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On the drive to Big Cat Lake, we played a game. It was my mother’s idea. It was dusk by the time we reached the state highway, and when there was no light left in the sky, except for a splash of cold, pale brilliance in the west, she told me they were looking for me.


‘They’re playing-card people,’ she said. ‘Queens and kings. They’re so flat they can slip themselves under doors. They’ll be coming from the other direction, from the lake. Searching for us. Trying to head us off. Get out of sight whenever someone comes the other way. We can’t protect you from them – not on the road. Quick, get down. Here comes one of them now.’


I stretched out across the backseat and watched the headlights of an approaching car race across the ceiling. Whether I was playing along, or just stretching out to get comfortable, I wasn’t sure. I was in a funk. I had been hoping for a sleepover at my friend Luke Redhill’s, ping-pong and late-night TV with Luke (and Luke’s leggy older sister Jane, and her lush-haired friend Melinda), but had come home from school to find suitcases in the driveway and my father loading the car. That was the first I heard we were spending the night at my grandfather’s cabin on Big Cat Lake. I couldn’t be angry at my parents for not letting me in on their plans in advance, because they probably hadn’t made plans in advance. It was very likely they had decided to go up to Big Cat Lake over lunch. My parents didn’t have plans. They had impulses and a thirteen-year-old son and they saw no reason to ever let the latter upset the former.


‘Why can’t you protect me?’ I asked.


My mother said, ‘Because there are some things a mother’s love and a father’s courage can’t keep you safe from. Besides, who could fight them? You know about playing-card people. How they all go around with little golden hatchets and little silver swords. Have you ever noticed how well armed most good hands of poker are?’


‘No accident the first card game everyone learns is War,’ my father said, driving with one wrist slung across the wheel. ‘They’re all variations on the same plot. Metaphorical kings fighting over the world’s limited supplies of wenches and money.’


My mother regarded me seriously over the back of her seat, her eyes luminous in the dark.


‘We’re in trouble, Jack,’ she said. ‘We’re in terrible trouble.’


‘Okay,’ I said.


‘It’s been building for a while. We kept it from you at first, because we didn’t want to scare you. But you have to know. It’s right for you to know. We’re – well, you see – we don’t have any money any more. It’s the playing-card people. They’ve been working against us, poisoning investments, tying assets up in red tape. They’ve been spreading the most awful rumors about your father at work. I don’t want to upset you with the crude details. They make menacing phone calls. They call me up in the middle of the day and talk about the awful things they’re going to do to me. To you. To all of us.’


‘They put something in the clam sauce the other night, and gave me wicked runs,’ my father said. ‘I thought I was going to die. And our dry cleaning came back with funny white stains on it. That was them too.’


My mother laughed. I’ve heard that dogs have six kind of barks, each with a specific meaning: intruder, let’s play, I need to pee. My mother had a certain number of laughs, each with an unmistakable meaning and identity, all of them wonderful. This laugh, convulsive and unpolished, was the way she responded to dirty jokes; also to accusations, to being caught making mischief.


I laughed with her, sitting up, my stomach unknotting. She had been so wide-eyed and solemn, for a moment I had started to forget she was making it all up.


My mother leaned towards my father and ran her finger over his lips, miming the closing of a zipper.


‘You let me tell it,’ she said. ‘I forbid you to talk any more.’


‘If we’re in so much financial trouble, I could go and live with Luke for a while,’ I said. And Jane, I thought. ‘I wouldn’t want to be a burden on the family.’


She looked back at me again. ‘The money I’m not worried about. There’s an appraiser coming by tomorrow. There are some wonderful old things in that house, things your great-grandfather left us. We’re going to see about selling them.’


My great-grandfather, Upton, had died the year before, in a way no one liked to discuss, a death that had no place in his life, a horror movie conclusion tacked on to a blowsy, Capraesque comedy. He was in New York, where he kept a condo on the fifth floor of a brownstone on the Upper East Side, one of many places he owned. He called the elevator and stepped through the doors when they opened – but there was no elevator there, and he fell four stories. The fall did not kill him. He lived for another day, at the bottom of the elevator shaft. The elevator was old and slow and complained loudly whenever it had to move, not unlike most of the building’s residents. No one heard him screaming.
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