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About the Book


A fishing boat off the north-east US coast is rammed by a vessel that appears from nowhere out of the fog. Ned, the skipper, is lost. But a young woman passenger, Pirio Kasparov, is rescued after four hours in the icy water.


Pirio suspects that the boat’s sinking is no accident. She’s angry that she’s lost a friend, and that her godson, Noah, has lost his father, with no one to blame.


Delving into Ned’s past, Pirio uncovers clues that lead her from the safe world of her family and friends into the glacial whaling grounds of northern Canada. With Noah’s safety and her own life threatened, Pirio risks everything to expose a lethal secret.
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Chapter 1


He was a loser,” Thomasina says, head lolling. “But he was a good loser.” A fifth of Stolichnaya has put her in a nasty, forgiving mood. I’m tempted to take a few shots myself to medicate my grief and survivor’s guilt. But someone has to stay sober for Noah.


Thomasina paws something she sees in the air—maybe nothing, a spark of hallucination, or a particle of dust—and her tone goes flat. “I never loved him. I just wanted sperm.” She pushes the bottle halfway across the kitchen table and lays her head down on folded arms. Her shoulders heave a few times. Sorrow? Nausea? In her state it could be either, or even a hiccup of indifference. But when she picks up her face, it’s tear-stained. “But I must have loved him some, ’cause right now I feel wicked bad.”


Noah pokes his head around the corner. He doesn’t have the heavy, square look of Ned or what was formerly the haunting, big-eyed beauty of Thomasina. He’s small, thin, pale. Dark eye rings give him a monkish quality. He doesn’t talk much, doesn’t have friends. Maybe that’s why we get along.


“Noah, baby. Let mama get you something to eat.” Thomasina lurches to her feet and staggers to the refrigerator. When she opens the door, Noah and I look inside. Lime Gatorade, half a tomato, mold-speckled hamburger buns. “You want a tomato sandwich, baby?”


“No, thank you,” Noah says. He’s always been polite. He wanders back to the living room to continue whatever intricate activity he was engaged in. I’ve seen him build entire futuristic cities out of tongue depressors, popsicle sticks, and toothpicks.


Thomasina sways in a widening arc, her eyes start to roll back in her head, and her eyelids flutter and close. She slides down the refrigerator and collapses. I get one of her arms around my neck and haul her up, drag her across the scuffed linoleum to the dank bedroom at the back of the apartment. Clothes and shoes litter the floor. I recognize the lizard-skin cowboy boots she wears out at night. I let her fall across the king-size bed and push her legs onto the mattress.


The fall brings her back to consciousness. She mumbles, “You have to tell him how it happened, Pirio. He trusts you. He loves you. And you know better than anyone what to say—you were there.” She turns her face toward the closed window shade and says mournfully, “Remember, long time ago, when we were just little girls no one cared about? So we cared about each other. It was sweet, but we were so sad. Weren’t we, Pirio?”


“We were OK,” I say firmly, trying to steer her away from the rabbit hole of old pain.


“Can you believe it, Pirio? I can’t. Ned dead. Hey, it rhymes! Now Noah has no father. My baby’s half an orphan. Poor little kid.”


I don’t say anything. I can’t believe it either. I’d do anything to make it different. I keep asking myself what I could have done, but I keep coming up empty. No one could have saved him. Except the cowards on the ship.


“Want to know who I dreamed about the other night?” Thomasina asks musingly. Sometimes I’m jealous of the way booze gives her mind permission to wander up every alley and side street it sees. “Biggest asshole ever. You know who it is. You and me, we’re like peas and carrots, peas in a pod. Whatever. Insert your vegetable.” She puts two fingers over her lips in self-censorship. “Oops. Didn’t mean it that way.” Her hand flops away from her mouth, and her eyelids begin another rapid-fire fluttering. “Guess, Pirio. You’ll get it on the first try, I bet. Biggest asshole ever was … It was …” Her voice becomes a whisper. “It was …” Her eyes close.


“It was Dickhead Bates,” I say softly.


I push some pillows under her head and shoulders to prop her up so she won’t choke if she vomits, and pull a blanket over her. I take a minute to collect myself, then go into the living room.


Noah looks up from his project. “How’s my mom?”


“Sleeping.”


He nods. With his limited life experience, he has no idea how worried to be. He knows his mom’s been trying hard not to drink so much. Sometimes he comes to my apartment in the evenings so she can go to meetings; then for days she doesn’t go out at all. He’s used to her taking naps at odd times.


I get a whiff of indoles and uric acid. Translation: shit and piss. There’s a small plastic cage on a table in the corner. I slide back the cover, reach inside, curl my hand around a quivering little body huddled in a pile of sawdust, and place the hamster in Noah’s cupped hands. He starts cooing to it, rubs his cheek against the rodent’s fur. Hi, Jerry. Are you OK, Jerry? It takes me a little while to clean the cage. When Noah places Jerry back inside, he makes his body round and hunkers down into the fresh sawdust, which smells confusingly of sweetened pine and searing ammonia. I try to imagine how the cheap chemical additives affect his tiny olfactory glands and decide he probably preferred the smell of his own waste. I hate the whole idea of keeping animals in pens. If he weren’t Noah’s pet, I’d let him go.


“Come on, Noah. I’ll buy you a hamburger,” I say.


Thomasina and I went to boarding school together. I’d been at the Gaston School since seventh grade; it was one of the only schools my father, Milosa, could find that warehoused kids that young. It was located in Boothbay, Maine, but to me it felt like Tomsk, Siberia, which is where I’d been told the Russian government lost track of my maternal grandparents around 1944. My mother died when I was ten, Noah’s age. Never an angel, I became increasingly defiant, noncommunicative. I pretty much just stopped answering adults’ nosy questions and heeding their hysterical warnings. Several of Milosa’s girlfriends tried hard to figure out what was wrong with me but came up clueless. Then he remarried, and my stepmother, Maureen, wasted no time pronouncing me a true, definitive problem child. She had stacks of books to prove herself right and got a doctor at Children’s Hospital to agree. A boarding school with lots of “structure” just made sense. In fact, Headmaster Richard (Dickhead) Bates was not even close to being the biggest asshole at the Gaston School. There were others more sadistic than he.


Thomasina arrived at Gaston in ninth grade, the detritus of a bitter divorce that left neither parent wanting permanent custody. She was eating-disorder thin, deeply tanned from a vacation with her mother in the Azores, bedecked in silver hoop earrings and bracelets that rose halfway up her left arm. And because she still wore braces, top and bottom, on her big square teeth, she gave the impression of being a starving small brown animal trapped in a metal cage. Her eyes looked wet, as if a tear were poised to spill, only it never did. She was too deeply, everlastingly skeptical to cry about anything.


We sized each other up, saw ourselves for what we were, and accepted what we believed to be our dismal fates. We skipped class; drank Boone’s Farm, Budweiser, and Lancers Vin Rosé; climbed over the high stone wall surrounding the school’s eighteen acres and jumped down onto the tarry shoulder of Route 27; hitchhiked into town. Wherever we went, we gloried in pissing off as many people as we could. After two years of being alienated in isolation, it felt good to have someone to get in trouble with.


Neither of us was interested in college, so after graduation I came home to Boston, and Thomasina joined me. We rented apartments a few blocks from each other in Brookline, a mostly ritzy, part-run-down urbanish neighborhood, and settled into independent lives. I joined the family business, a perfume company named after my mother, Inessa Mark. Thomasina’s parents—one in France, one on the West Coast—have scads of money and bottomless guilt, which essentially means she’s never had to work.


For the first few years, Thomasina and I caroused aimlessly. The nicer bars soon bored us; all those guys in Brooks Brothers suits took themselves too seriously. We gravitated toward the seedier taverns, especially down at the waterfront. Dockworkers and fishermen would literally follow us around. We enjoyed the power we had, flattering ourselves that we were breaking hearts wherever we went.


Then Thomasina met Ned, and the two of them fell away from the bar scene to snuggle into their supposed love nest. I boozed and dated a little longer, until I got tired of hearing lame pick-up lines from belching idiots, and eventually put down the bottle to go to UMass Boston, where I studied Russian language and literature. I guess it was some kind of roots thing—my attempt to understand the Russian character, to be connected to my Russian past. It didn’t work; I wasn’t really sure what I was looking for, and it wasn’t much of a surprise when I didn’t find it. But I did encounter suffering more brutal and prolonged than anything my poor-little-rich-girl story could offer, and that bit of historical perspective nudged me to start growing up.


It came as no surprise when Thomasina and Ned’s relationship disintegrated. He was working-class Irish-Italian from South Boston. She’s a brilliant, privileged, slothful iconoclast. At first they seemed to transcend all that. They smiled at each other like angels lit from the inside with megawatt bulbs. That phase lasted, by my amazed reckoning, almost three months. Then, probably figuring he’d gone far enough in the conversation department, he started in with the blank stares and inopportune groin scratches, and she began to display the full power of her underused intellect with put-downs so brilliantly satiric he didn’t even understand them. Alcohol brought them to the brink of violence—dinners ruined, plates smashed, neighbors yelling out the windows to shut up. She just couldn’t forgive him for being dull. By the time Noah came along, they’d already split.


They never married, and Ned’s parents and sister refuse to accept that Noah is related to them at all. They prefer to think that Thomasina bewitched Ned into providing for another guy’s brat. I confess that I’ve wondered about Noah’s paternity myself, and I know Ned occasionally felt baffled at having spawned a genius kid who didn’t look like him or act like anyone he knew. But Ned was always a good father, at least as good as anyone could be under the circumstances. He insisted on paying child support, although no court required it and Thomasina didn’t need it. He got tickets to the Bruins, Red Sox, Patriots. Winter, summer, fall—Ned and Noah always had their outing. He visited Noah every other weekend—lunch and a trip to the park or library, depending on the weather. If Thomasina asked, he would even pick up Noah after school. Sometimes Thomasina let Ned stay overnight, and when he did, he seemed glad for it. I imagine him trying to curb his Southie manners, trying not to be stupid. People will do just about anything to get one tender caress.


But even with Ned doing his part, Thomasina was overwhelmed by single motherhood. The parents who hadn’t had time for their only daughter were even less interested in a grandchild, and she didn’t exactly fit in at PTA. But none of that really explains why what used to be a fairly standard type of admittedly ugly but relatively contained debauchery has morphed over the last year into a fierce, pathetic addiction.


She knows she’s in trouble. She’s tried it all. Not just AA, but also Rational Recovery, Tarot cards, the Enneagram, therapy, spas, meditation, confession, reading to the blind, and drinking only wine. Nothing’s worked. She gets a few days of sobriety here, enjoys a clearheaded week or two there, but eventually her shaking hand rewraps itself around the neck of a bottle. Looking at Thomasina today, you’d never guess what she used to be like—that at sixteen she learned flawless French in a few months, knew every character in Shakespeare, and could recite most of the Gettysburg Address backward, collapsing in gales of laughter when she was done. But you’d probably have no trouble guessing that the bulges in her handbag are little pops of airplane gin.


You stand by helplessly; you start getting truly scared. You sense something desperate inside, something far darker than what you thought was there. I’d like nothing better than to turn away from the spectacle of Thomasina’s relentless, incremental self-destruction. But then I remember Noah, and pick up the phone. Hear myself saying, How are you? How’s Noah? What’s up?


I’m Noah’s godmother. Seriously. It’s a Catholic thing. When he was two months old, I stood with Thomasina and Ned at the side altar of a big church, holding him in my arms. The baptismal font was cool white marble; a priest hovered at my shoulder, his pastoral vestments smelling of rich, rotting medieval leather flattened by a dry cleaner’s press. He asked me a question: Do you renounce Satan and all his ways? I blinked, taken aback. Satan? But Ned and Thomasina were watching and Noah was in my arms, so I thought about it seriously and replied, “If I ever met him, I’d know what to do.”


This answer must have been good enough, because the priest gestured for me to hold Noah over the font. He tipped the cup he’d been holding, and water flowed across Noah’s forehead into the marble bowl. Noah screwed up his wrinkled face but only cried a little. Even as a baby he kept his emotions in check, as if he knew there wasn’t going to be a lot of space for his feelings in this world. To my surprise, my eyes were wet with all the godmother blessings I wanted to bestow, but all I had to give him was a kiss. I saw Thomasina and Ned squeeze hands, and we looked at one another with a bit of shy nakedness, knowing we had stumbled across a perfect moment in our lives. A moment as fleeting as any other, already gone.


Now, at Taffy’s, a restaurant on the corner, Noah squares off in front of a hamburger and fries. He gets his fingers around the bun, lifts it to his mouth, and takes an enormous bite. He chews like a lion, gulps it down. He admitted he was hungry when I asked. It’s possible he’s actually starving.


It’s been three days since his father drowned. I have no idea how much he knows about the accident. The story was on the news in a slightly-more-than-sound-bite form. A picture of Ned’s regular-guy mug hovered in a small box next to the news announcer’s perfect cover-girl face, then expanded to fill the entire screen. When his face was in the box, he looked like a nice guy you knew in high school who forgot to comb his hair. When it bloomed to fill the screen, you could see the brown discolorations on the side of his face from years of being outside. His tea-green eyes looked bloodshot, wary, possibly dishonest. Or maybe he only looked that way because, on the news, everyone tends to look like a criminal. In any case, it would have felt drastically wrong to Noah to see his deceased father on a television screen.


“You want to know how it happened, Noah?”


“OK.” He’s learned to be accommodating.


“It was a crash, like the kind on highways, only this one was on the ocean.”


“I know that already.” He dips a French fry in a little paper bucket of ketchup to show how uninteresting this is.


Of course. He knows everything about crashes; he’s seen a million on TV. Sparks fly, buildings dissolve, cars burst into flame. Ho-hum.


I take the paper place mat from under the plate my BLT is on and turn it over. With a pen borrowed from the waitress, I sketch the coastline from Cape Cod to Maine. I put in the islands in Boston Harbor and roughly shade in Georges Bank. “Your dad and I were here,” I say, pointing to a spot that correlates to about twenty-five miles north-east of Boston. “The fog came in thick. Your dad was in the wheelhouse. I was in the stern baiting lobster traps. It was really quiet. I couldn’t even see the bow. The next thing I knew, something huge crashed into us. Huge, Noah. A freighter. It hit starboard, broadside. That means right in the middle of the boat. I bailed, and when I broke the surface and looked back, your dad’s boat was in splinters and the freighter was passing by.”


“My dad swam away, like you did.”


“The Coast Guard looked for him for about five hours that day, until the sun went down, and then from daybreak to sunset the next day. They had two patrol boats, two helicopters, and a C-130 search plane. Almost twenty hours of searching, Noah. Some fishermen were out there, too—your dad’s friends. A lot of people were involved. They searched an eight-mile radius from where I was found.”


“Cool,” he says. His eyes are vacant, as if he doesn’t know what I’m saying is real.


“They didn’t find him, Noah.”


“He got away like you did. He swam underwater.”


“He’d have to come up for air sometime.”


“Not if he went to Atlantis.”


“Atlantis is a made-up place.”


“No, it isn’t.” He looks at me reproachfully.


I’ve babysat him since he was an infant. I’m his good fairy godmother, the one who plays games and willingly accompanies him on flights of fancy, who doesn’t ever tell him to be sensible or brush his teeth. This is a new me he is seeing.


I wait.


Noah dips another fry in the ketchup. He draws it several times across the thin paper at the bottom of his hamburger basket, leaving reddish streaks. Maybe he’s writing a hieroglyph, trying to communicate. If he is, I’m probably the only person left in the world who would try to decipher it.


“A monster killed my dad,” he says, attempting.


“He drowned, Noah,” I say gently. “He’s gone.”


Fury knits his brows together, makes his tiny nostrils flare. “Why did that boat crash into him? Why didn’t they look where they were going?” He’s been told that a hundred times. Be careful. Don’t run. Watch what you’re doing. But he’s already figured out that adults don’t play by those rules.


“It was an accident, Noah. Collisions at sea happen more often than you’d think.” I could kick myself for making it sound mundane.


“Why didn’t the people stop to look for him?”


“Good question,” I say, buying time.


I feel helpless to the point of despair. I don’t want Noah to see my rage. If the captain had stopped the freighter immediately, as soon as he realized what had happened, he could have saved us both easily. But he didn’t. He just kept going. He probably wanted to spare himself an official inquiry and whatever damage his reputation would suffer.


I can’t say that to Noah. So I give the typical response. “The Coast Guard is looking into it. They’re going to find the people on the boat and ask them that.”


He looks at me with the weary, perplexed eyes of a disappointed man. He knows I’m holding back.


“It’s possible that the people on the ship didn’t even know they hit us,” I say. “That freighter could have been five hundred feet, and I don’t even know how many hundreds of tons. Double steel hull. Bridge about three stories up. And in fog like that, what’s the point of looking out anyway? They rely on radar in that weather. But the ocean is big and they’re not expecting anything, so if they see something small like your dad’s lobster boat, they might think it’s just sea clutter, like floating oil drums or garbage.”


Noah’s lip is trembling. He’s trying not to cry. His tears are so rare that the prospect of just one falling makes my whole body hurt.


But he gets himself together, gazes out the window. Across the street there’s a lamp store, a Walgreens, and an Indian grocery. Down the street there’s a park with a playground where he often went with his dad and where I’ve taken him, too. As a small child, he liked the swings but not the slide. On the swings he could keep an eye peeled for unusual occurrences; the slide was too disorienting.


I wonder what he’s thinking. Maybe that the world is deeply unfair and dangerous, only he wouldn’t have the words for that. Maybe he isn’t thinking at all, just soaking it up. Cars, boats, fog. Drunken mothers, distant fathers. Crash. I wish now I hadn’t said his dad’s boat could have been mistaken for garbage.


I draw a vessel that looks like the Molly Jones. “There’s something important I want you to know. Your dad probably could have jumped overboard and swum away, like I did. But if he’d done that, we both would have died because nobody would have known we were out there. So your dad stayed in the wheelhouse and called the Coast Guard.”


Noah is staring at me, and I’m having a hard time looking back.


“Your dad saved my life.”


Noah frowns. He picks up his hamburger slowly. “Did he want to marry you?”


“No. We were just friends.”


“Why?”


“Why were we friends?”


“Why didn’t he want to marry you?”


“He just didn’t. Marriage is a special thing. We were happy being friends.”


“How come my mom and dad didn’t get married? Were they just friends?”


This one’s tricky. I tell him they used to be more than friends, and then they became friends.


He puts what’s left of his hamburger down, takes the bun off, peels a pickle out of its mustard-ketchup goo, and places it carefully on the wrapper. Without looking at me, he says, “If you and my dad got married, you’d be my stepmom.”


That’s how I know how bad he’s hurting; he’s never said anything like this to me before. I take my time before I answer. “I’m not cut out for parenthood, Noah. But if I had to be someone’s stepmom, I’d want to be yours.”


He looks into my eyes with as much trust as he can give to anyone, and I think three words I haven’t used since my mother died. I love you. I would say them to him, but I’m afraid I haven’t got what it takes to make good on the promise they imply.


Noah takes something out of the pocket of his jacket. It’s a yellowish-white disk riddled with tiny veins and holes. Two inches in diameter, an inch thick, the edges smooth as glass.


“That’s nice,” I say. “Where’d you get it?”


“My dad. He gave me other stuff, too.”


“Where’d he get it?”


“Off a whale.”


“Is that what he told you?” It looks vaguely like it could have come from an animal, but I’ve never seen a bone like that. My guess is it’s some kind of rock. It’s obviously been cut and appears to have been polished.


Noah leans forward and whispers, “My dad fought a whale once. He got in a little boat and followed it and killed it with a harpoon. The whale didn’t die right away. It pulled my dad all over the world, but he hung on with all his might. The whale was bleeding the whole time and finally it bled to death, and my dad pulled it back to the ship. He stayed up all night cutting it into pieces, and he took some of its bones. See?” He waves the ivory disk. “A whalebone.” He gives it to me.


When Noah was a baby, he had enormous dark blue eyes. His lips would pucker in tiny exhaled kisses, as though he couldn’t help sending the love that filled him into the world. We used to play a game together: We would sit face to face, he in a high chair, me in a kitchen chair. We would pass something—a rubber duck or ninja figure or some other little toy—back and forth for a long time while we smiled into each other’s eyes. This reminds me of those times. Only when I try to return the disk, he pushes it right back to me.


Maybe the kind of hero I described—the kind who radios for help—isn’t good enough. He needs one who wielded harpoons.


I turn the treasure slowly in my hand, inspecting it, respecting it. “Nice, Noah. Really nice.”


He grabs it and stuffs it in his jacket pocket, closes and buttons the flap, and looks around the restaurant at the people eating. Suddenly he’s a restless kid again, perked up by a hamburger, secure in his right to believe stories that comfort him and to ignore facts he can’t understand. There’s still some time until he has to do homework, and he says, “Hey, Pirio, after this can we go to your place and play dominoes?”




Chapter 2


It’s Saturday morning, one week after the accident, and I’m sitting in a hushed television studio in Brighton. There’s a live studio audience on the other side of the glaring stage lights—more than two hundred fans of the famed Jared Jehobeth, who occupies the club chair directly across from me. He appears completely relaxed. He shuffles his tie, apparently lost in thought, summoning his showtime personality from wherever he keeps it stored. A tiny table is on my left. I note that a glass of water has been thoughtfully provided, in case I choke.


This is one of the last places I ever thought I’d be. I hate television in general and morning shows in particular. So when the executive producer called me after reading the Globe’s account of the incident and asked me to appear as a guest, I immediately declined.


Then I thought about it. No one had come forward to take responsibility for the collision. The more time that went by, the more likely it was that the freighter that sank the Molly Jones would get away. What if publicizing the story got a crew member to confess or to drop an anonymous tip? So I called the producer back.


Right now I’m doubting the wisdom of that choice. I sweep my hair off my neck and twist it loosely over my shoulder, which causes an assistant producer to materialize at my elbow, spritz, comb, and put my hair back just the way it was. Under the hot lights, the pancake makeup they slathered on me is already starting to slide off my face. I’m glad I refused the rest of the cosmetic camouflage they tried to persuade me to wear. A young producer in a T-shirt and jeans stands below the stage, holding up fingers, counting down the seconds until the red on-air light will flash.


Now the producer points his index finger silently, emphatically, at the two of us on the stage, and the on-air light blooms red in my peripheral vision. A rush of fear dizzies me. It’s as if a scaffolding has been pulled away. I look down to discover that I am, in fact, wearing clothes—a red silk shirt, a short gray skirt over black tights and high black boots. Meanwhile, Jared Jehobeth has lit up like a neon bulb. He exudes such confidence and charm that even his nondescript brown suit looks dapper somehow. He welcomes his studio audience and television viewers to Jared Jehobeth in the Morning. The vaguely suggestive implications of the title do not make him blink. Instead, his eyes shine like innocent blue balloons, and his mop of brown hair and the pink powder blush they put on him make him look as trustworthy as a Franciscan friar. But he has a reputation for hard-hitting interviews—he has exposed the perpetrators of defective products to public scorn, made abusers and deadbeat dads break down and beg forgiveness from their families.


He explains that today he has a very special guest, a young lady of exceptional courage, who is here to tell an amazing tale that can barely be believed. This sounds so good that I forget for a moment he’s talking about me.


“Turn off Survivor, folks; this is the real thing. After a collision at sea sank the fishing boat she was on, leaving the captain presumed drowned, this incredible young woman spent nearly four hours stranded in the North Atlantic in water temperatures of forty-two degrees before she was rescued. As far as we know, no one has ever done such a thing before, my friends. The longest the average person can expect to survive in such temperatures is one to two hours, max. She’s an inspiring survivor, a medical marvel, and one very lucky young woman!” He turns to me, eyes glowing with generous admiration. “I thank you for coming, Pirio Kasparov. Now tell us what happened out there.”


My throat closes up. I feel like bolting off the stage. I look at him in silent, apologetic horror.


He slides a microexpression of intense irritation my way.


I tell the truth, knowing it sounds like a hedge. “I don’t remember much, I’m afraid.”


Jared Jehobeth rears back in dramatic disbelief. “You swam clear of a sinking boat and spent hours paddling in icy water—still conscious when they found you, I was told. You must remember something!”


OK. There’s no way out but through. I gather courage, concentrate, go back in time. Immediately, as if it had been waiting a few feet offstage for its cue, a vast wall of streaked gray water appears above me, hovers, arches, and begins to fall. I hold my breath instinctively. There’s a horrible roar in my ears, and I feel such utter terror that I would willingly give my life to be released from it.


I must be blanching visibly, because Jared Jehobeth intervenes. “Go back to the moments just before the accident. What were you doing?”


“It felt like … well, first … I was standing in the stern. My friend, Ned Rizzo—”


“The man who died. A father of one, am I right?”


“Yes.” I trust Noah’s not watching. He doesn’t watch much TV, and Jared Jehobeth is not his kind of show, but I told Thomasina to keep him away from the television this morning anyway.


“I was baiting lobster traps. It was very foggy. From where I was standing, I could just make out Ned in the wheelhouse. He was wearing a yellow oilskin. Those things are so bright, you know?” I’m veering off into irrelevant details, anything to keep from plunging ahead.


Jared Jehobeth holds my gaze in a sort of visual headlock. His eyes are compassionate, imperious. When this interview is over, I’ll never see him again. But for now he is like a best friend, of sorts.


“I stopped baiting when I saw blood oozing from the base of my right thumb. The hinges on the lobster traps are really sharp. I dropped an empty bucket over the stern rail, pulled up seawater, and dipped my hand inside to numb it and make the bleeding stop.” I hear myself speaking and am impressed. I sound so competent!


“You must have known that being immersed in water that temperature for even a short period of time was potentially fatal.” He is a genius, this man.


“I wasn’t thinking about that.”


“But you knew.”


“Yes.”


Jared Jehobeth shoots a triumphant grin at the audience. He’s going to make me a hero; that’s what this is all about. I feel silly for not having seen it coming. And slightly awed. To think a person can be reinvented so easily and so falsely. All I did was jump out of a doomed boat to save myself. Then my body, all by itself, went into some kind of medically mysterious, rarely documented hibernation that somehow managed to preserve a minimum temperature in my critical organs until the Coast Guard arrived and hauled me out of the drink. I was a limp sack of bluish, water-saturated flesh when they found me. Nothing there I can take credit for, nothing I want credit for.


“I was feeling seasick, actually. I’m not an experienced fisherman. I didn’t like being cold and wet.”


The audience titters affectionately. I’m just like them.


“Ned told me I’d get used to the motion eventually, but it was the smell I couldn’t stand. All those diesel fumes mixed with the bait, which is basically just putrefied herring guts.”


The audience groans sympathetically.


“Anyway, I was pretty miserable, and the fog made it worse. I kept peering into it, trying to find the horizon line, but I could barely see the bow. Right before the, uh, collision, everything was quiet—too quiet. I noticed a huge black wall a few feet off the bow, sort of lurking there in the haze. At first it didn’t seem to be moving. Then I realized it was sliding quickly along the starboard side. The next thing I knew the steel hull of a huge ship—so high I couldn’t see the top—was crushing the gunwale about ten feet from where I stood.


“The deck started cracking under my feet. There was a horrible loud noise. The next thing I knew I was diving over the side. I don’t remember being afraid. I was just thinking how unfair it was, that I was already miserable and now I would be soaked.”


“What else were you thinking?” Jared Jehobeth asks breathlessly.


I close my eyes and concentrate. “I was thinking … Don’t die, Ned.”


“Ah.” He sits back, well pleased. “And then what happened?”


“You feel shocked when you hit water that cold. Every bit of you, shocked. Then you don’t feel anything. I swam underwater for a while, surprised that my arms and legs could move.”


“What was it like under there?”


I almost smile. He wants a travel report, as though I’m just back from a foreign place. The world of Little Nemo, possibly. Or Planet of the Giant Squid.


But my story is rushing along, no time for questions. “I didn’t gasp. My airways just closed up. My arms and legs were going like crazy—it was all instinctive. I used to swim in high school, and I still swim a couple of times a week at the Y. That probably helped me—I don’t know. I saw a glow and figured it was the surface, so I went that way. Then I was in the air, gagging, trying to keep my head above water. Finally, I looked back.”


“What did you see?”


I ever so slightly shake my head. This part I won’t say. It hurts too much. Yet, in my mind’s eye, the scene is perfectly clear: the front half of the Molly Jones rolling away from the huge slicing ship like a severed head falling from a guillotine, listing, pausing, then sliding under the waves, faster than I would have thought possible, while the freighter glides soundlessly out of one fog cliff into another, a huge floating fortress of steel.


Ignoring Jared Jehobeth’s drama-seeking eyes, I go on with the story. “A board bumped into me as I floated there. I grabbed it, slid one end between my legs, and lay along its length. Eventually the wake of the ship surged over me in huge swells. I’d be submerged, then come up again. That’s when I was the most scared, I think.”


“Were you in pain?”


“No. Hypothermia doesn’t hurt. You get groggy and just sort of … go to sleep.”


Jared Jehobeth lifts his tie, pats it down, and smiles. “Well, we certainly are glad you’re with us today, Miss Kasparov. Now tell me how it felt when you realized that you were being rescued, that after everything you’d been through, you were going to be safe.”


“I wish I could answer that question, but I don’t recall the actual rescue. They tell me I was conscious, but all I remember is waking up naked in a sleeping bag, curled in the strong arms of a very warm, very living man.”


“Ah, wonderful!” Jared Jehobeth says, brightening up and winking at the audience. “The exchange of bodily warmth is an accepted treatment for hypothermia. Were you surprised?”


“I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.”


The audience erupts in applause, and I swear Jared Jehobeth gives a nanosecond wink at me, too, recognition from one performer to another. I grin in spite of myself, not quite believing it. I’m acing this thing. It feels sickening and delirious.


“You were in fact on a Coast Guard helicopter, being transported to safety,” he explains. “That is truly an amazing tale. Thank you so much for sharing it. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Pirio Kasparov, a true survivor!”


The audience resumes enthusiastic clapping. I can’t see beyond the blazing lights, but I can feel their amassed approval flowing toward me. It’s surprisingly nice.


Jared Jehobeth swirls in his chair to face the cameras. “Stay with us, folks. We’ll be back on the other side of this short station break.”


The on-air light goes off. Jared Jehobeth deflates. He takes out a handkerchief, mops his brow. The assistant producer appears at my elbow and ushers me off the stage, back to the drab greenroom where the next guest, a diet guru, is being led in. She thanks me, hands me my coat.


“Is that it?” I say.


She smiles coolly. “Yes, you can go now.”


Minutes later, I’m in the parking lot, a light rain misting in my face. I feel a bit helium brained, a bit unreal. Cars on the Mass Pike scream on one side of me; monster industrial buildings loom on the other. I head back toward the city in my twelve-year-old Saab, wondering if anyone will call in with a tip.




Chapter 3


The high, medieval-looking façade of Gate of Heaven Church in South Boston has fallen into a damp shadow. If you did not fear God before you saw this church, you would after. Or at least whoever commissioned such a looming, unmerciful structure. Mourners file through the heavy nail-studded doors, collapsing their umbrellas, unbelting their trench coats. It is the same church where Noah was baptized; as I enter I recognize the marble font to one side of the distant altar. I slide into a back pew and watch Ned’s friends file in.


You can tell the fishermen by their red, weathered faces. One of them limps—perhaps from having a leg struck by a flying hook or crushed against a gunwale. Most have probably been to funerals without caskets before. They look uncomfortable being indoors, breathing dry air, walking a pace behind their stout, practical wives.


Ned’s parents, his sister and brother-in-law, and their unruly twins are already seated in a front pew. So are Thomasina and Noah, but on the other side of the aisle. Ned’s mother, Phyllis, is probably aghast at that, probably wishes she’d cordoned off the area to keep Thomasina out of the limelight. But Thomasina apparently arrived early enough to claim the exalted spot before anyone else did, placing Noah beside her like a mascot. See? This is his child, despite what you think. She’s wearing a voluminous black hooded cape that brings to mind either the grim reaper himself or an excessively pious nun. I’m guessing that underneath its folds she’s got on a tight, near-transparent, possibly spangled T-shirt and even tighter three-hundred-dollar designer jeans, and I’m willing to bet that her eyes are rimmed with eyeliner and gobs of mascara, which, when she cries, will ghoulishly run. At this stage of her addiction, she is incapable of proper decorum, not that she was ever any good at it.


The priest keeps everyone waiting, then appears from a side door like an ecclesiastical rock star in a lush purple robe, and is ushered to the altar by a flock of boys in fluttering white tunics. He turns his back to us, raises his arms to the huge crucifix above the tabernacle, lowers them in prayer, and proceeds to a lectern at the left side of the altar, where he begins to speak. He has a boyish face and a clear, calm voice; I try to listen but feel as if cotton is plugging my ears. I’m deaf to religion, and can only fidget. The service drags on and on. You’d think the lack of a body would make things go a little faster.


Finally the priest leaves the altar, makes his magisterial way down the center aisle, robe flapping. Thomasina and Noah are quick to fall in behind him. Ned’s parents and sister and her family are forced to follow in her wake. Thomasina surprises me with her solemn carriage and dignity; in a pinch she is able to fall back on impeccable upper-class breeding. It’s Phyllis who’s red and heaving, dabbing her eyes. We mourners let them pass, give them plenty of room. The family of the deceased occupies an inner circle of grief that everyone wants to honor, and avoid.


People begin to file out of the pews. I stay behind, strangely reluctant to leave. I needed something from this service. Some kind of solace, I guess. My eyes fill with an image of Ned, glassy-eyed and bloated, floating a few feet off the scoured-by-trawlers ocean floor, his hair waving around his skull like sea grass in the current, one of the lobsters he wanted to catch trundling across his orange quilted vest.


My gaze wanders blindly across the painted statues of saints, the flickering red votive candles, the wood-carved stations of the cross. All of it designed to reconcile humanity to suffering and death. I heartily wish that the weird myths of religion worked for me, but they don’t. Still, right now I can’t seem to tear myself away. What if I’m missing something hidden in plain sight? What if I’m wrong?


I manage to collect myself and join the last stragglers flowing into the marble foyer. There’s a commotion at the front door. I can’t see through the people, but I hear raised voices, then, heart sinking, Thomasina’s shriek.


“What are you doing? Take your hands off me!”


I push my way forward, and the first thing I see when I break through the crowd is Phyllis, stiff and bloated with rage, barring the exit against Thomasina and Noah. She’s wearing a small round hat, dark coat, and dark pumps; her hair is tightly curled and sprayed. She looks like a woman who has worked hard, sacrificed much, asked for little, and played by the rules. A woman, therefore, who considers bitterness her right. One hand clutches a small black purse close to her chest; the other has apparently just shoved Thomasina.


“How dare you walk in front of us! How dare you come here at all! You ruined my son—he was never the same after he went with you. And now you barge in here and take the first pew as though you were his wife. Why did you come? You don’t belong here! You have no right to walk in front of us!”


I wince. I see Noah stiffen. Thomasina reaches for his hand. Dozens of people are watching, and no one makes a sound.


At this point Ned’s father, standing slightly behind his wife, snaps out of his dazed disbelief and steps forward, takes Phyllis by the elbow, and steers her to the door. She stumbles out, her face painfully red, calling over her shoulder, “Look at you! You come into a church dressed that way—like a slut! I don’t care if I burn in hell for saying—”


The massive door closes on her voice, and the crowd stands stock-still for a moment. Then people begin to move again, to dip their fingers into the holy water and make the sign of the cross with bowed heads and mumbled prayers. It’s as if they’ve decided that whatever just happened maybe didn’t. Or, if it did, it can’t be helped now. Nevertheless, in their exodus, they leave a good five feet of empty space around Thomasina and Noah, who stand just where they were, like two human statues on a square of marble lawn.


“Thomasina—” I touch her arm.


“It’s fine, Pirio. I can handle this,” she says in a firm voice.


Her eyes are fixed on the door. Beyond it, there’ll be a gauntlet of stone stairs she must walk down. Followed by a crowded sidewalk and a corner at which small groups of people will be talking. Stares, whispers, smirks. Then the car ride home with a bereaved, repudiated ten-year-old. But, yes, she’ll handle it. Walk through the crowd without showing any emotion. Make up something vague and almost believable to tell Noah about what just happened. It’s not your fault. It’s mine. Your grandparents don’t like me very much. Silly, isn’t it? Nobody could meet this challenge better than Thomasina. She’ll even make it look easy. But tonight when she’s alone she’ll reach for the Stolichnaya again, instead of her usual wine. Polish off a fifth with a vengeance and pass out on the couch, where Noah will find her in the morning and briefly have to wonder if she’s still alive.


She inhales deeply, firmly grasps Noah’s hand; he glances at me in fearful confusion, and I nod encouragement. So they go, backs erect, eyes straight ahead. A man holds the door for them, but looks away when they pass. Perhaps in cowardice, or simple pain, I linger in the foyer until it’s empty. When I finally go outside, there’s no sign of Thomasina and Noah or Phyllis and her family.


It’s just dusk. The air has a muted violet tone. A fat white pigeon waddles toward me, tottering from side to side as if on legs of differing heights. In this light, its feathers appear luminescent. On an impulse I squat down, and the pigeon approaches my outstretched palm. It pecks at my fingers for a bit, and walks unhurriedly away.


This is the second strange thing that’s happened to me recently. Last night I heard bagpipes in the middle of the night. I opened the window and leaned out. It was a peaceful song I’d never heard. I listened for a long time, and when I went back to bed, the music was still playing. I felt like the bagpipes were singing me back to sleep.


My pigeon flies to the top of the building across the street and disappears over its roof. A man is standing on the sidewalk just below that point. He’s looking at me in troubled concentration. He’s in his thirties, medium height, with a wide face, heavy black glasses, and curly brown hair that almost reaches his shoulders. He’s got one hand in his pocket. There’s a sense of decorum, of strength being reined in, words held back by pursed lips.


He crosses the street, ascends the steps briskly, sticks out his hand. “Larry Wozniak, old friend of Ned’s.”


I shake his hand—it’s warm and dry. I realize I’m shaking his left hand with my left hand.


“Terrible, isn’t it? He was so young.” He seems to know he’s mouthing platitudes.


I agree vaguely and proceed down the steps. It’s been a long funeral, and I’m not in the mood for small talk.


“You were on the boat, right?” he hastily adds, following me. “I recognized you from the newspaper photo. I, uh … I wanted to know if … Were you and Ned, uh …? How well did you know him?” He’s flushed and floundering.


“If you’re asking whether we were lovers, the answer is no. Friends, yes. But only to a point.”


“Really?” He says this as though my answer were a lot more interesting than it was, and adjusts his steps to match mine. “What do you mean ‘to a point’?”


“I mean that I’m friends with his ex-girlfriend and godmother to his kid. I went out on his lobster boat because he needed the help. It was a new boat, he was just getting started and hadn’t found a regular stern man yet. It was a Saturday, and I had nothing else to do, so I agreed. I like to try new things.”


“Oh, I didn’t realize you’re not an actual fisherman.”


“No, just a pretend one. A fishing dilettante, you might say. Although once a person’s been involved in a fatal tragedy at sea, I don’t think that distinction should really matter.”


“No, probably not.” He appears chastened in a way that lets you know it’s only momentary. “I guess Ned explained what to do.”


“He taught me how to bait lobster traps before we left the harbor. Said he’d show me how to haul the pots on the way back. We were supposed to be home before dark.”


“Did he ever say anything about why he wanted to switch to lobstering all of a sudden?”


“He worked on corporate factory trawlers and long-liners for twenty years. Maybe he got tired of spending weeks at sea hauling groundfish for a soulless corporation and wanted his own boat, his own little business. Makes sense to me.”


“But he never said exactly why?”


“He wasn’t into self-disclosure. He talked about the Red Sox, Bruins, and Patriots in depth. And the weather. As in, Nice day, huh? Or, Looks like rain to me.”


Larry has been weaving his way around lampposts and mailboxes, trying to stay abreast of me on the narrow sidewalk. He’s wearing a ratty old trench coat over a dark gray pin-striped suit jacket, black T-shirt, and jeans. I think he could at least have found some nicer pants for the occasion. Sometimes it feels as if the whole world is giving up, going over to shabbiness. I guess I’ve got a bit of Phyllis in me.


“Why do you want to know all this?” I ask, my irritation mounting.


“Just curious, I guess. We fell out of touch. I didn’t know what he was up to.” Then, as if he just thought of it, he asks, “Can I walk you to your car?”


“We’re here.” I manually unlock the door of my Saab.


He shuffles his feet awkwardly. “One more thing: Did you, uh, did you see who hit you?”


“You mean the boat that ran us over?” I can’t believe he’s asking me this question right now.


His eyes slide sideways. “Yeah, did you happen to catch the name on the stern transom or any numbers on the side?”


“No, I didn’t see the name. It was just a boat to me. A great big fucking boat.”




Chapter 4


The second half of the ritual—the after-funeral party—takes place at Ned’s favorite watering hole, Murphy’s Pub. All of his friends are there, none of his immediate family. There’s a buffet table with cold cuts, lasagna, garden salad, cakes. There’s a DJ who’s been told to play sixties, seventies, and eighties music—the songs Ned lived his life to. It’s like a wedding reception, only without the happy kissing couple and the girls in horrid dresses. But everyone talks, laughs, cries, and drinks the same way, as if their lives depended on it, and it’s a safe bet that many of them expect to make a long night of it, so that the rowdy hell that is in them can break loose if it wants to.


I see Noah and Thomasina sitting at the bar and make my way across the crowded room. Noah has been served a ham sandwich, chips, pickle, and Coke. The bluish shadows under his eyes and the fact that he’s loosened his tie make him look like a tired banker. He seems relieved to be out of God’s jurisdiction, but uncertain how to behave among grown-ups who are acting like unruly kids. Thomasina steals a maraschino cherry from the bartender’s store and offers it to him. He refuses—he’s a stickler for the rules—so she pops it into her mouth and lays the stem on her cocktail napkin. The glass in front of her is full of a clear liquid, tiny bubbles, and a lemon wedge. “Sparkling water,” she informs me immediately, but her eyes slide sideways, because she knows it won’t last.


Noah’s looking at the baseball game on the TV above the bar. One of the guys watching the game passes Noah a bowl of peanuts and starts talking to him, man to man, about who’s going to win. Noah moves to the stool closer to him so he can eat the peanuts and see the TV better, and I take his place. The man sitting on the other side of Thomasina has dark hair, smooth olive skin, and a youthful, feminine face. He’s leaning toward her, paying close attention to the dramatic brunette in the skin-tight jeans. Between the music and the television, there’s a lot of noise.


“Was she a bitch, or what?” Thomasina says. “I didn’t say half of what came to mind. But when she ever put her hands on me … I could have killed her.”


The dark-haired man says, “Killed who?”


“Phyllis Rizzo.”


He finds this amusing, but doesn’t speak.


“Honestly, Pirio. Can you believe she said that stuff in front of Noah?”


“In front of everyone,” the man obligingly amends.


“Oh, well. Every funeral needs a scene,” I say, hoping to move the conversation along.


A large man sidles up, his eyes locked on mine. It takes a few seconds for me to recognize John Oster, and then the bottom of my stomach falls away. Whoosh. Like an elevator plummeting twenty floors in two seconds. You can’t help having this reaction when you suddenly run into someone you used to have intense sex with, no matter how long ago it was.


He’s changed a lot in a decade. The flaming hair that used to fly around his head is thinner now and neatly buzzed, exposing the white skin of his skull. His hairline’s crept back, too. John Oster’s red hair used to be a reckless celebration, so I can’t help seeing these changes as a loss. More sadly, all the once-sharp bodily angles are rounded, as if it had been decided by the gatekeepers of middle age that they’d be better off padded for their own protection by a layer of fleshy bubble wrap.


But he’s still John Oster. The gunmetal flash in his eyes; the brash, square-to-the-world stance that seems to be taunting fate—these things are his alone. No one ever called him John: it was always Crazy John, Johnny O, or Oyster Man. He told more stories than Jesus, most of them about daredevil challenges and nick-of-time survival. About things that shouldn’t have happened and did. About losers who got what they deserved. He was bitter, shocking, loyal, and often insincere. He had enemies, but many more friends who respected him for doing and saying the things they wished they could. Occasionally, I was granted glimpses of his soul. Angels and demons were doing battle in there. Most of the time the score was close; occasionally, however, the demons streaked ahead. You could see him getting out of control—the sudden spells of dark brooding; the petty, nasty cruelties; the vicious lack of self-respect. Women thought him sexy, but most of them stayed away.


He and Ned had grown up together in Southie and were never far apart. When Thomasina and Ned started going out, it seemed reasonable for Johnny and me to do the same. I was drinking a lot back then, even more than Thomasina, and didn’t think too much about what I was doing, just bobbed along like a cork in whatever current was flowing, as long as it was fast. My relationship with John Oster had a kind of discordant poetry to it at first, lasted longer than I thought it would, predictably foundered when it hit our very significant differences, and got ugly at the end. I had heard news of him occasionally over the years, mostly from Ned. The two of them worked side by side on trawlers and purse seiners for a company called Ocean Catch up until Ned quit.


Johnny drapes a lazy arm around Thomasina’s shoulders in a halfassed condolence hug, while keeping his eyes on me. “Howdy, stranger.”


“I heard you got married,” I say. “Congratulations.”


“That’s right. Four boys now. Keep us busy.”


“Four? You don’t waste time.”


“Kevin, Sean, Riley, and Patrick. Not a dull moment at my house.” But his eyes are saying something else. Like, there are a lot of dull moments.


“Will I have the pleasure?”


“They’re home with the wife.” A pause. “I heard you didn’t get married.”


“I like my freedom.”


His eyes gleam. “Yeah. You always did.”


That’s the kind of statement that needs a wide berth, especially coming from an ex.


“You ever think about me?” he says bluntly.


“I try not to.”


“I don’t think about you either.”


Thomasina, who’s been following the conversation with strange delight, emits a kind of strangled bark.


“How about a dance anyway, for Ned and the good old days?” Johnny says.


It sounds about right to me. What else do you do at an Irish funeral but dance with a guy you used to fuck to honor the departed? We move onto the tiny parquet floor in the middle of the room. Only one other couple is there, swaying slowly to the sound of “Beast of Burden.” I’m glad, actually. My body feels as if it’s been locked inside a tomb, and I need to bring it back to life. Johnny lumbers for a while, then finds a groove. His eyes are half closed, and his skin is luridly tinted in the glow of the colored bulbs strung along the wall. It feels weirdly OK to be swaying across from him. Because I know he cared about Ned. Because he’s grieving, too.


By this time others have joined us on the floor. I dance for a long time without stopping—with Johnny, with another guy, with Noah in his adorable tie. I whirl and let the music flow through me until it washes away all the tension I’ve been carrying. Thank-yous flow from my sore heart to the Band, Led Zeppelin, and the Rolling Stones.


The guy who introduced himself outside the church, Larry Something-or-other, is sitting at a table with a noisy group of Ned’s fishing buddies. Most of them are in blue dress shirts with loosened blue striped ties. Blue-on-blue seems to be the color combo of choice for men who would rather be wearing something else. Larry isn’t talking much. Maybe he doesn’t approve of wild Irish funeral parties. Every so often he turns his head and watches me. Doesn’t stare, just watches. Like I’m someone he’s not personally interested in but needs to keep an eye on. A kid sister, maybe. It seems pretty obvious that we’re going to speak to each other again before the evening is done.


Thomasina and Noah have moved to a large round table in the corner, away from the music. The dark-haired guy who had been sitting next to Thomasina at the bar is there, too, hunched over, leaning close to Noah, hands gesticulating in front of Noah’s impassive face. I get a not-right feeling from it, pull up a chair, join their tête-à-tête.


“You gotta upgrade,” the guy is saying. “These smartphones are so much better. You got a girlfriend yet, heh? You can text her all day with this thing.” He points to a cell phone between them on the table—a flat black thing with a shiny display.


“I don’t have a girlfriend. I’m in fifth grade,” Noah says.


“Don’t have a girlfriend? What’s with that, bro? Gotta be some hot girls where you are. Anyway, you get a girlfriend, you’ll impress the hell out of her with this thing. You go bowling or something, whatever you kids do, you keep it in your pocket, and when the time is right, you pull it out like it’s nothing much. Her eyes will pop, I’m telling you.” He turns the phone on, starts tapping through the touch screens. “Look: You got a computer, a phone, a camera, and Internet all in the same place. And your iPod—you just load it in. Books, too. Boom, just like that. You’re reading William fucking Shakespeare while you’re waiting for your Big Mac. Or your oil change. Whatever you want. One click, and it’s all happening.”


Noah looks at the guy thoughtfully, trying to figure him out. Reverts to manners when he has no luck. “Thank you very much, but I don’t want an upgrade right now.”


“It’s free if you give me your old phone.”


“I told you, I don’t have it. My mom said I couldn’t take it ’cause she didn’t want me playing video games.”


“You didn’t leave it in the car, did you?”


Noah shakes his head.


“Well, it’s a shame you can’t get your hands on it, because you just missed the deal of a lifetime.” The guy sweeps the new phone off the table and stows it in his pocket. “I would have traded fair and square. And, hey, when you find the old one, I still will. OK, little man? That a deal?”


“Hey, Noah,” I say, eyeing the guy. “Who’s your friend?”


“Max,” Noah says heavily, as if the one syllable is one too many.


Max stretches out his hand, and we shake over Noah’s head, but it’s perfunctory. The fingers barely clutch mine.


“Pirio,” I tell him, though he didn’t ask.


“Say what?”


“Pirio.” I enunciate slowly.


Max nods like he gets it, but looks bothered by the nominal challenge, and turns his attention back to Thomasina, who’s chatting with others at the table.


Noah is drawing the stages of evolution in a notebook he brought with him. So far he’s done one-cell organisms, amoebas, and some strange-looking fish.


“That one needs a mustache,” I say, pointing.


“Whiskers, maybe,” he says, humoring me.


“Wait. Do fish have whiskers?” I’m actually not sure.


“Pirio—” This could mean either yes or no.


“I think I saw whiskers on a fish in the aquarium. A blue, bulbous, bug-eyed guy with droopy jowls. Looked just like my uncle Fred.”


“You don’t have an Uncle Fred.”


“How do you know? I could have six Uncle Freds back in Russia. All kick-dancing on the steppes, yelling Oie!”


“Oie?” he repeats, squinting.


“Russian for ‘Hey, pretty lady, will you marry me?’”


Noah smiles.


It’s work to get a smile from him, but worth the effort, because his face softens and turns beautiful.


“You want to go home now?” I ask.


He looks at me gratefully. “Yeah.”


Two hours later Murphy’s Pub is emptying out. Only three big round tables are still occupied by reveling mourners. The DJ is playing sad-sack tunes; the same couple has been shuffling on the dance floor for an hour, collapsed into each other, either drunk or half asleep; and two disheveled women are in the corner crying loudly like it’s a job they’ve been hired to do. Only crumbs are left on the buffet table—cake plates with nothing on them but plastic knives coated with sticky clumps of icing, salad bowls with limp, oil-smeared lettuce clinging to the rims. A half hour ago the bartender put about twenty shots of Irish whiskey on the bar for whoever wanted one—his spiritual offering to his old pal Ned. A bunch of people gathered round, raised the glasses, took a big religious swallow, and felt the holy burn.


Thomasina, Max, Johnny, some other people, and I are sitting together at a big table. Noah’s been dropped at home with a babysitter, and Thomasina’s slipped off her high-heeled boots and long since switched to vodka on the rocks. The guy sitting next to me leaves. Larry approaches the table, asks if he can sit down. I say sure and ask what took him so long. He says he was waiting for a seat to open up next to me. An answer worthy of respect.


We give conversation another shot. Somehow we get onto skiing, which he likes, roll over onto fishing, which he doesn’t like (too boring), and spiral around some other topics of no importance. If he gets too personal, I say something flippant. If I get too personal, he changes the subject. We spend some time suspended in this weird ballet.


Thomasina bobs her head in our direction. The glimmer in her eye lets me know she’s sized up Larry and found him to be acceptable dating material—whether for herself or me it’s hard to say.


“What’s your name?” she calls out, as if he’s at the other end of an airplane hangar. The vodka’s anesthetized the part of her brain that judges distances.


“Larry,” he calls back good-naturedly, joining her in the fun of distant greetings.


“Larry? Larry? You’re kidding me! Larry rhymes with marry!” She’s delighted, lets a sly glance sweep across us both. Her drunkenness is so obvious and endearing in its way that she can get away with saying infantile things like this. She points to Max, who’s got a rapt face turned toward her trust-fund body, which curves like a nubile dollar sign. “And what do you think of this guy, Pirio? He’s way cute, isn’t he? Max, Max, Max!” she crows.


If you stopped her in this moment and checked to see what’s in her brain, you’d probably find a photo of a brilliant white, double-whammy wedding atop the caption Pirio and Thomasina Find Decent Guys and Settle Down to Happy Lives at Last.


Max takes her show of enthusiasm as an opportunity to kiss her dramatically on the cheek. She throws her arms around him like he’s Daddy home from work. “I can’t believe how much I already like you,” she says.


I take a closer look. Max is as quick and trim as a featherweight boxer, with restless eyes, and a dimple that flashes on and off. There’s a sense of excited distractibility about him. He’s constantly in motion: an eyebrow peaks, his hands speak, his knee bounces. He whispers something in her ear that makes her laugh. I immediately try to gauge how he would treat a child—specifically, an emotionally complex ten-year-old with a genius-level IQ. The thought is too depressing to continue.


Thomasina swats Max playfully for whatever indecency he proposed, then leans across my lap to have a pseudo-intimate talk with our newfound fourth. “Have you ever been in love, Larry?”


“Once or twice,” he admits.


“That’s all? Crazy boy! I’ve been in love a hundred times.” She sweeps her arms out as if to embrace the world, then leans forward again cozily. “But never for real. Real, true love. But maybe this guy’s the one, huh?” She jabs a cocked thumb at Max, who is looking on with glee. “Stranger things have happened. You meet a guy at your not-husband’s funeral. … So? Maybe not kosher, you say. But I say, what’s wrong with that? You gotta meet him somewhere, right? The funeral-baked meats did coldly furnish forth the marriage table. That’s Shakespeare, in case you’re wondering. I used to know a lot of Shakespeare. And not just Out, damned spot! and My kingdom for a horse. Hey, you want to know what this guy’s totally complete name is?”


Larry produces a look of interest.


“Maxwell Little-Pierce. That’s his real, true name. Mr. Maximum, I call him. Max-i-yum. Descended from the Mayflower.” She rears back and raises her index finger to make her next point professorial. “And that was a hell of a boat!” Such a sterling idea requires a long belt of vodka.


Larry, to his credit, doesn’t comment, letting Thomasina veer off to other subjects. Johnny has been watching all this silently, occasionally tipping a beer bottle to his mouth. His chair is pulled back a little and cocked at an odd angle to the table in a way that seems both aloof and mildly threatening.


A heavy sadness settles over me as Thomasina continues to rant. Max nuzzles her, she shoves him away, tries to pull him back by balling the front of his sweater in her hand.


“Whoa! Hold on there, lady. You’ll stretch it!” he says in mock outrage, and leans in for a kiss.


That turns out to be as much as I can take. I say my good-byes, and Larry pushes back his chair and stands up, apparently ready to leave as well.
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