


“Is that Nico’s scarf?” He was trying to piece it together. That everyone had abandoned their drinks en masse and walked to Clark to divvy up Nico’s belongings. That they had pillaged, in the best possible way. And he hadn’t been there.


Nico wore that stripy orange scarf everywhere. It was how you’d recognize him from across a winter street.


“What about the servers? The boys with the food?”


“I imagine they took off. We just moved the party. But you were already doing lord knows what.”


“Charlie, I was lying down. For like five minutes, upstairs.” Maybe it had been half an hour, but wasn’t it basically the same?


“I know where you were. It was a great topic of conversation.”


“And no one came to get me?”


“We didn’t want to interrupt you.” Charlie seemed furious—seething, barely holding something in.


“From lying down with an upset stomach?”


“Everyone saw you go up with Teddy.”


“Teddy?” He wanted to laugh but stopped himself. It would sound defensive. “Teddy left. He walked out the front door when the slide show started.”


Charlie was quiet. He might have been processing something, or he might have been about to vomit.


Yale said, “Even if he stayed, what the hell would I be doing with him? Listen. I went upstairs because I needed to be alone.”


Charlie said, slowly, unsurely, “I saw him. I saw him during the slide show.”


“Are you thinking of the picture? Teddy dressed up as Cher? Charlie, sit down.” He didn’t. “Listen: I felt woozy, and I came down maybe five, ten minutes later. Fifteen at most. And I thought—I don’t even know what I thought. Everyone was gone, and I was the only one left. It was the weirdest fucking moment of my life. And I still don’t understand why you’re getting home ten hours later.”


“I—we went out after.” Charlie sounded, bizarrely, disappointed—as if he’d hung so much anger on Yale’s having been with Teddy that he didn’t know what to do with himself now. “Fiona said you were with Teddy.”


“Fiona is the ‘everyone’ who saw this?”


“The main one.”


“Fiona was wasted. And Christ, she’s been a wreck.”


“You were both gone. You both vanished at the same time.”


“And she saw us do what? She saw him carry me up the stairs like a bride?”


“No, she just—I asked where you were, and she said you were upstairs. And I said, ‘Why would he go upstairs?’ and she said, ‘I think Teddy’s up there too.’ ” And then he paused, as if he’d just heard how ridiculous he sounded.


“Okay then.”


“But she kept saying it.”


“Well, she was drunk.”


“Go back to sleep,” Charlie said. “I’ll be there in a minute.”


Yale hadn’t expected to fall asleep, but the next time he rolled over it was 6 a.m. and Charlie was curled into a ball beside him. Two full water glasses and a bottle of aspirin sat on Charlie’s nightstand next to his usual bottles of vitamin B and ginseng; he expected to wake up hung over. It was a scene Yale would rather miss any day, but especially now. At least Charlie’s paper had been put to bed early this week, so they all could attend the party. The drivers would distribute the paper today while the staff slept in or hunched over toilet bowls.


He watched Charlie’s ribs rise and fall through his pale skin. Blond freckles covered his shoulders, his face, his arms, but his chest was polished ivory. He was soft, as if his skin had never seen the weather, and when a bone—an elbow, a kneecap, a rib—showed through, it was like a foreign object poking at a piece of silk.


Yale showered and dressed as quietly as he could. He didn’t want breakfast.


Nico’s orange scarf lay on the floor with Charlie’s clothes. And on the kitchen counter, in a shopping bag, were other things: a half-empty vodka bottle, Nico’s blue Top-Siders, a blank postcard from Vancouver, pewter cuff links in a velvety box, Leaves of Grass. Yale wished he’d been there. Not to wind up with some keepsake necessarily but just to touch everything, to think about Nico, to learn things about him he’d never known. If you learned new details about someone who was gone, then he wasn’t vanishing. He was getting bigger, realer. The Top-Siders would never fit Charlie’s enormous feet; they must have been for Yale. How typical of Charlie: Even when he was furious, even when he thought Yale might have been screwing around with someone else, he’d gotten him a present.


Yale slipped off his own loafers and slid the shoes on. They were snug, his toes pushing against the stitching and puckered leather, but he liked it that way, his feet being squeezed by Nico. They didn’t look right with his khakis, but they didn’t look wrong exactly either.


He took the El from Belmont up to Evanston, resting the back of his head against the window. What had once been the center of a cowlick was growing into a small bald spot—unfair! He was only 31!—mercifully hidden by the dark curls around it. If he found a good angle, the coolness of the window soaked into his scalp, chilled his whole body. Yesterday it had been too warm for coats; today you’d be miserable without one. Even so, the air felt good, bracing. And the cold walk from the station to the gallery was nice too. It was just after seven, only joggers out.


The Brigg occupied the ground floor of what used to be a small classroom building, with a modified hallway serving as the gallery itself. The heating was temperamental and voices traveled through the walls, but the place had character. They had room for only small shows right now, and the hope was to outgrow this space in the next few years, and (this was where Yale came in) to have the money to outgrow it. Part of which had to do with fundraising, and part of which had to do with sucking up to the president, the university board.


Yale’s office was made smaller by dark bookshelves on all four walls, and he loved it that way. He’d been bringing books from home, one box at a time, but still most of the shelves remained empty. Or, rather, were filled with dust and old coffee mugs. He was supposed to get a student intern next quarter, and he imagined asking this industrious young person to fill the shelves with auction catalogs, to scour used bookstores for decent art books.


His side project for the week was to assemble his Rolodex, and he attempted this now: pink cards for colleagues, blue for previous donors, green for potential donors, yellow for collectors, white for other contacts. He fed each card carefully into the typewriter, copied out the addresses. But what he’d thought would be a mindless task proved frustratingly complex. The files he’d inherited were largely undated, so he sometimes couldn’t tell which of two addresses was current. He typed four different phone numbers onto one card, then stopped and realized he should just try calling, introduce himself. But it was too early in the morning, and so he put the card aside.


At nine, he started hearing footsteps and smelling coffee. At 9:30, Bill Lindsey rapped on Yale’s open door with one knuckle. Bill, the gallery director, had long ears and wet, darting eyes. An old-school academic, all bow tie and elbow patches. Yale was fairly sure he was closeted and would never come out.


Bill said, “Getting the worm!”


“I’m sorry?”


“You’re early.”


“Oh. I wanted the weekend to be over.”


“Have you met—” Bill walked in and lowered his voice. “Have you met Cecily Pearce?”


“Several times.”


It was a ridiculous question. Cecily was Director of Planned Giving for the university—a job at once parallel to and infinitely larger than Yale’s.


“She called Friday after you left. I think she’ll be dropping in. Now my advice with Cecily is, if you disagree, you don’t tell her. You just ask a question. You go, ‘Are you worried this could result in thus-and-such?’ I’m saying this because I don’t know why she’s coming down here. She gets these grand ideas.”


“Thanks for the heads-up.”


Bill’s eyes swam around the room. “I’d maybe—hmm. You don’t have personal photos, do you?”


“What, of Charlie? Of course not.” What on earth was Bill imagining, a Sears studio portrait? Yale attempted to smile neutrally.


“Good. Just—she’s okay, I don’t mean to imply otherwise. I never know what sets her off. She’s a hard nut.”


At noon, right as Yale intended to head out for lunch, Cecily Pearce appeared in the doorway with Bill. Cecily had a Princess Diana haircut, soft and voluminous. She was quite a bit older than Diana, certainly over forty—but with some pearls, a tiara, she’d be a convincing double. And yet there was, indeed, something terrifying about the woman. It might’ve had to do with the way she briskly looked you over, a headmistress examining you for dress code violations.


She said, “Mr. Tishman,” and advanced to his desk, extending a dry hand. “I’m hoping you’re free tomorrow.” She spoke at a tremendous clip.


“I can be. What time?”


“All day. Possibly all night as well.” No evident embarrassment. Either she didn’t realize what she’d said, or she already had Yale completely figured out. Behind her, in the doorway, Bill cocked his head, bemused. “I’ll supply the car,” she said, “unless you have one. Do you have a car?”


“No, I—”


“But you drive?”


“I have a license.”


“Let’s leave around nine.”


Yale wasn’t sure if he was allowed to ask where they were going. He said, “How shall I dress?”


“Warm, I suppose. She’s in Door County.”


Yale knew about Door County, the bit of Wisconsin that spiked up into Lake Michigan. In his mind it was a place where vacationing families went to pick their own fruit.


He said, “We’re visiting a donor?”


“It’s a rush situation, or I wouldn’t spring this on you.” She pulled a folder from under her arm, handed it over. “I have no idea if the art is any good. She clearly has money, at least. But you’re the one she wants to talk to. We can go over strategy tomorrow. It’s a four-and-a-half-hour drive.”


Yale opened the file after she left, after Bill Lindsey shot him a sympathetic look and walked her out of the building. On top was a Xerox of a handwritten letter from back in September, the cursive slanted and mannered. “Dear Mr. Tishman,” it began. So Cecily had kept, for two months, a letter addressed personally to him. It was dated after he’d been hired but before he’d begun the job. Had Bill passed it to her? And now she was throwing this at him with a day’s notice. Yale would tell Charlie about it when he got home. Righteous anger was a reliable way to break the chill. It continued:






My husband was Dr. David Lerner, Northwestern class of 1912. He passed in 1963, after military service, a medical degree from Johns Hopkins, and a career in oncology. He spoke fondly of his time as a Wildcat and wished to do something for the school, a fact I’ve kept in mind as I’ve planned my estate. My grandniece, Fiona Marcus, encouraged me to contact you, and I hope this letter finds you well. I understand the Brigg Gallery to be building a permanent collection.








This was the aunt, then, that Fiona was talking about last night. The coincidence of it unsettled him. That she should mention it months after the letter was sent, and it would instantly land on his desk. Would Teddy Naples land on his desk now, too, conjured from Fiona’s drunken mind?






I am in possession of a number of pieces of modern art, most dating from the early 1920s. The paintings, sketches, and line drawings include works by Modigliani, Soutine, Pascin, and Foujita. These have never been exhibited, nor have they been in any collection but my own; they were obtained directly from the artists. I’m afraid I have no paperwork on the pieces, but I can personally vouch for their authenticity. In all, I have around twenty pieces that might interest you, as well as some corresponding artifacts.


I am in poor health and cannot travel, but wish to meet with someone who can speak to how these pieces would be cared for. I am concerned that they find a home in which they’ll be exhibited, appreciated, and preserved. I invite you to visit me here in Wisconsin, and hope we may correspond regarding a date for meeting.












With warmest regards,


Nora Marcus Lerner


(Mrs. David C. Lerner, Northwestern ’12)








Yale squinted at the paper. “Obtained directly from the artists” was a little suspect. The men Nora Lerner had listed were not, for the most part, ones who hawked their own paintings on street corners to visiting Americans. And this could be a logistical nightmare. Proving authenticity on any one piece—with no paperwork, no catalog listings—might take years. This woman would need to get everything authenticated before it could be appraised for her taxes, and it would either turn out to be junk, or she’d realize how much she was giving away and change her mind. In Yale’s last months at the Art Institute, a man was set to donate a Jasper Johns (numbers stacked in a glorious mess of primary colors), until he learned the current value of the piece and his daughter convinced him to will it to her instead. Yale was a development guy, not an art guy, or at least he wasn’t supposed to be an art guy, but he had let himself fall in love with that painting. He knew better. Farmers shouldn’t name their animals. But then, the whole reason he’d taken this job was the chance to build something on his own. He ought to be thrilled.


A small, cowardly part of him hoped he’d get up to Door County and find that the pieces were such obvious forgeries that Northwestern could refuse the gift. Better, in some ways, than finding a plausible van Gogh, an invitation to heartbreak. But no, it didn’t make a difference, really, what he found. He’d have to bend over backward for this woman even if these pieces were traced out of an art book, just so he wouldn’t offend an endowment case.


The rest of the file did little to clarify things. There were further letters, far more tedious, about meeting times, and someone in Cecily’s office had assembled a dossier on the Lerners. David Lerner was decently successful, and had given unremarkable amounts to Northwestern when he was alive, but there was nothing to suggest they could afford millions of dollars of art. You never knew, though, where people got their money, or where they hid it. Yale had learned not to ask. And hadn’t Fiona and Nico grown up on the North Shore? There was money up there, even if Nico and Fiona were always broke, even if he’d never heard them mention any millionaires.


On the bottom of one memo, a handwritten scrawl: “Cecily,” it said, “are we involving the Brigg people yet?” The memo was two weeks old. Yale should have been indignant, but he did see where Cecily was coming from. He was new, the gallery itself was relatively new, and this was, potentially, a major donor. She was involving him now, at least. Except part of him wished she weren’t. Probably he was just tired, but all he felt was a sort of pre-dentist-visit dread.


He didn’t know what condition he’d find Charlie in. He might be sweet and contrite, or he might still be angry about nothing. Or he might have taken off, buried himself in work to avoid the whole situation.


But before Yale opened the door, he heard voices. A relief: A crowd was good. Charlie and two of his staffers, Gloria and Rafael, sat around the coffee table poring over back issues. Charlie was in the habit of overworking his staff on the sly by inviting them over on Mondays to celebrate after the week’s issue was out. He’d feed them and then get them working again, right in the living room. As publisher, Charlie might have been hands-off with the paper, but he’d stayed involved with every decision from alderman endorsements to ads. He owned a travel agency with an office on Belmont, and he’d funneled its proceeds into Out Loud Chicago since the paper’s founding three years ago. Charlie wasn’t even particularly interested in travel or in helping other people travel; he’d bought the agency in ’78 from an older lover who was particularly charmed by him and ready to retire. Charlie only went in once a week these days to make sure the place hadn’t burned down and to meet with the few clients who’d specifically requested his attention. He had no problem giving complete autonomy to his agents, but believed his editors and writers required his constant supervision. It drove them nuts.


Yale waved and got himself a beer and disappeared into the bedroom to pack. It took him a few minutes to notice the bed: Charlie had spelled out “SORRY” down Yale’s side in M&Ms. Tan for the S, yellow for the O, and so on. He grinned, ate three orange candies from the tail of the Y. Charlie’s apologies were always tangible and elaborate. The most Yale ever managed was a feeble note.


Yale was debating sweaters when Gloria called him back to the living room. Gloria was a tiny lesbian with earrings all the way up both ears. She handed him an old issue, open to rows of beefcake photos, each advertising a bar or video or escort service. “Flip through,” she said. “Tell me when you see a woman. Or anyone who isn’t a young white guy, for that matter.”


Yale had no luck in the ad section. In a photo of the Halloween party at Berlin, he found two drag queens. “I don’t suppose this counts,” he said.


“Look,” Charlie said. He was worked up. “Ads will dominate the visuals no matter what, and we can’t ask a bathhouse to show, what? The cleaning lady?”


Rafael said, “Yeah, but Out and Out—” and then he swallowed his words. Out and Out was new, founded by three staffers who’d quit Charlie’s paper last year, in a huff that Out Loud Chicago still relegated lesbian-specific coverage to four color-coded pages in the back. Yale had to agree—it seemed regressive, and the headlines were pink—but Charlie’s remaining lesbian staffers preferred the editorial control it gave them. The new paper was cheaply printed and didn’t have great distribution, but even so, Charlie had stepped up his game in response. Same party shots but more activism, editorials, theater and film reviews.


Charlie said, “Out and Out doesn’t have the same problem because they can’t sell ads to save their life.”


Yale grabbed pretzels from the bag on the table, and Rafael nodded meekly. He’d been appointed Editor in Chief after those three staffers left, but he hadn’t learned to shout Charlie down yet, and he’d have to. Funny, because Rafael was hardly shy. He was known for coming right up and biting your face if he was drunk enough. He’d started out as the nightlife reviewer—he was young and cute, with spiked-up hair, and he’d worked as a dancer—but he turned out to be an excellent editor, and despite his deference to Charlie, despite the diminished staff, the paper was better than ever. Hipper too.


Yale said, his mouth full, “Gloria, I never see many photos from the dyke bars. Could you do more coverage there?”


“We don’t like to pose as much as you guys!” she said, and when Charlie threw his hands up in exasperation, she laughed at herself.


Charlie said, “I tell you what. We’ll do a new quarter-pager for my agency, and we’ll have two women for the photo. Walking along sharing a suitcase, something like that.”


Gloria nodded, appeased. To Yale she said, “He’s hard to stay mad at, you know.”


“Story of my life.”


Yale managed to get back to the bedroom, finish packing. He laid out Nico’s blue Top-Siders to wear for luck. He swept the M&Ms into his hand, put them in his blazer pocket for tomorrow.


He dialed Fiona from the phone by the bed. Mostly he wanted to check in, see if she was eating, if she’d made it home safely. He worried about her. She had no family left, not really. She was close to Terrence, but when Terrence died too—he could picture a million terrible endings to her story, drugs and alleys and botched abortions and violent men.


And he would ask about this great-aunt, thank her for making the connection. On a selfish level, he also wanted to lead the conversation around to last night—to why Fiona would have said that about him and Teddy. But he could imagine how it played out. She was drunk, confused, devastated. Not malicious. He forgave her. And if she’d answer the phone, he’d say so. But she never picked up.


He was doing a crossword in bed when Charlie came in, the living room empty at last. Charlie looked at the suitcase and didn’t say anything. He went into the bathroom for a long time, and when he came out he said, flatly, “You’re leaving me.”


Yale sat up, put his pencil down.


“Good God, Charlie.”


“What am I supposed to think?”


“That I’m gone for one night. For work. Why the hell would I leave you?”


Charlie rubbed his head, watched his own foot toe the suitcase. “Because of how awful I was.”


Yale said, “Come to bed.” Charlie did, unfolding himself on top of the covers. “You never used to freak out like this.”


When they first got together, it was casual for a few months. Yale was still new to Chicago, and Charlie took perverse joy in shocking Yale with the options available to him in the city, the things he hadn’t seen in Ann Arbor. He brought him to The Unicorn—the first time Yale had ever been in a bathhouse. He’d had fun laughing at Yale’s squeamishness, the way he folded his arms over his stomach, his questions about whether this was legal. They just ended up making out with each other in a corner, in the dim red light, then leaving for the privacy of Charlie’s place. Another time, Charlie took him to the Bistro and pointed out the men on the dance floor that Yale should, one day, be sure to “snog.” Charlie used to overdo his Briticisms, knowing Yale loved it. “I feel like I’m part of some news report,” Yale had said that night. “You know how every report on, like, Who Are the Gays? has that stock disco footage in the background? We’ve stepped into stock gay footage.” And Charlie said, “Well, you’re messing it up by standing still and looking frightened.” Yale remembered “Funkytown” ending and Charlie saying, “Watch!” The glitter cannons at the corners of the dance floor shot off, and the shirtless men who’d already looked like fitness models suddenly shone with blue and pink and green glitter. It stuck to their sweat, defined their shoulders. “That one,” Charlie said, pointing at a luminescent dancer. “Give that man your number now.”


Even as Yale had wanted nothing right then but to be alone with Charlie, he’d taken huge delight in the idea of the Bistro. There had been one real gay bar in Ann Arbor, but nothing like this, not a gay disco, not a space where everyone was so happy. The place in Ann Arbor had been filthy, with a sad jukebox and windows full of dying geraniums meant to obstruct the view from the street. There’d always been a skulking vibe, a sense that any happiness was somehow stolen. Here the music blasted and there were three bars and a pair of neon lips and multiple mirror balls. The excess of the place felt exultant. There wasn’t as much on Halsted, five years back—bars were just starting to pop up; people were just starting to move there; and Boystown (no one had even called it that yet) was just starting to coalesce—and so this place, way down by the river, was where Yale first fell in love with the city.


At the Bistro, Yale felt entitled to joy. Even if he was just watching from the wall, drink in hand. This, the Bistro announced, was a town where good things would happen. Chicago would unfurl its map to him one promising street, one intoxicating space, at a time. It would weave him into its grid, pour beer in his mouth and music in his ears. It would keep him.


The relationship grew serious that fall—drunk, Yale whispered into Charlie’s ear that he was in love, and Charlie whispered back, “I need you to mean that,” and things progressed from there—and for about a year, Charlie worried aloud that Yale hadn’t experienced the city’s freedoms, hadn’t been with enough men, and that one day he’d wake up and decide he needed to live some more. Charlie would say, “You’re going to look back on this and wonder why you wasted your youth.” Yale was twenty-six then, and Charlie somehow imagined their age gap to be practically generational even though he only had five years on Yale. But Charlie had started alarmingly young, in London. Yale was still figuring himself out sophomore year at Michigan.


Eventually things settled. Yale was suited to relationships, to the point that Teddy thought it was great fun to call him a lesbian, to ask how life on the commune was going. He’d stayed with each of his first two lovers for a year. He hated drama—hated not only the endings of things but the bumpy beginnings as well, the self-doubt, the nervousness. He was tired of meeting guys in bars, would rather lick a sidewalk than look for action in some parking lot by the beach. He enjoyed having standing plans with someone. He liked going to the movies and actually watching the movie. He liked grocery shopping. For two years, things were easy.


And then, after the virus hit Chicago—slow-motion tsunamis from both coasts—Charlie suddenly, inexplicably, worried all the time, not about AIDS itself but about Yale leaving him for someone else. Last May, before he realized how deep the insecurity had grown, Yale had said yes to a weekend pilgrimage with Julian and Teddy up to the Hotel Madison—a trip Charlie couldn’t join because he wouldn’t leave the paper, even for three days. They explored the city and danced in the hotel’s bars and Yale spent most of Saturday night listening to the Cubs on the radio, but when they got back, Charlie questioned him for an hour about where everyone had slept and how much they’d drunk, about every single thing Julian had done—and then he barely spoke to Yale for a week. He claimed to understand now that nothing happened up there, but the idea of Yale with Julian or Teddy or both of them had taken his imagination hostage. It was more often Julian that Charlie worried about, in fact. Julian was the flirt, the one who’d offer you a bite of cake off his own fork. The Teddy thing was odd, specific to last night.


Yale rolled toward Charlie and decided to apply Bill Lindsey’s advice on talking to Cecily Pearce. He phrased it as a question: “Do you think it’s possible that all the sickness and funerals and everything—they’ve made us feel less secure? Because this is new for you. And I’ve never given you reason to worry.”


Charlie spoke to the window. “I’m going to say something terrible, Yale. And I don’t want you to judge me.” And then he didn’t say anything at all.


“Okay.”


“The thing is, the most selfish part of me is happy about this disease. Because I know until they cure it, you won’t leave me.”


“That’s fucked up, Charlie.”


“I know.”


“No, that’s really fucked up, Charlie. I can’t believe you said that out loud.” He could feel a vein pulse in his throat. He might get in Charlie’s face and scream.


But Charlie was shaking.


“I know.”


“Come here.” He rolled Charlie toward him like a log. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I’m not looking for anyone else.” Yale kissed his forehead, and he kissed his eyes and chin. “We’re all under a lot of stress.”


“That’s generous.”


“You get afraid of one thing, and suddenly you’re afraid of everything.”




2015


Fiona realized, as her cab approached the center of the city, that it was too early. She’d imagined delays and traffic, but here they were at 7:22 a.m., and she’d told Richard nine o’clock. She had the cabbie pull over and show her, on her fold-out map, where she was—she didn’t want to wear out her phone battery till she was sure her charger would work with the converter she’d bought at O’Hare—and then she got out and started walking definitively down the broad sidewalk, even though she wasn’t sure it was the right way at all.


At the corner, she checked the map again (her face buried in it, suitcase next to her, like the world’s most muggable tourist), and it looked like three miles. Walking, she could keep her eyes peeled in a way she couldn’t from a cab. Better use of her time than sitting on her ass at Richard’s, waiting for business hours so she could call the private investigator back. (A private investigator! How was this her life?) She had booked the first flight she could afford, and the urgency of the packing and dog-sitting arrangements made the whole thing feel like a race, but what was one more hour? The video was two years old. Still, walking felt like a delay. She should be getting there and doing something.


If she saw the Seine, she’d feel better. She just needed to follow it west. Fiona remembered both islands from her high school trip; they’d stopped at Notre Dame, on the bigger island, where some classmate had read grisly suicide statistics out of a guidebook.


She passed a father carrying a little boy on his shoulders. The boy held a Buzz Lightyear, zoomed it in front of his father’s glasses.


It was a stroke of fate that she’d be staying right in the middle of the river, because hadn’t the video shown Claire on a bridge? It had been impossible to tell which one—the video was grainy and didn’t reveal much background—but after looking at photos online, Fiona had eliminated a few. It was one with padlocks all over the chain link, but apparently most bridges had that now.


She passed bouquinistes opening up their green stands of paperbacks and antique pornography. She stopped at each bridge to see if it looked like Claire’s bridge, to see if Claire had been magically frozen to the spot. It was a gorgeous day, she’d failed to notice. And my God, she was in Paris. Paris! But she couldn’t summon much awe. Her daughter may or may not have still been involved with the Hosanna Collective, and was probably still under Kurt Pearce’s thumb. Her daughter may or may not have been the mother of the little girl in the video, the girl with blonde curls like Fiona’s. All of those things felt more foreign to her than the simple fact of Paris. Paris was just a city. Anyone’s path might lead here. But who ever thought their baby would get mixed up in a cult? Who imagined this was how they’d experience Paris—searching it for someone who didn’t want to be found?


It was quite possibly a hopeless quest. When had her attempts to reach Claire not backfired?


She’d been thinking lately about a time when Claire was seven, when they’d all been in Florida at the beach—she and Damian still married, just barely—and Fiona had announced that it was time to go, that Claire had already been given extra time to finish her sandcastle. Claire had started to cry, and instead of leaving her alone, instead of letting her have her way, Fiona decided to hug her. Claire pushed her away and ran to the water, throwing herself into the surf with her sundress on. “Let her cry it out,” Damian had said, but twenty yards down the sand Claire had picked herself up and walked into the ocean, thigh deep, waist deep. “She’s not going to stop,” Fiona said, and Damian laughed and said, “She’s Virginia Woolfing herself.” But she really was, and Fiona was up and running, knowing better than to call to Claire, knowing that at the sound of her voice Claire might throw herself under the waves. By the time she reached her, grabbed Claire from behind, the water was up to her own chest; Claire’s feet hadn’t touched sand in a long time. That was just one day. Claire had done similar and worse on a thousand others. But the incident had taken on greater meaning lately: the first time Claire had flung herself off the continent.


Fiona crossed to Île Saint-Louis and passed an ice-cream shop, the smell of the waffle cones reminding her that she was starving, and she passed shops selling bright leather purses and wine and Venetian masks. Here, finally, was Richard’s building, three stone stories above a shoe shop. “Campo/Thibault,” it said beside one of the five black buzzers. It was 8:45 now—close enough, good enough. She rang, and a minute later it wasn’t Richard who came down but a thin young man in a motorcycle jacket. He said, “You’ve arrived! I’m Serge, partner of Richard.” Ree-sharr. “I take you up, okay? You get settled. Richard is having a shower, then he joins us.”


Serge plucked up her suitcase as if it were empty, and she followed him up the dark stairs.


The apartment was chic and sparse, but the light fixtures and windows and the wrought iron railings outside the glass doors looked wonderfully ancient, and the details on the walls—the relief pattern of vines, and even the light switch panels—had been softened by endless layers of paint. Fiona remembered Richard’s place in Lincoln Park, the treacly peaches and pinks. This was its opposite: bright monochromatic paintings over gray furniture straight out of an architecture magazine. Serge showed her where she’d be staying—a book-lined room with a white bed and a single plant—and then brought her to the kitchen and poured her an orange juice. She heard Richard’s shower end, and Serge called that Fiona was here. Richard called back something she couldn’t understand, and it took her a moment to realize he’d answered in French.


A minute later, there he was, interrupting Serge’s tour of the view. He’d combed what remained of his hair wetly to his scalp, and he wore a pressed shirt that was too large, as if he’d recently shrunk. He cried, “Fiona Marcus in the flesh!” and grabbed her arms to air-kiss both cheeks, and although she hadn’t used that surname in decades, she didn’t correct him. It was a gift, this name of her youth handed back to her by someone she associated with a time when she’d been optimistic and unencumbered. Granted, she associated him with the next years, too, the ones with Nico gone, with Nico’s friends, who’d become her only friends, dying one by one and two by two and, if you looked away for a second, in great horrible clumps. But still, still, it was a time she missed, a place she’d fly back to in a heartbeat.


“Now the trick, my dear, is to keep you awake the rest of the day. No sleep whatsoever. Caffeine, but only if you drink it regularly. And no wine, not a drop, till you’re rehydrated.”


“He’s an expert,” Serge said. “Before I met Richard I hadn’t crossed the Atlantic.”


“And now how many times?” Richard asked. “Twenty?”


“Alors, beaucoup de temps,” Fiona said, speaking French for no reason at all, and then became certain that she’d just said “a lot of weather.” She felt dizzy and stupid and like she really should lie down, against Richard’s advice. She said, “You mentioned coffee.”
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