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For Joseph, who saw the race.









For without friends, no man would choose to live.


—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics










PART ONE



Boulesis


Rational Desire










CHAPTER 1



Houses


For even a house is a sort of public monument.


—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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Tuesday, March 4, 2003


Maui


IN HIS LATE FIFTIES, Stafford Hopkins began to wake up crying. Agnes had only recently returned to his bed and he could not think of a tactful way to mention this without sending her back to the pool house. He knew she would assume that men who cry in their sleep are unhappy men, and the unhappiness of others was, to her, a personal issue. There would be blame, first determined and then assigned, and it would happen suddenly. Unassigned blame frightened his wife, and he had learned to live with that, accepting it as he did his need for her presence in his life. He did not know if he still loved her, but assumed it was no longer necessary for him to know, because he was a successful man, his happiness maintained by diet, exercise, and well-planned trips to fine places. They had many friends, he and his wife, and they were managed carefully like other things. It had been a long time since anything in their lives was left to chance, and they had always been in agreement that it did not pay to be careless.


When they built the retirement property on Maui then, and he told her abruptly and without warning that he wanted to sell their other houses, the prospect frightened her. They fought for months, house by house, until he finally gave in and came, she said, to his senses. They had lived in Los Angeles for thirty years, she said. LA was home. Yes, she knew he had left the network. She was dimly aware of that. But he was still in demand as a creative consultant and business adviser on large projects and important industry matters, was he not? So where exactly would they stay when they returned to LA for meetings and parties and award shows? Where would they go if they had no house of their own in the city? Or did he think she would stay alone in Hawaii and he would fly back and forth when it suited him, staying in hotel suites like an outsider, a junior executive? He was being selfish, which was normal, but he wasn’t thinking, which was not.


They had, after all, already downsized from the big house in Bel Air to the penthouse in Beverly Hills, and it was no trouble to maintain it at this point, none whatsoever. The little beach house in Malibu was well managed as a rental property and cost them virtually nothing to own. The apartment in New York was a financial asset whether they ever stayed there again or not. And as for their winter house, the house in Aspen that he always claimed to dislike so much? Well, that house, she said, that house had become too valuable to sell and it would not be fair to their daughter to sell it now, because it could not be replaced. Besides, she said, they both liked to see snow in the winter, did they not? Wasn’t that why they’d bought the Aspen house? Wasn’t that why they’d spent Christmas and New Year’s there for the past twelve bloody years? It had become a tradition, and traditions couldn’t just be tossed away like they were nothing—like they were magazines or old shoes.


This last argument had made him laugh, and she had surprised them both by not crying when he mocked her.


“When did this word tradition slip into your vocabulary?” he asked. “And are you sure it’s the word you’re looking for? Because I always thought a tradition was something deeper than a few winter holidays at an overpriced ski resort—self-indulgence on the grand scale, I admit—but not quite the same thing as the handing down of legends and customs from one generation to the next, which, last time I checked, was the real meaning of the word. But maybe there’s a new meaning? Something modern? American? It’s paradosis in Greek, isn’t it? Or maybe synetheia, depending on the context. I’d have to look it up.”


“I’m not stupid, Stafford,” she said.


“Who said you were stupid?” he replied.


“You did.”


“I did not say you were stupid.”


“You said it just the same as if you did,” she answered.


“Well, I’m sorry you think that.”


“No,” she said, “you’re not sorry. You’re never sorry about anything.”


“Really.”


“You’re not a sorry guy.”


“Well, I’m sorry you think that too,” he said.


“Because I’m not.”


“You’re not what?”


“Stupid. So you can shove that up your butt, Professor Hopkins, and elucidate your own asshole, which, I trust, you still know where to find.”


“I did not say you were stupid.”


But the truth was, Stafford did think Agnes was stupid, and that was because she was no longer discernible to him from the other women married to the other wealthy men of Los Angeles. She had learned to talk like them and dress like them and perhaps even think like them, and Stafford was ashamed of her now that she had finally mastered the art of dissembling. She had remained unaccountably stubborn, though, for a woman of their wealth and privilege, and he knew she would not give up easily, not when it came to her houses or any of the things that mattered to her.


Why, then, had she harangued him relentlessly in the months that followed. Why did he want to ruin everything now? Why couldn’t he just enjoy the life they had built for themselves? These were the fruits of their labors for God’s sake! They didn’t steal anything. They didn’t run people down in cars to get what they had. They worked very hard in a tough business and made some money and bought a few nice houses. Was that so terrible? Why couldn’t he just be happy? Why couldn’t he be like other men for once in his life? Like Brit’s husband or Annabel’s—or even Suzanne’s, now that he’d given up the little girlfriend. They didn’t torment their wives with this endless anguish about being rich in America. They gave a lot of money to charity and enjoyed the rest.


And so it went. Until finally, calmly, as they sat down to eat their breakfast one morning, she abandoned all arguments and instead, sawing the top of her egg off with the blunt edge of her knife, informed him without malice or sentiment that if he sold any of their houses, even so much as a garden shed, she would not go to Hawaii with him. Not for a month, a week, or a single day.


“You’ll have to go into exile alone, Stafford. And you won’t do well without me.”


He knew, of course, that she was right—and on both counts too—and he almost smiled, watching her scoop the inside of the egg out of its shell in measured little bites. He would not survive without her. She had held the winning card from the start, but he was impressed she had not played it sooner. Thus played, however, the agreement was struck quickly and the terms outlined as plainly as possible to avoid any cause for recrimination later.


They would live on the island of Maui from the fifteenth day of January until the first day of August. There would be a minimum of two trips back to the mainland during that time. They would return to Los Angeles for the month of August in preparation for their annual fall trips and for the industry parties leading up to the award shows, which she enjoyed attending. In mid-September, when the Emmys were over, they would travel to Europe or cruise or catch up on theater in London or perhaps a combination of several itineraries, and on the fifteenth day of November, they would fly to New York for two weeks. Following that, they would go to Aspen via Los Angeles and begin the preparations for Christmas and New Year’s, which, if done properly, would take more than a month but she didn’t like to be in Aspen before the first day of December because November could be dreary. And they would celebrate Christmas in the mountains, just as they had for the past twelve years. And if Callie came, they would try to forget old quarrels and concentrate instead on enjoying themselves. But even without Callie, even if she didn’t come and they were alone, there would be plenty to do because their other friends would be there, their Aspen friends. There would be cocktail parties and private dinners and the lavish brunches all beautifully done, and the time would fly by the way it always did at Christmas. And the snow would be there too, she said, great, frozen heaps of it. The snow that reminded him of Canada and her of a grandmother’s house in Big Falls, Wisconsin, a house she was glad to leave and happy to abandon.


“So you can drop your argument about houses, Stafford,” she said.


“And what argument is that?”


“That I have some kind of house fetish.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“That I can’t part with a house.”


“I said you can’t part with a house you like. The houses you think you own.”


“What do you mean, ‘think’?”


“Ownership is a state of mind, isn’t it?”


“Oh, don’t start with me, Stafford.”


“Sorry.”


“Anyhow, I could have kept that little house in Wisconsin if I really wanted it. It was mine—not yours, not ours, mine. At least, I think it was.”


“That’s my point.”


“No, that’s my point. I only keep houses I like.”


“And?”


“And I didn’t like the Big Falls house.”


“Noted.”


“So I got rid of it. As soon as it was mine, that is. Which means I can, technically, give up a house.”


“I withdraw my argument. I was wrong.”


“Thank you, Stafford.”
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The house in Big Falls, Wisconsin, the house she had disliked, was a three-bedroom bungalow with low ceilings, a single bathroom, and a tiny kitchen at the back of the house. There was a window in the living room set too high on the wall and a front door that opened backward, hinged on the wrong side. The house had been built in 1927 at a cost of twenty-four hundred dollars, and what it lacked in luxury, it made up for in the social misery of its future inhabitants. When it was sold, more than fifty years later, to a local businessman who leveled it to expand the parking for a popcorn shrimp franchise, it fetched just enough money to pay for the granite counters Agnes had ordered for the Aspen house. Stafford had pointed this out to his wife at the time, but she was unconcerned with the significance, financial or otherwise. What was the point of comparing these kinds of things, she asked him. The cost of granite in Aspen had nothing to do with anything in Big Falls. The money had come to her, in any event, as part of her grandmother’s estate, and if she wanted to blow it all on granite, she would—and did.


In truth, Stafford had no interest in the value of a house or anything else in Big Falls, Wisconsin. It was a place his wife had been sent to following the death of her mother, an event they had agreed, early in their marriage, not to dwell on. It was a Saturday morning in August and Agnes, a little girl of seven or perhaps eight, was standing on the sidewalk outside the apartment building in Madison where she lived with her unhappy mother, waiting, she told Stafford, for the ice-cream truck to come. She wanted a Creamsicle that day, and since they were expensive, she had taken the money from her mother’s change purse. Well, there was no point in asking, was there? A Creamsicle took a long time to eat if you didn’t gobble it up too quickly, and she was determined to have one. Absolutely determined.


But that was all she generally said about her mother’s death, and if it struck Stafford as odd that the story involved more details about ice cream on a stick than a drug-addled suicide found dead on the floor, he kept it to himself.
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The Hopkinses’ Maui house was extraordinary even by the standards of the wealthy, which, at this point in their lives, were the only standards they lived by. There had been very little discussion about the design of the house once they had settled the more pivotal issue of oceanfront or ocean view. The money was not the significant factor in making this decision; neither, oddly enough, was the status. They both hated the ocean and were reluctant, even on the calmest of days, to swim in it. Agnes was a competent swimmer but easily panicked by the unexpected movement of natural things while he, a poor swimmer at best, knew there would come a day when the ocean would be ready for him, and on that day he would drown. He had been told this three times in his life, and under circumstances so bizarre and disturbing he had decided it was easier to accept it as prophecy than seek rational explanation and prolong the uncertainty. In the meantime, though, he enjoyed looking at the water from a safe distance, as if measuring its strength against his own.


It was sometime during their second year on Maui that the crying started. He had always been an early riser, never able to sleep more than a few hours at a time, but he had not cried for many years, not since he was a boy, lying awake in the upstairs room over the kitchen, listening to the arguments that raged nightly between his parents over something Emmett had done or not done or might do. Stafford used to cry then, but only because he was afraid his father’s heart would give out a second time from all the worries and troubles that everybody said would kill a man with a bad heart. It would be Emmett’s fault, of course, because Emmett was an unreliable boy who drank and misbehaved and sometimes stole things from other people, and Stafford knew he would have to choose between a brother and a mother in the end.


But Stafford had put those years away and did not know why he wept now, a man of fifty-eight who had built a life for himself that no other boy from Napanee could have dreamed of, let alone achieved.


After a while, the first bird would begin chirping, almost apologetically, but quickly joined by the garrulous enthusiasm of the others until the sound of birds, some singing and some squawking, consumed the silence.


Stafford loved the sound of these birds and sometimes he would say so out loud, whispering to them, “I love you guys.”


Agnes had learned to sleep through the early-morning racket, but Stafford would lie on his back, letting the sounds wash over him like the memories of another life, not his own. His darkest fantasies no longer extended to mysterious encounters with bewitching strangers but seemed instead to have settled on the notion that he too had been a bird once, with a bird life and a bird family and bird problems. He was not embarrassed by the childishness of his thoughts, because they belonged only to him and he knew that he would never share them.


But soon he would roll over onto his side, careful not to drag the pale, silky sheets with him. He would draw his legs up close to his stomach and wrap his hands around his knees, and then he would cry into his pillow until it was wet and stained with the salt of his tears. And as he wept, the sound of the birds would gradually subside with the arrival of another day, and Stafford would stop crying and slowly swing his legs around to the floor and sit up. His wife would stir and stretch a hand toward him, resting it on the small of his back. She had beautiful hands, he thought, because they were not like the rest of her, which had become beautiful in the same carefully curated way her friends were. Only her hands had remained unchanged, and in them he could see the last vestige of who she had been and why he had once loved her. The square palms and straight fingers with the round nails.


When they were very young, he had once taken her hands into his own and kissed them and told her that his mother said a woman’s hands should look good with a potato in them. She had laughed with him then, and he remembered spending that weekend making love to her in a bed too small for two, with a sheet that wrapped around them like a shroud.
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“What time is it, Stafford?”


“It’s early. Go back to sleep.”


“Is it nice out?”


“It will be.”


“Tell Kelly to start in the kitchen.”


“Today? She comes today?”


“It’s Tuesday, Stafford.”


“I thought she came on Fridays.”


“And on Tuesdays.”


“Right.”


“What time is your golf game?”


“Jim canceled.”


“That’s too bad.”


“I’ll bring you coffee later.”


“Don’t let me sleep too late, Stafford.”
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On Maui there is a light that comes over the hills of Kapalua at dawn and again at nightfall that gives the green slopes that tumble down to the sea the soft glow of velvet. Dark rows of Norfolk pines mark the ridges of these grassy hillsides, some of them edging the roads that weave their way up from the sea. From the top of the ridge, where Stafford’s house stood, the views west toward the islands of Molokai and Lanai were, he felt, more manageable in the early-morning light, the great shimmering mass of water that filled the horizon somehow easier on the eye. There were hidden and unseen swells that moved beneath the surface of the water, but from the top of Stafford’s hillside, when the light was soft, there was no sign of movement. It would change later, he knew. The light would change everything, and the wind would pick up by midmorning, after which there would be no holding back, no lingering reserve from the pale-blue sea that surrounded him.


There was an outside kitchen and an inside kitchen, both attached to the main house. There was another kitchen inside the pool house, and a fourth one on the far side of the swimming pool in the little pavilion that served as a bar shack for drinks. It was here that Stafford kept everything he needed for his predawn breakfasts. He liked tea in the morning, preferring it to the coffee his wife insisted on drinking later and throughout the day. It was the tea his father had drunk, a tea that once came with small china birds inside the box—robins and sparrows for the most part, but the occasional blue jay and, once, a red cardinal. It was an advertising gimmick popular at the time, an easy ploy designed to sell ordinary tea to ordinary people. It lasted a few years and then the magic faded and the birds stopped coming.


Still, Stafford was never able to open a box of his father’s tea without a fleeting hope he might yet find a little tea-bird inside, dusty and wayward from the long journey. He had collected them when he was a boy, lining them up on the windowsill in his room and naming them, gluing their broken beaks back on when they fell, and moving them to safety when the window was open and the wind blew in from the fields. But that was long ago, when he was still living on a Canadian farm, surrounded by the long winters and straight roads that led to other farms and other boys. The tea-birds of his boyhood were gone.
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“Stafford, it’s me. It’s your mother. Stafford, wake up.”


“I’m sleeping.”


“It’s already afternoon. It’s three o’clock in the afternoon, Stafford.”


“Go away.”


“The Shepherds came by again. They want to see you.”


“Tell them I’m sick.”


“They’re worried about you, Stafford. Everyone’s worried. They came by last night and again this morning. They said they’d call again after supper.”


“I don’t want to see them. Keep them away from me.”


“Stafford, it’s no good going on like this. You’re not a little boy anymore. You have to pull yourself together.”


“I don’t want to see them!”


“Crying won’t bring him back, Stafford.”


“Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you think I know?”


“All right, all right, don’t go all crazy again. I’ll tell them you’re sick. I’ll tell them you can’t see them just yet.”
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Stafford Hopkins liked a cup of strong tea in the morning, and he steeped it in a tin cup that had to be held carefully because the handle was broken, and the cup grew hot quickly and burned his fingers if they brushed against it. He thickened the tea with condensed milk and then added three lumps of white sugar, stirring carefully until the sugar dissolved. And when he was satisfied with the color and thickness of his brew, he took the cup and walked to the far edge of his property where the outer stone wall dropped into the hillside below. And there he drank the tea, the sun rising over the house behind him, taking away the coolness of dawn and the mysteries of childhood like an inhaled breath of air.


“We are lost people, both of us lost,” he said to his wife at the start of their exile. “And the best place to be lost is paradise.”


“Oh, for Jesus’ sakes, Stafford,” she said. “Get a fricking hobby.”










CHAPTER 2



Games


In the Olympic Games it is not the most beautiful and the strongest that are crowned, but those who compete.


—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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HOLLYWOOD LIKED STAFFORD’S WIFE. She was quick and fun and smarter than they gave her credit for, but that, of course, was the source of her charm. She didn’t need to be the star in the room. She was happy to let others shine and could adjust easily to the level of the other person, which was usually a notch or two below her own. But sometimes Stafford would watch Agnes as she took hold of the room and cast her charming spell over its inhabitants, and he would be suddenly anxious because he knew there was a ferocity within her that she could not always control. She was too easily wounded by uncertainty, and whenever happiness arrived or left, it did so like a great slam of a door, and he would see her face change from the girl he loved to a woman he feared.


None of this mattered when they were living in Canada, where they were generally shunned by the remnants of Stafford’s family, who disliked her for reasons of their own. But in Los Angeles, the deficiencies in her character ran the risk of derailing Stafford’s success in network television, without which they would not have been approved for membership at the prestigious private golf club they had waited six long years to join.


They were in their late thirties then, and her excitement was infectious. They were doing so well, the two of them. It was astonishing to think of who they were and where they had come from. But he was good at his job, wasn’t he, just wonderful at it, and they were both already certain he was being groomed for the top job. Their daughter was still small and the trouble there hadn’t started yet, and they had just bought the big house in Bel Air, and the money was pouring in, just pouring. She had learned to make martinis and host successful dinner parties, and their house had acquired the clean, sophisticated style that was expected of people in their social position. And now, a club. A private club. It was almost too much.


“Our first club!” she kept saying, like a dishwasher offered a seat in the dining room. “So when can we go? Will I need golf shoes?”


“‘Go’?”


“Play.”


“You’ll need lessons. A lot of them.”


“Oh, how hard can it be? I’d rather just go out and whack at the ball my own way. See how it feels. Nobody needs to see me, do they? Couldn’t we find a quiet day and play a few holes together, Stafford? You can show me what to do. It’ll be fun.”


“It’s not that simple,” he said, and he tried to explain to her that golf was an intricate, metaphysical game. That it was more than “whacking at the ball.” There were subtle social nuances, codes of conduct, and volumes of unspoken rules, all of which contributed, at different levels, to the complex etiquette of a wonderful game. Furthermore, he told his wife, playing golf at the level expected by the country club he had just paid six figures to join did not lend itself to her approach. You were expected to understand the game before you set foot on the links, and unless she was prepared to get serious and take some lessons and approach golf with the respect it deserved, he did not see any point in maintaining her membership as anything other than a social one. So no, they would not be going out and “whacking at the ball” together at the Bel-Air Country Club.


“Fine, then,” she said, and her voice was bright and cold, and he knew his wife was in trouble, and that meant they would fight, and it would be vicious from start to finish the way their fights always were. “Put me down for a social membership. Put me down for dining room hostess if that’s what you think I’d be good at, and I can fuck the kitchen staff on my breaks.”


And then, as was so often the case in those years, her shoulders tightened, and her hands went up, fingers splayed, the palms facing him like a child waiting for a hit but not ready to duck.


“Here we go,” Stafford said. “It was just too good a day, wasn’t it?”


“Shut up!”


“So you had to wreck it.”


“You put me down. You always put me down!”


“Oh, I put you down. What crap. You did this to yourself.”


“I didn’t.”


“You did this. You’re doing this.”


“I hate you, Stafford. I hate you!”


“You’re doing it to yourself. You’ve been looking for a fight since you got up this morning. I knew it was coming.”


“You shit-fucker.”


“Don’t hold back, honey. Let it all out.”


“Shut up! I hate you! You and your shit-fucking golf etiquette.”


“Why don’t you yell a little louder so Callie can hear every word? I would hate for her to miss any of this. I’ll open the windows so the neighbors can hear too.”


“Fine! Open them. Tell everybody. I don’t care. I just don’t give a fuck, Stafford. You care but I don’t. I really don’t!”
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In those days, Agnes was crude when she was angry, and when she lost control of her temper, she was unreachable. He did not understand why she found it necessary to overreact to everything he said, and he did not believe that he was responsible for her outbursts. He only wanted her to understand that they had moved into a social and business world where everyone was watched. You could not lose control in public unless you chose to—and then only because it was part of a style that you were consciously intending to assert. But the uncontrolled, verbally abusive rage that swept over his wife like a toxic gas frightened Stafford, and he often wondered if she was mentally ill. She called those moments her train wrecks, and afterward she would cry and apologize and promise him that she would not do it again and she would see her doctor to make sure her hormone levels were not just a little bit off or her thyroid medication in need of adjustment. She would get more sleep, and she would eat more raw vegetables, and she would stay away from yeast because one of the wives had told her that yeast had been linked to manic depression. Or was it cold sores? She was sorry. She was sorry. Sometimes she just lost it, and she couldn’t help it, but she would try. And she would take golf lessons and learn to play properly like the other wives of the other members and when she was good enough, she would golf with Stafford—surpassing him and everyone else at the Bel-Air Country Club with the natural talent of someone who could hit the ball in the right direction, invariably landing on or near the green next to the tiny hole marked by a flag she called the nipple.


“It’s like a breast, don’t you think?” she would say, dropping the ball into the hole with one easy putt. “The soft, round greens with the hole in the middle and all those golfers lined up behind us waiting their turn to latch on. I hated breastfeeding. Where to next?”
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Stafford had learned to play golf at a public course in southeastern Ontario, built on a narrow strip of land between the highway and the new plastics factory north of the river. Unable to meet the membership requirements, Stafford and his friend Bobby would sneak onto the course late at night after closing time and play golf by moonlight and later by flashlight, drinking beer and smoking cigarettes as they drove the balls furtively down the rough fairways toward the crudely marked greens. Bobby was just beginning to lose hope that summer, but nobody would see this until later because the loss of hope is a gradual thing, like a waterline on a lake that changes from year to year until someone finally notices and says that the lake is high that year, or that it isn’t. Stafford had an inkling, though, that Bobby was unhappy but only in the way that other boys were unhappy then—frustrated with the milking and the hard work and the loneliness of living on a Canadian farm.


Stafford’s father had taken him into Napanee a few months before his fifteenth birthday and bought him a starter set of clubs and a plaid plastic golf bag to keep them in. It was November, too late in the year for golf, but all that winter, Stafford practiced in the barn until he could putt thirty feet in a straight line if he swept the floor clean and kept the barn cats from pouncing on the ball from the rafters, bored with the mice and one another. When winter ended and the snow finally melted into the fields, the local golf course opened and Stafford and Bobby went together to book a tee time, and it was then that Stafford had his first encounter with golf etiquette. You had to be sixteen to play the Napanee Nine, unless you were accompanied by an adult.


The new manager of the golf course was an asthmatic man named Bertram Feltzer, and since he had been fired by Stafford’s father the previous summer when he was caught stealing from the other hired men on the threshing crew, Stafford and Bobby knew that wheezing Bert was not going to look the other way when they said they were sixteen. They were both change-of-life babies, born to mothers well past forty, and their fathers were old men by the standards of the day and had no more time for golf than they did for tennis or cricket or polo. The problem, then, of finding a capable male adult to take them golfing was a significant one, and aside from Stafford’s older brother, Emmett, who was not capable, there seemed to be no options. They would have to play after hours, and since wheezing Bert was usually drunk by ten o’clock, they would not have to worry about being caught.


Bobby could not get away until after the evening milking, so their plan was built around the Shepherd cows and the shifting sensitivities of their lactic needs. Stafford went to bed early in the summertime because he liked to read, and his upstairs bedroom was cool when the window was open and the breeze came in off the fields. When Bobby arrived and threw clumps of dirt through the window and onto Stafford’s bed, Stafford would crawl out the window and slide down the sloping roof to the edge of the house, where he would hang by his arms before dropping straight to the ground next to Bobby and Bobby’s dog, who never barked and could find the golf balls when the moonlight and the flashlights and the keenness of human eyes failed. It took half an hour to run across the fields, the highway, and the train tracks that led to the town of Napanee. But after that, it was only a slow jog to the golf course, where Stafford and Bobby would climb over the fence behind the old trailer that served as the clubhouse.


And so it was that Stafford Hopkins, a Canadian farm boy of fifteen, learned all about the wonderful game of golf, he and poor Bobby Shepherd, and all between the hours of midnight and two a.m. It was the last full summer before Stafford’s father died, and there was the smell of the hay and the mosquitoes and Bobby’s old dog, Skidder. There was the drumming of the big trucks on their way east from Toronto and the singing of the night trains on the tracks that followed the highway between the town and the farms, trains that lit up the fairways of the Napanee Nine with their solitary beams of light.
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“Mrs. Hopkins would like you to start in the kitchen today, Kelly.”


Stafford smiled at the woman, whom he recognized from previous encounters in the same way he recognized waiters and security guards.


“Yes, sir. Should I clean out the fridge too?”


“Is that what you usually do?”


“Mrs. Hopkins said I should.”


“Well then, you’d better do what the boss says, Kelly.”


Stafford winked and smiled a second time at the woman, who knew more about the inside of his fridge than he did. He was sitting at the kitchen counter in the main house, waiting for the coffee to brew, but he was not comfortable sharing the cavernous space with Kelly, so he picked up his glasses and his newspapers and left. His normal routine on most Maui mornings was to play golf on any one of the three world-class courses Kapalua was famous for. He played with a group of other wealthy retired men, men who no longer ran corporations and complex business empires but had settled comfortably into the third act of their lives with the same energy and enthusiasm that had carried them through the first two. Some of the men were remarkable in the way that Stafford had been, but most of them were the products of family dynasties started generations earlier by other remarkable men. Stafford was keenly aware of the difference, but it meant less to him now than it had when he was cutting his own way through the high grass. He knew that his wife would be golfing later with the wives of the men he golfed with. The women preferred a late-afternoon game that led into cocktails and dinner, while the men liked to golf as early as possible and then nap in the afternoon, falling asleep in chairs or on top of their beds, their mouths slack and open.


Stafford went into his wife’s study and checked her schedule, which was neatly blocked out in her Day-Timer months in advance. She had a tennis lesson at ten, a manicure at eleven fifteen, and a tee time on the Plantation course at two thirty. He had given up on the par-seventy-three Plantation but Agnes, a scratch golfer in her prime who maintained a handicap of nine, found it the only one challenging enough to hold her interest. Stafford closed the Day-Timer and picked up the photograph next to it. A little girl in an old-fashioned bathing suit sitting on the edge of a swimming pool, her feet dangling above the waterline. A vintage bathing cap buttoned under her chin. Stafford had looked at this picture a thousand times, but never once had it made him laugh or smile, although he had been told it was a funny picture. He put it down next to Agnes’s Day-Timer and left the room, heading back to the kitchen to get the coffee he had promised her. It was eight o’clock in the morning, and the only thing worse than living in paradise was oversleeping in it.










CHAPTER 3



Expectations


We must sometimes incline toward the excess, sometimes toward the deficiency, for so shall we hit the mean and what is right.


—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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THEY HAD ONE CHILD, a daughter in her mid-twenties, and as much as Stafford loved the child, he could not find a way to love the woman she became. He knew Agnes still believed that they would be a happy family someday, and Callie would come back to them with children of her own, and they would all celebrate Thanksgiving and Christmas and the Fourth of July at the appropriate house, and it would be like one of Stafford’s many television shows—insightful, heartwarming, and somewhere in the top twenty. But that could never happen now, and there was nothing he could say or do to convince his wife to give up. He had championed dozens of hits over the years and was still regarded as an industry visionary by a dwindling handful of loyalists, for promoting family drama when it was out of fashion. But Stafford cringed when he thought of the endless hours of dialogue spewed out by actors who had no more experience with happy family life than a colony of feral cats. Giving the audience a happy ending was not difficult. Happiness, like hope, was a commodity. Giving up was the harder sell, and Stafford knew this better than anyone. Calliope Hopkins would never come back. The baby named for the Greek Muse of eloquence, epic poetry, and music sang a different tune.


In the beginning, though, he loved everything about that little girl, with the exception of her arrival, which tore her mother’s body apart. Unlike the silence of their first baby, this was a long, protracted labor and Stafford was embarrassed by the fanfare of what was described as a birthing experience. He did not want to be the coach, the cameraman, or the whipping boy, and there seemed to be no other roles for expectant fathers. He wanted to pace back and forth in the waiting room. He did not want to time the contractions or whisper words of encouragement or watch the unfolding drama emerging between his wife’s open thighs. He wondered later if there were other fathers who felt as he did and would have preferred not to have seen other doctors performing last-minute episiotomies with sharp, surgical scissors on other wives to “help things along.” Afterward, he felt sick and ashamed, and it was many years before he could look at his wife and his daughter and not see in his mind the moment when the one was cut out of the other’s body like a tooth gone bad.


Agnes was slow to recover from Callie’s birth, and Stafford was launching a television series at the time that would revive the career of its leading man. No relatives came to help, and none were wanted, so things went badly from the start. To compound matters, Callie was an unsettled baby who cried with colic for months, drawing her tiny legs up and screaming with the rage and the pain of stomach cramps from late morning until midnight, at which point Stafford would walk through the door and take the baby from his hysterical wife who had not brushed her teeth or combed her hair or answered the telephone for fourteen hours and was, she said, ready to draw the bath and open her veins. Stafford would make an effort to come through the door stoically, but his patience for his wife and baby waned quickly. He had worked hard all day, and the demands of his job were relentless, and he resented the transformation of his wife from slender companion to lactating nightmare. It was too hard, this new script, and he was tired. He wanted to read or watch TV. Mostly, though, he wanted to have sex with his wife without thinking about the scissors and the blood and the way she wept and turned away when they handed her Callie.


“You have a beautiful baby girl, Mrs. Hopkins.”


Callie eventually settled down, but not until Stafford was persuaded by the men he worked with to hire full-time help.


“Get a nanny,” they all said.


The other men had all been through it at least once or twice, some even more and with different wives too, and they laughed at Stafford when he got phone calls at six o’clock from a weeping wife because they had all had the same phone calls and knew how it was.


“My wife was a lunatic, a fucking lunatic. I brought my mother out to help, right? And she lasted about, well, shit, maybe two days, and then I had both of them yelling and crying and phoning me all day long.”


“Brutal.”


“It was brutal.”


“Have you had sex yet?”


“With his wife, you mean.”


“Funny.”


“I’m a funny guy.”


“’Cause there’s another milestone.”


“Doctor promised no stitches, right?”


“I couldn’t get near Ann for months.”


“Ann? Who’s Ann?”


“His second wife.”


“Right.”


Stafford’s assistant arranged for an agency to find the right nanny for Callie, and eventually a nice young woman arrived and stayed about two years and then the agency sent another one, and after that two more came and went. With the arrival of Callie, they were never again without household help, and gradually their staff expanded from nannies to housekeepers, personal assistants, gardeners, pool men, decorators, and cooks.


When Callie was three, she was sent to a prestigious nursery school where three-year-olds were expected to duplicate the accomplishments of their parents. Stafford and Agnes were unfamiliar with the concept of a private preschool education for very young children and had initially laughed it off as something particularly LA, given that Callie was only six weeks old when the subject came up.


“Dana called, Stafford. About Saturday night. Dinner at their house? Oh, come on, Stafford, don’t look at me like that. I told you about this last week.”


“I’m golfing on Saturday. Bruce didn’t say anything about dinner.”


“But we owe them.”


“Owe them? Who’s having the dinner?”


“They are. But we bailed on them last time. So we owe them. Well, we can’t keep saying yes and then changing our minds at the last minute, Stafford. It’s rude.”


“Weren’t they just here?”


“That was the Roths. The Browns were busy.”


“Oh, that’s right. Bruce was away.”


“He was in New York. Dana was pissed about it.”


“How do you know that?”


“I heard she called the studio and complained.”


“Mrs. Brown should be careful.”


“Oh, Stafford, everyone’s used to her. And she’s fun. Dana, I mean.”


“Sack of hammers, honey.”


“Well, Brucie picked her.”


“Brucie is stuck with her.”


“Anyway, she called.”


“And?”


“BBQ at their house after the game.”


“On Saturday.”


“Are you listening to me, Stafford?”


“We have that studio dinner on Saturday.”


“You’re kidding me.”


“Don’t you write these things down? You should write them down. Call Dana and cancel. You’ll have to put them off until next week.”


“Oh God, Stafford. I can’t keep doing this.”


“But don’t mention the studio dinner.”


“Why not?”


“Because they’re not invited.”


“Oh.”


“Don’t give me that look. I don’t make these decisions.”


“Dana thinks we should register Callie for preschool.”


“What?”


“I know, I know. But that’s partly why she called. And the BBQ too, of course, but mostly it was about this preschool everybody goes to and how hard it is to get in and what Dana had to go through to get Alexandra in and blah blah blah. You know how she talks. So I said, ‘You know, Dana, Callie doesn’t even turn over yet.’ So then, of course, she had to tell me that Alexandra was turning over on the delivery table or whatever and how this preschool is the best preschool and there’s this gifuckingnormous waiting list and you need references and introductions and, you know, real LA shit.”


“Forget it. We’re not putting Callie into that world.”


“I agree. I totally agree.”


“With me. You agree with me. Is my wife agreeing with me?”


“Stafford, stop it.”


“Are you having an affair? Is my wife seeing someone?”


“Shhh. You’re shouting. Mindy will hear.”


“Who’s Mindy?”


“Our nanny, you idiot. Mindy is our nanny.”


“I don’t want a nanny. I want sex, baby. And I need it bad.”


“Very funny, Elvis.”


“I can be funny.”


“We don’t have time. Stop acting so goofy. What’s the matter with you?”


“Just ten minutes, honey. Five. Thirty seconds. I’m begging you now. Begging!”


“Shhh! Don’t pull at the back of my dress.”


“Let me rip it off, okay? Come on, let’s be wild.”


“If you rip this dress, I’ll leave you, Stafford.”


“Okay, okay, where’s the zipper? Ow! What’s at the top?”


“Oh, for Jesus’ sakes. Let me do it. Don’t mess my hair, Stafford. I don’t want the back all flattened out. I mean it. We’re going to be late, you know.”


“Let me touch you. Please. Oh God, baby. You feel so good.”


“Don’t call me baby.”


A few months later, Stafford and Agnes went for a preliminary interview at the Westhaven Preschool Academy, armed with an introductory letter from Bruce and Dana Brown, shortly before Dana left Bruce for his accountant. Unfortunately, six-month-old Calliope Hopkins was not accepted, but her name was added to the Westhaven waiting list, which contained the names of 168 other babies, some of whom were not yet born. In the ensuing two years, Stafford moved from development executive on one show to production executive on three, and at that point, his wife joked, they rolled out the money truck. With new and better references, Stafford reapplied on Callie’s behalf, and she was quietly admitted to the Westhaven Preschool Academy, along with fifteen other beautifully dressed three-year-olds, on a hot day in September.


“We demand much from our students, Mr. Hopkins,” Stafford was informed on the first day of school, “and I’m sure Callie will live up to Westhaven’s expectations.”


The headmistress at Westhaven Preschool Academy, Edith Pugh, was a well-dressed woman in her early sixties and she spoke to Stafford as if they were equals, which annoyed him. In truth, Stafford was ashamed of his own part in thrusting Callie into a world he detested, and he did not visit Westhaven again until the day of Callie’s graduation, some twenty-four months later. It was left to Agnes to deal with the fundraising and the parent-teacher conferences and the intensely complex variables associated with birthday parties and dance recitals and the ferocious greed of other parents for their own children to be better than the others because being better was the only thing they understood, and they did not know how to think any other way.
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Stafford had grown up in a community where children didn’t go to school until they had to, but apparently he, too, had been spoiled, or so he was told. Unlike his older brother, Emmett, Stafford was never hit by his father, except on one occasion when he came home too late and too drunk from a local dance and threw up on the kitchen floor. But Emmett was the firstborn and, like Callie and her Westhaven classmates, much was expected of him. Stafford’s parents were not abusive people by the standards of the day, but they did not understand why Emmett was so difficult, and they were angry and bitterly disappointed with their firstborn, an unreliable boy who got into trouble and lied easily.


When Stafford’s mother died, he received a box of old photographs and letters, and among them was a picture of Emmett, taken on his third birthday. It had surprised Stafford later, with the birth of Callie, how similar the two faces were, despite his efforts to separate the two worlds. There were, of course, thousands of pictures of Callie by the time she was three, but there was only one of Emmett, an anxious boy with pale eyes and a small mouth, the upper lip curved like a bird in flight.


“Callie has my brother’s mouth,” he had said to Agnes, studying the picture.


“Well, she’s got your chin.”


“My chin.”


“Look, see how it collapses when she smiles.”


“My chin collapses.”


“It crinkles. You tense up and you get these little crinkled lines. Maybe if you let your lower lip relax. I mean, don’t pull it up. Let it go.”


“I’ll work on it.”


Stafford put the photo of Emmett back in the box that day and set it aside. He had loved Emmett all his life, even in the many days of failure, but he did not want to be reminded of a face and a life he had tried so hard to forget. His memories of Emmett were like the ones of Bobby Shepherd and other things, things that could only be remembered in small, protected moments like little capsules of reality, more than an insert but never quite a whole scene.


But as the years passed and Callie transitioned from an unsettled baby to a difficult teenager who got into trouble and lied easily, he would come to see more of his brother in her than the shape of an upper lip. And despite his best efforts, he found himself comparing the misdemeanors of Callie with Emmett’s, as if there were an inherent weakness of character in the Hopkins family.
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On Stafford’s first day of school, his parents told him he was to leave the room immediately when the class said the Lord’s Prayer because it wouldn’t be a Catholic Our Father and Stafford was not to be repeating Protestant prayers no matter what the circumstances of the family had brought them to. In matters of religion, the Hopkinses were reliable. Mass on Sunday, fish on Friday, confession, Ash Wednesday, Palm Sunday, Lent, Good Friday, Easter, Christmas, and an assortment of feast days of personal interest to Stafford’s mother. But his father’s heart attack the year before had made it too difficult for Stafford to attend the Catholic school in the distant town of Bath, and it was no longer possible to rely on Emmett to help with the driving. The local public school only involved a short bus trip into Napanee, and while none of Stafford’s Catholic cousins would be there, he would know some of the local boys from neighboring farms, boys like Bobby Shepherd who were not Catholic but were pretty decent boys all the same.


Six-year-old Stafford had taken his seat in a Protestant classroom on the first day of school, tense and anxious until the moment finally arrived when the teacher, a young woman with a lazy eye, asked the class to stand and recite the Lord’s Prayer. It was then that Stafford made a dash for the door, knocking over a little girl’s chair and crashing into Bobby Shepherd, whose desk was nearby. Everyone had laughed, even the teacher, and Stafford remembered standing in the hallway outside the class, red-faced and ashamed, how angry he was at what his parents had demanded of him.


For the rest of that long day, he struggled to keep from breaking down, wondering how he would survive, until finally, at ten minutes to four, he heard the sound of a car engine driven too hard and too fast and he went to the window and looked out, and there was Emmett in an open truck. Stafford ran out of the class without his books or his pencils or his lunch bag or his jacket. He heard the teacher say something, heard the other children laughing, but he didn’t care, and he ran out of the school and across the yard to his brother and threw his arms around Emmett’s waist and wept. But Emmett just laughed and offered no counsel because he didn’t know of any that would help a little brother on his first day of school.


“So, how’s the new schoolboy liking it?”


“I don’t like it, Emmett. I hate it.”


“Ah, you’ll get used to it.”


“How?” Stafford asked. “How will I get used to anything?”


“You just will. Nobody knows how.”


Stafford’s brother was named after a dead boy, a relative from Prescott who died in a hunting accident one late October day when the man behind him tripped and fell forward, the shotgun in his hand. That Emmett was carried home with a gaping hole in his back and laid out on the table in the kitchen, where his parents wept and raged, waiting for the priest to come and say something for a soul gone and a body destroyed. All their hopes and expectations come to nothing. That Emmett was a sandy-haired boy of thirteen who never saw the ocean, never slept alone in a bed.
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“Early ripe, early rot.”


“Excuse me, Stafford?”


“That’s what my mother used to say.”


“And?”


“It’s a metaphor.”


“Awesome.”


“Well, think about it.”


“Look, all I said was Callie has a singing lesson this afternoon.”


“And all I said was, ‘Early ripe, early rot.’”


“Which seems to suggest you have a problem with singing lessons.”


“Three-year-olds don’t need private singing lessons. It’s ridiculous.”


“Fine, Stafford. Tell that to Mrs. Pugh, because it was her suggestion, not mine, okay? Go on. Call her up and tell her she’s ridiculous.”


“She doesn’t already know?”


“Mrs. Pugh says Callie’s the only one who won’t sing in the singing circle. She says if we don’t build up her confidence, our daughter won’t be able to sing in the fall concert.”


“Mrs. Pugh is the bride of Satan. Tell her I’m not paying ten thousand dollars a year for preschool to have Callie excluded from anything. What time is it?”


“Are you going somewhere?”


“I have a meeting.”


“But it’s Saturday.”


“I’ll tell them.”
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