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  Introduction




  Very early in Claire Messud’s fourth novel, the legendary liberal-left journalist Murray Thwaite puts in a guest appearance at his friend Eli Triplett’s graduate

  history seminar (‘Resistance in Postwar America’) to talk about the work he did in his youth in the anti-Vietnam War movement. As the seminar ends, Triplett reminds his students of the

  following week’s film screening:




  

    

      “Costa-Gavras. Missing. We’re on to our government’s South American involvements next . . . A whole new set of horrors.”




      “Our government, Eli?” Thwaite murmured as the students wrapped themselves in their swishing outerwear. “You surprise me. Have you sworn an allegiance I’m

      unaware of?”




      Triplett laughed. “They take it amiss, you know, the Bolshie ones, if I suggest I’m not implicated. It’s one thing to criticize your own family, as you well know, and quite

      another to criticize someone else’s.”




      “So you’re lying to them, essentially?” Thwaite, still seated, raised an admonitory eyebrow.


    


  




  Nearly four hundred pages later, the map of the geopolitical order is redrawn violently by the destruction of the twin towers of the World Trade Center in September 2001, and

  in its immediate aftermath it is Murray who is ‘called upon to provide moral or ethical guidance, to offer a path for confused and frightened liberals through the mad alarums and

  self-flagellations of those hideous, tumultuous weeks’.




  It is inconceivable, given what Messud has told us about his politics, that Murray is ignorant of how 9/11 is the long shadow cast by yet another kind of American ‘involvement’, so

  why this sudden evaporation of his practised dissent against the State, this collusion, almost, with a political order he despises to avail of yet another opportunity to be a talking head? Is this

  not a more complicit variant of something that he criticizes Triplett for? Notwithstanding the fact that Messud has comprehensively eroded, through the course of the novel, any moral or ethical

  credibility that Murray might ever have had, exposing him to be flawed, hypocritical and fraudulent, an idol with clay feet if ever there was one, this final instance of double standards is not

  included to drive yet another nail into the coffin of Murray’s moral standing; or not only for that purpose. Messud has inserted this detail, deliberately intended to remind us of the early

  moment at the graduate seminar, for reasons I shall look into later, but, first, some of the other key players in the story.




  The Emperor’s Children follows the lives of five Manhattan residents – Danielle, Marina, Julius, close friends in their very early thirties, and Marina’s parents,

  Murray and Annabel Thwaite – and two outsiders who arrive in Manhattan, Frederick (‘Bootie’) Tubb, Marina’s first cousin, to start a new life, and Ludovic Seeley, an

  Australian editor, to start a new magazine that he hopes will take New York by storm. Danielle is a television producer and, later, one of the victims of Murray’s essentially duplicitous

  nature. Marina is the beautiful, aimless daughter of the Thwaites, casting about for something to do and using her ongoing project of writing a book about how Americans dress their children –

  a project whose pitiably pointless nature is brought home to her, in a superb deployment of irony, by her father – as a kind of displacement activity. Julius, gay, sharp, bitchy, and a

  self-invented man, is struggling to make ends meet with his decreasing freelance writing engagements and is desultorily looking for more writing work. Marina’s and Julius’s

  self-absorptions belong to different categories: his is powered by hedonism, hers stems from a sense of entitlement born of being beautiful and being Murray Thwaite’s daughter. In a city more

  relentlessly self-absorbed and self-regarding than most – the natural outcome of unfettered capitalist individualism – Marina and Julius are glittering exemplars of a morally vacuous

  generation. Even Murray cannot gainsay this unignorable fact: ‘He suddenly saw his daughter as a monster he and Annabel had created – they and a society of excess.’




  It will take the two outsiders to see through the deceptions and self-delusions of these people but each of them will come at them from opposite angles, with opposite motives and antithetical

  moral positions. Ludovic Seeley’s position, to be accurate, is not moral: he sees Murray for the humbug that he is – there is no love lost between the two men – but woos and

  marries his daughter as a deliberate strategy because it will place him in the centre of the powerful world of New York chattering classes. It is a world that he wants to bring down with the launch

  of his new magazine, The Monitor (the name of Napoleon’s magazine, Murray notes; the comparison is chilling), and what better place to go about it than from the inside? He is

  dangerously ambitious and, like Murray, glib and equally adept at deceiving. In his essay ‘On Bullshit’, the moral philosopher Harry G. Frankfurt argues that although lying and bullshit

  occur along the same continuum, lying is several steps further along the line than bullshit because the former is done intentionally to deceive while the latter is produced with the aim of

  procuring some kind of personal advantage. Note, for example, the nonsense that Ludovic spouts when talking about Marina’s book: it is a lather of words behind which there is no substance, no

  meaning. Yet, although knowing that her book is trivial, his bullshit comes from a more strategic place: it is fraudulent in two salient ways – first, he has not read Marina’s book, yet

  he can serve up platitudinous patter about it glibly, and secondly, his patter is morally dubious, since it is all a way of using Marina to get to his real target, which is her father. By

  Frankfurt’s definition, Ludovic is a liar and Murray a bull-shitter; it is a classification that is of a piece with what we find out about the two men in the novel. One way of looking at the

  mutual dislike between them is through the lens of what Freud called ‘the narcissism of small differences’.




  One of the oldest tropes in storytelling is that of the appearance of a stranger who turns everyone’s life upside down. Frederick, or Bootie, is the true outsider. He is also, alongside

  Annabel Thwaite, the book’s moral touchstone. He has some of the innocence of the holy fool and, like a holy fool, is endowed with almost a preternatural vision that can see through bullshit

  and lies. He will begin as Murray’s acolyte and end up as his nemesis, coming across his idol’s slippages, evasions, contradictions, hypocrisies, and empty posturing, all of which his

  white-hot idealism cannot let go of. He will piece them together doggedly, ignorant of any possible consequences, into a damning indictment of the man.




  The Emperor’s Children is a political novel; by that I do not mean politics in the narrow sense of political parties, revolutions, criticism of a current

  governing order, or a concentration on current affairs. (It is crucially not that dreaded thing that came into torrential being post-9/11, namely the Washington Foreign Policy Novel, each instance

  of which the soi disant intelligentsia fell over backwards to anoint ‘important’.) Messud’s novel is political in the most inclusive, most intelligent understanding of that notion

  – it looks at the private sphere, at how individuals live in the world, how they conduct their lives, what their moral codes are, to give an indication of the bigger, wider world and the

  matrix of history in which these private lives are necessarily situated, the private and the public at once shaping and being shaped by each other.




  The Emperor’s Children is powered by a radiant and fierce moral energy, something that the realist novel used to do so brilliantly until it became, especially in its

  Anglo-American incarnation, a vehicle for angsty chit-chat and pretty prose about relationships, with a few jokes thrown in to keep English journalists pleased. The questions it poses are enormous

  and profound. What is a person’s true, authentic self? Does a life need to be lived in continuous connection with that? What if the truest idea we have of our true selves is a false one, or

  one held in bad faith? Are our notions of authenticity confected, too? These are the contemporary versions of the questions that drove Dorothea Brooke, and Pierre Bezukhov. Indeed, Messud has a

  thread about a perceived polarity between Pierre and Natasha – to think, like Pierre, or to be, like Natasha – running throughout her book but she uses it explosively: Julius and Marina

  are cultured enough to talk about War and Peace but the self-regarding ways in which the ‘Pierre versus Natasha’ debate features in their lives, as a kind of

  self-help-industry-inflected lifestyle choice, hollows out the moral core of Tolstoy and shines a merciless light on their own antics. Where Bezukhov walks the ruins of a deserted and destroyed

  Moscow with a deadly serious intention, Julius and Marina sleepwalk through life. This novel is constantly engaging our moral attention.




  It is in this context that we must see the instance that I referred to at the beginning – of Murray being enlisted to offer help through his talks and op-ed pieces to liberals following

  the terrorist attack – and see what meaning it conveys. In a sense, the novel is almost bookended by enormous global and geopolitical ructions – one set of those is offstage, just a

  casual reference (the baneful interference of the USA and CIA in Latin America), the other, 9/11, encountered head-on, in all its spectacular horror. In the former, the USA is the perpetrator; the

  victims are absent. In the other, New York is at the receiving end, the victims in front of our eyes, as it were, on the page. Between these two lies a novel that studiously avoids these big events

  and concentrates instead on the gilded lives of a number of self-enclosed people, each chasing a reductive notion of individual fulfilment and happiness. Now lean back from the dazzling, burnished

  perfection of Messud’s style and bring the three things together: the book seems to be directing you to a space outside its margins to ask moral questions it has trained you to raise. How do

  the bookends and what they hold between them cohere? While extending our pity to the characters (in both the Aristotelian and the colloquial, pejorative sense) and feeling horror (again dual: at

  both their self-absorption and the destruction wreaked on their world), should we also not ask how this ruthlessly self-absorbed society, which cannot see beyond the circumference of the shadow it

  casts, is a participant in, and product of, these offstage and onstage histories of violence? You get the sense that these lives, although temporarily dented, are going to continue in the same old

  runnels as they did before. The person who is changed irrevocably by all that has happened is Frederick; he becomes, literally, a new person.




  The scalpel that Messud takes to this world is glittering. Her irony is silkier, more dangerous, than the straightforward rebarbative elegance of, say, an Edward St Aubyn. Not for her the

  stylistic anorexia and starvation in the name of ‘clean prose’ that has been the reigning zeitgeist for a long time now. Her sentences, so much weightier than any contemporary

  writer’s, with so much more content, more intelligent thought, fitted into each of them, bring Proust to mind in their long runs, or Henry James in their parenthetical gloriousness; the only

  response to them is euphoria. Her eye misses nothing – the sometimes deliberative, sometimes headlong rush of thought; the very act of thinking (messy, associative, zigzag); the complex

  interiorities of the characters; the floral arrangement at a media awards ceremony; the inner conflict among three dining women when it comes to ordering dessert . . . The book has what Henry James

  called ‘the air of reality (solidity of specification) [that] seems to me to be the supreme virtue of a novel – the merit on which all its other merits (including that conscious moral

  purpose . . .) helplessly and submissively depend’. The reader, too, is helpless and submissive, joyously so, in the face of such power and brilliance.
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  For Livia and Lucian, who changed everything;




  And, as ever, for J.W.




  





  




  

    

      The General, speaking one felt with authority, always insisted that, if you bring off adequate preservation of your personal myth, nothing much else in life matters. It is not what happens

      to people that is significant, but what they think happens to them.




      —Anthony Powell, Books Do Furnish a Room
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  CHAPTER ONE




  Our Chef Is Very Famous in London




  “Darlings! Welcome! And you must be Danielle?” Sleek and small, her wide eyes rendered enormous by kohl, Lucy Leverett, in spite of her resemblance to a baby seal,

  rasped impressively. Her dangling fan earrings clanked at her neck as she leaned in to kiss each of them, Danielle too, and although she held her cigarette, in its mother-of-pearl holder, at

  arm’s length, its smoke wafted between them and brought tears to Danielle’s eyes.




  Danielle didn’t wipe them, for fear of disturbing her makeup. Having spent half an hour putting on her face in front of the grainy mirror of Moira and John’s bathroom, ogling her

  imperfections and applying vigorous remedial spackle—beneath which her weary, olive-shaped eyes were pouched by bluish bags, the curves of her nostrils oddly red, and her high forehead

  peeling—she had no intention of revealing to strangers the disintegration beneath her paint.




  “Come in, darlings, come in.” Lucy moved behind them and herded the trio toward the party. The Leveretts’ living room was painted a deep purple—aubergine, in local

  parlance—and its windows were draped with velvet. From the ceiling hung a brutal wrought iron chandelier, like something salvaged from a medieval castle. Three men loitered by the bay window,

  talking to one another while staring out at the street, their glasses of red wine luminous in the reflected evening light. A long, plump, pillowed sofa stretched the length of one wall, and upon it

  four women were disposed like odalisques in a harem. Two occupied opposite ends of the divan, their legs tucked under, their extended arms caressing the cushions, while between them one rested her

  head upon another’s lap, and smiling, eyes closed, whispered to the ceiling while her friend stroked her abundant hair. The whole effect was, for Danielle, faintly cloudy, as if she had

  walked into someone else’s dream. She kept feeling this, in Sydney, so far from home: she couldn’t quite say it wasn’t real, but it certainly wasn’t her reality.




  “Rog? Rog, more wine!” Lucy called to the innards of the house, then turned again to her guests, a proprietorial arm on Danielle’s bicep. “Red or white? He’s

  probably even got pink, if you’re after it. Can’t bear it myself—so California.” She grinned, and from her crows’ feet, Danielle knew she was forty, or almost.




  Two men bearing bottles emerged from the candlelit gloom of the dining room, both slender, both at first glance slightly fey. Danielle took the imposing one in front, in a pressed lavender shirt

  and with, above hooded eyes, a high, smooth Nabokovian brow, to be her host. She extended a hand. “I’m Danielle.” His fingers were elegant, and his palm, when it pressed hers, was

  cool.




  “Are you now?” he said.




  The other man, at least a decade older, slightly snaggle-toothed and goateed, spoke from behind his shoulder. “I’m Roger,” he said. “Good to see you. Don’t mind

  Ludo, he’s playing hard to get.”




  “Ludovic Seeley,” Lucy offered. “Danielle—”




  “Minkoff.”




  “Moira and John’s friend. From New York.”




  “New York,” Ludovic Seeley repeated. “I’m moving there next month.”




  “Red or white?” asked Roger, whose open shirt revealed a tanned breast dotted with sparse gray hairs and divided by a narrow gold chain.




  “Red, please.”




  “Good choice,” said Seeley, almost in a whisper. He was—she could feel it rather than see it, because his hooded eyes did not so much as flicker—looking her up and down.

  She hoped that her makeup was properly mixed in, that no clump of powder had gathered dustily upon her chin or cheek.




  The moment of recognition was, for Danielle, instantaneous. Here, of all places, in this peculiar and irrelevant enclave, she had spotted a familiar. She wondered if he, too, experienced it: the

  knowledge that this mattered. Ludovic Seeley: she did not know who he was, and yet she felt she knew him, or had been waiting for him. It was not merely his physical presence, the long, feline

  slope of him, a quality at once loose and controlled, as if he played with the illusion of looseness. Nor was it the timbre of his voice, deep and yet not particularly resonant, its Australian

  inflection so slight as to be almost British. It was, she decided, something in his face: he knew. Although what he knew she could not have said. There were the eyes, a surprising deep and

  gold-flecked gray, their lines slightly downturned in an expression both mournful and amused, and the particular small furrow that cut into his right cheek when he smiled even slightly. His ears,

  pinned close to his head, lent him a tidy aspect; his dark hair, so closely shaven as to allow the blue of his scalp to shine through, emphasized both his irony and his restraint. His skin was

  pale, almost as pale as Danielle’s own, and his nose a fine, sharp stretch of cartilage. His face, so distinctive, struck her as that of a nineteenth-century portrait, a Sargent perhaps, an

  embodiment of sardonic wisdom and society, of aristocratic refinement. And yet in the fall of his shirt, the line of his torso, the graceful but not unmanly movement of his slender fingers (and

  yes, discreetly, but definitely there, he had hair on the backs of his hands—she held to it, as a point of attraction: men ought not to be hairless), he was distinctly of the present. What he

  knew, perhaps, was what he wanted.




  “Come on, darling.” Lucy took her by the elbow. “Let’s introduce you to the rest of the gang.”




  This, dinner at the Leveretts’, was Danielle’s last evening in Sydney before heading home. In the morning, she would board the plane and sleep, sleep her way back

  to yesterday, or by tomorrow, to today, in New York. She’d been away a week, researching a possible television program, with the help of her friend Moira. It wouldn’t be filmed for

  months, if it were filmed at all, a program about the relationship between the Aborigines and their government, the formal apologies and amends of recent years. The idea was to explore the

  possibility of reparations to African Americans—a high-profile professor was publishing a book about it—through the Australian prism. It wasn’t clear even to Danielle whether this

  could fly. Could an American audience care less about the Aborigines? Were the situations even comparable? The week had been filled with meetings and bluster, the zealous singing exchanges of her

  business, the pretense of certainty where in fact there was none at all. Moira firmly believed it could be done, that it should be done; but Danielle was not convinced.




  Sydney was a long way from home. For a week, in her pleasant waft of alienation, Danielle had indulged the fantasy of another possible life—Moira, after all, had left New York for Sydney

  only two years before—and with it, another future. She rarely considered a life elsewhere; the way, she supposed, with faint incredulity, most people never considered a life in New York. From

  her bedroom in her friends’ lacy tin-roofed row house at the end of a shady street in Balmain, Danielle could see the water. Not the great sweep of the harbor, with its arcing bridge, nor the

  ruffled seagull’s wings of the opera house, but a placid stretch of blue beyond the park below, rippled by the wake of occasional ferries and winking in the early evening sunlight.




  Early autumn in Sydney, it was still bitter at home. Small, brightly colored birds clustered in the jacaranda trees, trilling their joyous disharmonies. In earliest morning, she had glimpsed,

  against a dawn-dappled shrub in the backyard, an enormous dew-soaked spiderweb, its intricacies sparkling, and poised, at its edge, an enormous furry spider. Nature was in the city, here. It was

  another world. She had imagined watching her 747 soar away without her, a new life beginning.




  But not really. She was a New Yorker. There was, for Danielle Minkoff, only New York. Her work was there, her friends were there—even her remote acquaintances from college at Brown ten

  years ago were there—and she had made her home in the cacophonous, cozy comfort of the Village. From her studio in its bleached-brick high-rise at Sixth Avenue and Twelfth Street, she

  surveyed lower Manhattan like a captain at the prow of her ship. Beleaguered and poor though she sometimes felt, or craving an interruption in the sea of asphalt and iron, a silence in the tide of

  chatter, she couldn’t imagine giving it up. Sometimes she joked to her mother—raised, as she herself had been, in Columbus, Ohio, and now a resident of Florida—that they’d

  have to carry her out feet first. There was no place like New York. And Australia, in comparison, was, well, Oz.




  This last supper in Sydney was a purely social event. Where the Leveretts lived seemed like an area in which one or two ungentrified Aboriginal people might still linger, gray-haired and bleary,

  outside the pub at the end of the road: people who, pint in hand, hadn’t accepted the government’s apology and moved on. Or perhaps not, perhaps Danielle was merely imagining the area,

  its residents, as they had once been: for a second glance at the BMWs and Audis lining the curb suggested that the new Sydney (like the new New York) had already, and eagerly, edged its way in.




  Moira was friendly with Lucy Leverett, who owned a small but influential gallery down at The Rocks that specialized in Aboriginal art. Her husband, Roger, was a novelist. As John parked the car

  outside the Leveretts’ large Victorian row house, Moira had explained, “Lucy’s great. She’s done a lot on the art scene here. And if you want to meet Aboriginal artists, to

  talk to them for the film, she’s your woman.”




  “And he?”




  “Well”—John had pulled a rueful moue—“his novels are no bloody good—”




  “But we like him,” Moira finished firmly.




  “I’ll give him this much, he’s got great taste in wine.”




  “Roger’s lovely,” Moira insisted. “And it’s true about his books, but he’s very powerful here in Sydney. He could really help you, if you needed

  him.”




  “Roger Leverett?” Danielle thought a moment. “I’ve never heard of him.”




  “Not surprised.”




  “As in ‘our chef is very famous in London.’ ”




  “Come again?”




  “There’s a nasty-looking little Chinese restaurant in the East Village with a handwritten sign in the window—a dirty window, too—that says ‘our chef is very famous

  in London.’ But not in New York, or anywhere else outside of London.”




  “And probably not in London either, eh?” John had said, as they approached the Leveretts’ front door.




  “Roger Leverett is very famous in Sydney, sweetheart, whatever you say.”




  At supper—prawns and quails’ eggs with squid-ink noodles, followed by emu, which closely resembled steak and which she had to force herself to eat—Danielle

  sat between Roger and a beautiful Asian boy—Ito? Iko?—who was the boyfriend of an older architect named Gary at the other end of the table. Ludovic Seeley sat next to Moira, his arm

  languidly and familiarly draped over the back of her chair, and he leaned in to speak to her as though confiding secrets. Danielle glanced over every so often, unable to stop herself, but did not

  once, until the passion fruit sorbet was before them, find him looking her way. When he did, his spectacular eyes seemed again amused, and they did not waver. It was she who lowered her gaze,

  shifting in her chair and feigning sudden interest in Ito/Iko’s recent trip to Tahiti.




  The evening now seemed to her an elaborate theater, the sole purpose of which was meeting Ludovic Seeley. That anyone could care for Lucy or Roger or Gary or Ito/Iko in the way Danielle cared

  for her friends in New York seemed almost implausible: these people, to her, were actors. Only Ludovic was, in his intimate whisperings and unbroken glances, very real. Whatever that meant.

  Reality, or rather, facing it, was Danielle’s great credo; although if she were wholly honest, here and now, she believed a little in magic, too.




  Roger, beside her, was jovial and solicitous. Mostly, Danielle felt her host was a narcissist, delighted by the sound of his own voice and the humor of his own jokes, and by the pipe he fiddled

  with and sucked upon between courses. He was generous with the red wine, more so to her and himself than to those farther afield, and he grew more positively loquacious with each glass.




  “Been to McLaren Vale? Not this time? When do you leave? Ah, well then. Next time, promise me you’ll get to South Australia, do the wine route. And there’s great scuba diving

  off the coast. Been scuba diving? No, well, I can see you might be intimidated. I used to do a lot of diving in my day, but you can get yourself in some very nasty situations, very nasty indeed.

  About twenty years ago—I wasn’t much older than you are now—how old are you? Thirty? Well, you don’t look it, my girl. Such fine skin. It must be those fine Jewish

  genes—you are Jewish, aren’t you? Yes, well, anyway, the Reef. I was up diving with some mates, this is before Lucy, she’d never let me do it now. I was living up near Brisbane,

  finishing my second novel—Revelation Road, you probably don’t know it? No, well, I’m not vain about these things. It was a great success at the time. And anyway, this

  trip out to the Reef was the reward, you know, for a job well done, the editor was jumping up and down in Sydney he was so mad about the manuscript, but I said, screw it, George, I’m entitled

  to celebrate before I come back, because once you’re in this world you’re in it, aren’t you? So where was I? The Reef, yes. It was my first time out there, by helicopter, of

  course—first time in a copter, if you can believe it—and we were four blokes . . .”




  Roger’s blithe torrent grew murkier to Danielle with each sip of claret, and she pasted her smile—quite genuine; she was enjoying herself, and lord knew it wasn’t

  effortful—in permanence upon her face. She smiled while slurping the inky noodles, while dissecting the antennaed prawns. She felt as though she smiled even while chewing the rather tough emu

  fillet, plucking the dense slices from their bed of bloodied polenta. She smiled while glancing at Ludovic Seeley, who did not glance back, and smiled at Moira, at Lucy, at John in turn. When Roger

  went to fetch the dessert—“I do the wine, my dear, and the clearing up. The fetching and carrying. And I make the meanest risotto you’ll ever taste, but not tonight, not

  tonight”—Danielle turned to Ito/Iko and learned that he was twenty-two, an apprentice in a fashion house, that he’d known Gary eight months, and that they’d recently had the

  most fabulous holiday in Tahiti, “very Gauguin, and so sexy. I mean, the people on that island are so sexy, it’s to die.”




  “Is that where Captain Cook got killed, in the end?” Danielle asked, feeling very culturally au fait to be dropping the founder’s name.




  “Oh no, doll, that was Hawaii. Very different vibe altogether. Totally different.” Ito/Iko flashed a broad smile and fluffed at his hair, which was, she decided, slightly tinted with

  blue, and glistening in the candlelight. “You haven’t been here very long, have you? Because everyone knows it was Hawaii. I mean, I know it was Hawaii, and I dropped out of

  school at sixteen.”




  After the meal, the party resettled in the living room, where Ito/Iko curled under Gary’s arm like a chick beneath a hen’s wing. Danielle gratefully abandoned her

  wineglass at the table, and sat sipping water as movement and general conversation buzzed around her in a pleasant fog. She felt a thrill of alarm—of life—when Ludovic Seeley took the

  armchair to her right.




  “What takes you to New York?” she asked.




  He leaned in, as she’d seen him do with Moira: intimacy, or the impression of it, was clearly his mode. But he did not touch her. His shirt cuff glowed against the plum velvet of the chair

  arm. “Revolution,” he said.




  “I’m sorry?”




  “I’m going to foment revolution.”




  She blinked, sipped, attempted silently to invite elucidation. She didn’t want to seem to him unsubtle, unironic, American.




  “Seriously? Seriously, I’m going to edit a magazine.”




  “What magazine is that?”




  “The Monitor.”




  She shook her head.




  “Of course you haven’t heard of it—I haven’t got there yet. It doesn’t exist yet.”




  “That’s a challenge.”




  “I’ve got Merton behind me. I like a challenge.” Danielle took this in. Augustus Merton, the Australian mogul. Busy buying up Europe, Asia, North America. Everything in English

  and all to the right. The enemy.




  Lucy, bearing coffee, appeared suddenly, tinily, before them. “He’s done it before, Danielle. He’s a man to be afraid of, our Ludo. He’s got all the politicians and the

  journos on the run in this town. The True Voice—have you seen it?”




  “Oh. Moira told me about it. I mean, she told me about you.”




  “We don’t see eye to eye on pretty much anything,” Lucy said with a conciliatory smile at Seeley, touching her delicate hand with its black nail polish to his lavender

  shoulder. “But my God, this bloke makes me laugh.”




  He bowed his head slightly. “A true compliment. And the first step on the road to revolution.”




  “And now you’re going to take on New York?”




  Danielle’s skepticism evidently made him bristle. “Yes,” he said clearly, his gray eyes, their hoods fully retracted, now firmly and unamusedly upon her. “Yes, I

  am.”




  Danielle rode home in the backseat with her eyes shut for most of the way. She opened them periodically to glimpse flashes of the city, the sulfurous lights on the asphalt and

  the marine sky. “Roger certainly loves to talk,” she said.




  “Did he tell you about his novels? Bore you senseless with unwieldy plots?” Moira asked.




  “No, scuba diving. And the wine route. Better than that Asian guy.”




  “Gary’s new boyfriend? He seemed sweet.”




  “Sweet?” John scoffed. “Sweet?”




  “He was sweet. No, he really was. But not very interesting.”




  There was a silence, during which Danielle longed to ask about Seeley but did not want to seem to care. Of the evening’s underwater blur, Seeley was all that stuck out.




  “Did you talk to Ludo at the end?” asked Moira.




  “Ludo, is it now?” John said. “My dear, aren’t we grand?”




  “Is he really a big deal?” Danielle hoped her voice was neutral. “He seemed a little creepy, or something.”




  “He’s moving to New York, you know,” said Moira. “He’s been hired in to launch a mag—they sacked the first guy, you may have read about it. Merton thought his

  vision was wrong—Billings, was it? Billington? Buxton, I think. Big scandal. Makes Seeley the chosen boy, plucked from halfway across the world. He’s going sometime very

  soon.”




  “Next month,” Danielle said. “I gave him my e-mail. Not that he’ll need it, but in case he’s at a loose end. Trying to be neighborly.”




  “That’s a good one,” John said. “Seeley at a loose end. That I’d like to see.”




  “Think he’ll succeed?” Danielle asked.




  “He thinks so,” said Moira. “In fact, he knows so. But he doesn’t give much away, so it’s hard to know what he’s really plotting. And it’s hard

  to know whether he’s running to something or running away. He’s made such a splash here in the past, what is it, five years—Christ, he’s only what? Thirty-three?

  Thirty-five? A baby!—and he’s got a lot of friends—”




  “And a lot of enemies,” said John.




  “And I just don’t think there’s any challenge for him here anymore, that’s all. But a ton of hassle. With this kind of backing—jeez, Merton’s choice!—he

  probably reckons he’ll conquer New York, and then the world.”




  “Like Kim Jong Il, eh? Or Saddam Hussein?” said John.




  “Well, it might not be as easy as he expects,” said Danielle, thinking herself surprisingly witty in spite of the quantities of red wine. “It may just be a case of ‘our

  chef is very famous in London.’ ”




  “That it may,” John said, obviously satisfied at the thought. “That it may.”




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Bootie, the Professor




  “Bootie?” Judy Tubb yelled, in her housecoat at the bottom of the stairs, washed in the dull, pearly light of the reflected snow outside. “Bootie, are you

  going to come down and help dig us out, or what?”




  Met by silence, she set a foot upon the creaking step, her hand on the polished wooden ball at the banister’s base, and started, as loudly as she could, to climb. “I said, Bootie?

  Did you hear me?”




  A door opened and her son ambled into view on the gloomy landing, pushing his glasses up his nose and squinting. His old-fashioned brown flannel pajamas were rumpled around his soft bulk, and

  his first preoccupation seemed to be that his mother not catch sight of his pale and generous belly: he clutched at his pajama strings and hoisted up the bottoms, revealing instead his oddly

  slender ankles and his long, hairy toes.




  “Have you been sleeping all this time, since breakfast?” Judy spoke sharply but felt a burst of tenderness for her befuddled boy, as he wavered before her, almost six feet tall.

  “Bootie? Frederick? Are you still asleep?”




  “Reading, Ma. I was reading in bed.”




  “But there’s two feet of snow in the drive, and it’s still coming down.”




  “I know.”




  “We’ve got to get out, don’t we.”




  “School’s cancelled. You don’t have to go anywhere.”




  “Just because I don’t have to teach doesn’t mean I don’t need to go anywhere. And what about you?”




  Frederick pushed a fist behind his glasses and rubbed his left eye.




  “You’re supposed to be looking for a job, aren’t you? You’re not going to find one lying around in bed.”




  “There’s a snowstorm on. Everything is cancelled, not just school. There’s nowhere to go today, and no jobs to get today.” He seemed suddenly solid, even stolid, in his

  bulk. “Besides, my reading isn’t nothing. It’s work, too. Just because it’s not paid doesn’t mean it’s not work.”




  “Please, don’t start.”




  “Ask Uncle Murray. Don’t you think he spends his days reading?”




  “I don’t know what your uncle does with his time, Bootie, but I’d remind you that he’s well paid for it. Very well paid. And I know that when he was your age, he was in

  college and he had a job. Maybe two jobs, even. Because Pawpaw and Nana couldn’t afford—”




  “I know, Ma. I know. I’m going to finish my chapter. And then if it’s stopped snowing, I’ll shovel the drive.”




  “Even if it’s still snowing, Bootie. They’ve plowed the road twice since seven.”




  “Don’t call me Bootie,” he said as he retreated back into his bedroom. “It’s not my name.”




  



  Judy Tubb and her son lived in a spacious but crumbling Victorian house on the eastern side of Watertown, off the road to Lowville, in a neighborhood of other similarly

  sprawling, similarly decrepit buildings. Some had been broken up into apartments, and one, at the end of the street, had been abandoned, its elegant windows boarded over and its porch all but caved

  in; but that was simply the way of Watertown. It was still a good address, a fine house on a fine square lot at the good end of town, as respectable as it had been twenty years before when Bert and

  Judy had moved in with their little daughter, Sarah, and Bootie not even on the way.




  Born a mile from this house, Judy had lived her whole life in town, except for college and a few years teaching in Syracuse. Watertown was to her as invisible as her skin, and she no longer saw

  (if she ever had) the derelict storefronts and sagging porches. The grand downtown, once known as Garland City, its stone buildings and central plaza constructed on an imperial scale, impressed her

  only rarely as forlorn: mostly it seemed, as she drove through it to the high school or to the Price Chopper, of a blind and consoling familiarity. So, too, with their neighborhood, their house:

  she cleaved to them lovingly, simply because they were hers.




  The house itself had steep steps at its front, and a small cement patio with a little balcony overhanging, which opened off the upstairs hallway. The Tubbs had had aluminum siding put on in the

  early eighties—white, simple—but it had grown grubby and mottled with moss and mud, and was in places dented by fallen gutter pipes or bowed by the work of zealous squirrels or birds

  who had made their nests between the siding and the exterior wall. The remaining wood trim was painted green, but it had been worn bald in spots and was everywhere cracked and peeling. The snow

  covered the worst of the building’s indignities (including a rotting patch of brick in the foundation), and softened its outlines, so that the peaked roof—once of slate, now of poorly

  stapled asphalt sheeting—seemed to rise with a solid confidence into the clouded sky.




  Inside, the Tubbs’ home was still elegant—except, perhaps, Bootie’s room, a territory to which Judy laid no claim. Little had been done to the rooms in years—she had not

  had the courage for even a coat of paint since Bert’s death from pancreatic cancer four years before—and they had about them, perhaps in consequence, a heavy, darkened aspect; but she

  kept the house clean, its wood polished, its linoleum waxed, even its windows (at least in summer, when the storms were taken down) washed. There was little to be done about the stubborn dottings

  of mold on the basement wall (she blamed the aluminum siding, after all these years, which kept the house from breathing) or in a patch on the blue bathroom lino behind the toilet. But by and

  large, Judy considered that all was in fine repair, the old cabinets and wide-planked floors, even the small red-and-blue-lozenged stained-glass window over the front door, which she

  knew—Bert had discovered it; he loved researching such things—had been ordered from a Sears catalogue all the way back at the turn of the last century.




  She loved her house, largely though not only for the history that it held, and she was most partial to the upstairs—the grand, bright bedroom overlooking the street that she had shared

  with her dear husband, and where, were it not for the hospital, he would have died; the broad hall with its balcony and gleaming banisters; even the faded pink flowered carpet along the floor, with

  its faint smell of dust, which she knew so intimately that she could locate, in her mind, its gnawed edges, its threadbare patches and its irremovable stains. As she moved from that hallway into

  her beloved bedroom, worrying about her sullen son (it was the age, she kept telling herself, his and the culture’s), she felt she walked into the light: the two large windows cast a

  shadowless opalescence onto the sprigged wallpaper, the family photos on top of the bureau. Even her discarded stockings, still carrying from yesterday the shape of her solid limbs, appeared

  outlined in light, luminous. Her hands and her hair, a grayed cloud, had carried up from the kitchen the smell of coffee, and the vents at her ankles pushed a warm wind around the floor. In spite

  of Bootie, in spite, in spite, in this moment at least, she felt happy: she was not too old to love even the snow.




  Judy Tubb made her bed—tidily, smoothing the bottom sheet and removing the stray gray curls from her pillow, then squaring and tucking the top sheet, the mustard wool blanket. She fussed

  over the bedspread, its evenness on both sides, the plumpness of the pillows beneath its folds. She had no truck with duvets, flimsy and foreign: she liked the weight of a bed made with blankets,

  and the work of it. She showered, dried, and dressed in the bathroom in the hall—the house was Victorian, and had only the one bathroom in spite of four bedrooms—and emerged in her

  favorite blush turtleneck beneath the avocado angora cardigan she had knitted last winter. In truth, she had knitted it for her niece, Marina—God only knew why, because they weren’t

  close; except that she loved to knit and had already made a dozen sweaters for her daughter and her grandkids. But it wasn’t quite finished in time for Christmas, and somehow she had known,

  when she opened the gift Marina had sent—a crimson velvet scarf with cutaway flowers in it and silk tasseled fringe, like the shawl of a Victorian madam—she had just known that the

  sweater wasn’t right. She’d sent a Borders gift card instead, and kept the sweater for herself. As for the scarf, there was nowhere in Watertown, New York, that she could wear

  it—certainly not to teach Geography to the sophomores and juniors at the high school—so she had wrapped it up in tissue and put it in the back of her dresser drawer. The funny thing

  was, she loved the cardigan as if it had been a precious gift, and she somehow thought of it as a gift from Marina, which made her think more warmly of the girl after all, and which, in a

  roundabout way, it was.




  As she bundled herself into her parka, her Bean boots, her pink woolly toque (also her own handiwork, a pretty lace pattern with a bobble on top), and took, in her mittened hands, the aluminum

  shovel from the porch, she worried about Bootie, upstairs in his pajamas like a boy. She wouldn’t ask him again to help with the shoveling—he could perfectly well hear the rhythmic

  scrape and shuffle of her movements from his window overhead—but she hoped against hope that he might come down of his own accord. Of course if he did come, it would mean another day he

  hadn’t bathed. She didn’t like to nag him about it (who wanted to be that kind of mother, always picking and finding fault?), but she couldn’t remember hearing the tub run once in

  the past week. He took only baths, not showers, and those rarely; but when he did he lingered an hour in the cooling water, reading one of his infernal books.




  Judy Tubb tackled the snow in the driveway first and, in spite of the delicious cold of the shovel through her mittens, in spite of the cold sting pinkening her cheeks, in spite of the

  satisfying soreness she felt, almost immediately, in her lower back, she felt her good humor evaporating as she thought again about her boy. Her darling and only. Her prize. What was it now? March,

  it was March now, and almost Easter. And Bootie had graduated almost a year ago, at the top of his class. She’d never imagined he would still be here, or would be back here; and when, in

  September, he’d gone off to Oswego, she’d thought that it was the beginning of his life in the wider world. No telling what he could accomplish. And if Bert were still alive, he’d

  see that his youngest had fulfilled the promise, that all the saving (Bert had been an accountant, and wisely parsimonious) had been for something. For Bootie to shine. It was Sarah

  who’d given them trouble, pregnant at nineteen and married at twenty, but now she had a good job at the savings and loan and three tow-headed, boisterous kids, and her Tom had proven a good

  husband and settled into his work running Thousand Islands boat tours out of Alexandria Bay in the summer and plowing on a state contract in the winter. Heck, Tom would probably drive down from the

  bay and shovel out her drive before her own boy stirred himself to help her. He was a good son-in-law, even if she’d hoped, once, for better.




  But Bootie: he was going to be a politician, he’d said, or a journalist like his uncle, or maybe a university professor. That’s what the kids had called him at the high school: the

  professor. He’d been a chubby boy, and bespectacled, but always respected, even admired, in a funny way. He’d been valedictorian. And then home at Christmas with twenty or thirty extra

  pounds on him and a fistful of incompletes, saying that college was bullshit, or at least Oswego was bullshit, that his teachers were morons and he wouldn’t go back. She suspected a girl,

  some girl had broken his heart or embarrassed him—he wasn’t easy with girls, not confident—or else his roommates, two tight lunk-headed athletes with beer on the brain; but Bootie

  wasn’t telling, or not telling her. And since Christmas he’d spent all his time in his room, reading and doing God knew what on the computer (was it pornography? That would be okay, she

  could understand it in a young boy, but as a distraction, not an obsession; and if only she knew), or in the grand pillared library downtown, where the heat was always too high and the air smelled

  funny and where, to be honest, he had to order books from out of town to get anything more serious than Harlequin romances or the Encyclopedia Britannica. Had he looked for a job? Not once until

  last month, when she gave him an ultimatum, told him he’d have to pay rent one way or another, if he wouldn’t go back to school; so that now he made a big show at breakfast with the

  classifieds, circling factory jobs and short-order cook positions and suggesting—it was the only time he laughed these days—that he could sell used cars at Loudoun’s Ford &

  Truck, or wait tables at Annie’s off the interstate.




  And now here he was on the porch, no gloves, no hat, ski jacket over his pajamas, wielding the second rusty and old shovel, like a weapon, with the steam of his breath fogging his glasses.




  “Cut it out, Ma,” he called. “That’s enough, now. You’ve made your point. I’ll do the rest.” And with uncommon vigor, he set to throwing the loads of

  snow so that they sent up a fine spray, a second snowstorm across the drive, and she stood awhile staring at this unlikely apparition, pajama bottoms caked in snow, dark curls awry and glistening

  with flakes, and—forgive her, she couldn’t help it—imagining the neighbors, too, through their curtains, staring, wondering what had gone wrong with that brainy Tubb boy that

  he’d fallen so fast from phenomenon to freak; and without a word, she handed him her new, fine shovel and took back the decrepit one, and stomped back onto the porch, knocking snow from her

  boots and, cheeks burning from the cold and the shame, but surely he couldn’t, he mustn’t, see, she went back inside and heard the stiff-springed screen door snap bitterly behind

  her.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  Reflexology




  Julius had been getting on Marina’s nerves, so she asked him to press her feet. The massage of her arches in particular—they were fraught with agonizing, knobbly

  bumps that an Indian acquaintance had informed her pertained to the spine; or was it the intestines?—seemed designed to cool her irritation. Not that Julius would stop speaking—he was

  saying something, as he flexed her foot this way and that, about War and Peace, about how he never knew in life whether to be Pierre or Natasha, the solitary, brooding loner or the

  vivacious social butterfly; or else that he never knew whether he was Pierre or Natasha, which in Julius’s case made as much sense—but that she would not, in the same way, have

  to hear him, being inundated instead by immediate sensations that reverberated upward from her extremities and filled the foreground of her mind.




  She had only herself to blame: after two weeks alone in her parents’ house outside Stockbridge, up every night till the small hours gaping out into the oddly restless dark, before

  retreating to her parents’ bed with a paring knife beneath her pillow and, on evenings when the deer, or bears, or who knew what, had snapped branches in the woods behind the house, with a

  chair propped, probably ineffectually, against the bedroom door, Marina had decided she needed company.




  The house, fifteen minutes’ drive from the village with its pillared inn, chintzy shops, and year-round tourists, lay at the end of a winding gravel drive, in a clearing among the trees.

  Largely evergreens, they loomed dark and furry against one side of the house, while leaving an uneven circle of lawn elsewhere, a lawn around which Marina’s mother, Annabel, had dug borders

  and planted bulbs and perennials, tasty snacks for the local fauna tired of foraging through the winter. At the bottom of the garden was a folly, a trellised, domed, screened enclosure in which, in

  summertime, Marina liked to loll with a book; but which, in winter, dark, bleak, and abandoned or, today, its screens smattered with snow and its trellises bare, looked more like a hunter’s

  blind or sniper’s lair, with alarmingly good sights upon the house.




  The house itself was a pseudo-colonial, a modern construction that aimed, insofar as was possible, to mimic the antique. Blockish, two-storied, glinting a researched barn-red, it presented to

  the gravel drive, which circled before it, a center porch and four leaded windows—neatly shuttered and hung with lace curtains—up and down, on either side. At the back, however, the

  house abandoned all historical pretense and, to Marina’s solitary dismay, offered French doors and long, tall, uncovered windows—a rash of terrifying permeability—to the

  sniper’s cupola and the blackened woods. When she fried an egg or watched television, when she squinted at herself in the bathroom mirror after dark, Marina was painfully aware that she was,

  if not watched, then watchable. Hence her parents’ bedroom: it faced the drive.




  With time, she discovered, she grew more rather than less anxious, as she deemed that her imaginary stalker had the opportunity—she knew he was imaginary, but still—to memorize her

  routines, to learn even where she slept (although, of course, she devised elaborate feints, turned and left on lights in unused rooms; changed the bathroom that she used; and sometimes performed

  ablutions or poured juice or cereal in the dark, so as to baffle and confuse). And one morning waking near noon after another pointless, exhausting vigil till almost dawn, Marina decided, with a

  certainty that was not panicked but was also not negotiable, that she could not possibly be alone any longer. Or rather, that she could hold out only for the length of time it would take someone to

  reach her, like a hiker in the desert who, with the certain promise of relief, can endure, extraordinarily, one more waterless day.




  And so she had summoned Julius. Danielle was off on the other side of the world and most of her other friends had jobs that prevented them from renting a car and driving to Massachusetts at a

  moment’s notice. Julius, of course, was prevented from renting a car by the fact that he did not drive, but he was freelance and could bring his work with him, and Marina had offered (rashly,

  she felt now, on the third day of his visit) to drive to the train station in Albany, more than an hour away, to pick him up. This meant, of course, that his departure was at once wholly in her

  hands and yet not in her control at all: she would have to take him, when the time came, but this very power ensured that she could not ask him to go, could not even suggest it without the risk of

  offense (he was nothing if not sensitive, her Julius); and now she was no longer certain which she dreaded more, the house’s hollow silence when she drifted through it alone like some pale

  ghost, or the echo of Julius’s chatter, which seemed constantly to fill even the vacant rooms and to linger there like some electronic hum so that still, upon waking, in the darkness of dawn,

  she could feel that she was not alone. And now it had snowed: overnight and all morning the flakes had fallen, muffling the landscape and muting the light. She would have felt safe, snowbound alone

  (because what mad intruder could plot an assault when evidence, the inevitable footprints, would lead directly to his capture?), but what to do? So she had put Ella Fitzgerald on the stereo and

  asked Julius if he would mind, terribly, exercising his reflexology skills.




  As she peered at him, curled cross-legged at the other end of the sofa in shadow, her foot in his lap and the white snow light like a halo behind his head, Marina felt sorry for Julius. The

  Pierre/Natasha riff was born of another disappointment in love, another boy who had at first appeared to relish Julius’s flittering intensity, had called his frog-face beautiful (even in the

  gloom his dark, googly eyes were shimmering), and yet who had, with humiliating speed, turned from him, against him, deriding him as hopeless and his affection as stifling. Julius, baby-faced,

  scrubbed, wore a pink cashmere pullover and a silk cravat, even here, even in Stockbridge, and had gelled his black bird-fluff hair. His ears stuck out as if in outrage at this most recent betrayal

  and his tongue slid out periodically to lick his lips in a tic as consistent as it was unconscious.




  “I’ve told you before, you need an older guy,” Marina broke in, a little unsure of where her friend had rambled in his monologue. “A much older guy. Someone

  settled.”




  “But that’s my point.” Julius flicked his tongue. “Eric was older. I mean, not a ton, but thirty-eight, old enough to know what he wanted. And he didn’t

  want me.”




  “Maybe you pushed things too fast?”




  He made a spitting sound. “Puh-lease. It’s not like I tried to move in with him or something.”




  “But how long had it been? A month? Less?”




  “Three weeks.”




  “When I’d been seeing Al for three weeks, we were barely dating. I mean, he was seeing other women, still, and I was at least pretending to see other guys.”




  “But you were twenty-four then.”




  “But just because we’re thirty—I mean, you’re a guy, sweetie. There’s no biological imperative for you.”




  “Besides, look where it left you, in the end.”




  Marina withdrew her foot and sat up straight. “We did go out for five years,” she said. “We lived together. We made it work.”




  “Until it didn’t anymore.”




  “Until then, yes.” Marina sniffed. “But it wasn’t—it doesn’t mean—”




  “I know. But I don’t think that right now you’re in a position to tell me how to play it.”




  Marina stood and proceeded to turn on the large beaten-copper lamps around the living room, revealing suddenly a bath of color, of pinks and oranges and terracotta, the burnt umber of the

  sofa—all her mother’s creation, supposedly Mediterranean in atmosphere, it did seem to make the room warmer, and the garden beyond correspondingly unwelcoming. She could glimpse, in its

  leached gray gloom, the shadow of the snow-covered folly, its contours now—on account of Julius, she had to admit—forlorn rather than menacing.




  “I don’t mean that,” Julius conceded. “I don’t know. The situations aren’t really comparable.”




  “No, they’re not.” Until last August, Marina had been living with Al—Fat Al, her friends called him, because he had a belly on him, of which she had claimed to be

  fond—but they had finally called it quits, officially because she needed to be on her own in order to “get her life together,” but actually because Al was tired of supporting her

  financially (or else, as Danielle had suggested to Marina, Marina had made him tired by her constant vocal neurosis about this fact), and also, and more gravely, because he’d been to bed, and

  possibly more than once, with a colleague of his at Morgan Stanley. It wasn’t, Marina had protested to Danielle (and pointedly not to Julius, who, if he knew, did so secretly and did

  not let on), because he’d screwed somebody else, but because the woman he had chosen was so demeaningly dull. And if he could do that, Marina had said, it meant she’d been wrong about

  him all along, and all her friends, who had for so long tactfully refrained from saying so, had been right.




  This rupture, both unexpected and, in some more profound way, preordained, had greatly altered Marina’s outline in the world. She sometimes felt as though she were a changeling, as though

  someone completely new had taken on the identity of Marina Thwaite—or rather, as if someone who was seen from the outside to be completely new had done so, while beneath the surface she

  remained unchanged. Not unlike that process of kitchen cabinet refinishing, in fact, whereby you simply glued a new sheet of plastic or plywood onto your old cupboards without even needing to

  remove the canisters of flour or sugar or the box of soggy Cheerios.




  In truth: after splitting up with Fat Al (who didn’t, most painfully, even try to keep her), Marina had struggled powerfully, and continued to do so. From being the most settled

  among her friends—none of them, at twenty-five, had been close to marriage, whereas she and Al had already bought a queen-size bed—she suddenly became the least rooted. She had no

  apartment of her own, no money with which to procure one, and so, not long before her thirtieth birthday in November last, after wearing out her welcome on sofabeds around the city, she had moved

  back to her childhood room in her parents’ Upper West Side apartment. As if that weren’t humiliation enough, she’d had to accept an allowance from them, merely in order to

  live.




  For all she had no visible job, Marina wasn’t idle. She was merely inefficient, or so her father, the famous Murray Thwaite, master of efficiency, assured her. At about the same time as

  she’d started seeing Fat Al, a time now so distant as to seem mythological, Marina had taken on a book project. She’d been a young intern at Vogue at the time, and as a

  celebrated native beauty (surely this wasn’t of no account? She would vehemently have denied it; and yet, as Danielle had more than once complained to Julius, Marina had no idea of what it

  would be like to be anything less than beautiful: “Sometimes I just want to say to her, what if you walked into a room, Marina, and nobody stopped talking, and nobody turned around? What if

  nobody offered to cut your hair for free or to carry your luggage? What then?”) and as her celebrated father’s adored daughter, a hot commodity, she had been invited to lunch by a

  powerful editor, a man of her father’s age and a sometime family friend, who was pleased to be seen in San Domenico with such a babe—Brown University graduate, mind you, not all good

  looks and no substance—and who urged her to submit a proposal to his firm. After casting about for a month or more, which seemed, at the time, like forever, a time during which she’d

  been always afraid he might retract his invitation, Marina had come up with an idea for a book about children’s fashions and—for this was the spin—about how complex and profound

  cultural truths—our mores entire—could be derived from a society’s decision to put little Lulu in a smocked frock or tiny Stacey in sequined hotpants. At the time, the

  proposal had had more heft than this, of course; but that was years ago and Marina now, at least in part, a different (or “refinished”) person, was no longer particularly interested in

  her book, nor impressed by its thesis, nor could she remember ever having been, and she labored on largely because she had long ago spent all the advance money received, and she would not see the

  rest until a suitable manuscript was delivered.




  For some, this might, of course, have speeded the process; but Marina would not put her name—on her first book, and she her father’s daughter—on something of which she

  was not proud, even as she had come to doubt that pride in this effort was possible. The breakup had slowed her considerably, as had her subsequent itinerant state, and, if she were honest, her

  installation at home. Her editor—the third in charge of the book, as the years rolled by; a round-cheeked, freckled boy whom she was certain was younger than she, with an upturned nose and

  the puppyish name of Scott—had in recent months begun to pursue her, and had uttered ominous pronouncements about final deadlines. Marina now was worried that if she did not turn in the

  manuscript they would ask for their money back (such things certainly did happen, had happened to people she knew), a not insubstantial sum now dispersed to the ether. At her mother’s

  suggestion, then (her father being someone for whom work was inseparable from society, to whom the isolation of Stockbridge without children or houseguests was anathema), Marina had retreated to

  the quiet of the country for what had been dubbed—not by her; she knew it wasn’t so—“the last push” on the book.




  It was now mid-March, and she had committed to stay until May, but if anyone had actually asked she would have conceded that she did not think she would last that long. Like with Fat Al: if

  anyone had ever asked her if this was the man for the rest of her life, she would at once have said he wasn’t enough. So, too, this work in the house in Stockbridge was but a pretense of

  work—all the odder, of course, for the fact that there had been, until recently, nobody to witness that pretense. Now, with Julius, Marina was embroiled in a pretense, almost convincing to

  herself, of not being able to work any longer because her oh-so-productive solitude had been broken. She both wanted Julius to leave and, for fear of the quiet, of course, but also of the work

  undone, the work undoable, she wanted him to stay. Besides which, he was a very good cook.




  “On account of the snow,” he said now, in the alarmingly cheerfully lit living room, by way of making amends for his earlier comments, trailing his long fingers along the rusty

  chenille of the sofa’s back, “on account of this super-dreary weather, I think we should have comfort food for supper, don’t you?”




  “Like baked beans on toast?” She was still annoyed.




  “I thought a cheese soufflé, actually, m’dear. With sautéed potatoes and a little steamed spinach on the side, just so there’s something good for us. And if

  you’re still peckish, I’ll whip up a sabayon, if you promise to talk to me while I stir.”




  “It’s a lot of egg, Jules.” Her reluctance was feigned: sabayon was her favorite dessert.




  “We’re not that old yet,” said Julius. “We can count cholesterol next year.”




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  As for Julius Clarke




  As for Julius Clarke, he was not what you might expect him to be. He was not from New York, and he was not from California, or Washington—state or district—or even

  Oregon. Nor was he, in spite of his unplaceable Anglo accent, from the British Isles nor from any point in the transatlantic. He hailed from Danville, Michigan, a small town an hour from Detroit.

  His friends knew this only if they had known him since his first year in college, when, in the freshman face book, a provenance, a home address, was ignominiously posted next to each photograph.

  He’d worked hard to erase the traces of his past—viz the paisley cravat, the pink cashmere (albeit worn through at the elbows), the fluting voice—and yet somehow, at some moment

  or another, everyone, it seemed, had met his father, Franklin Clarke, to whom it seemed impossible that Julius should have any connection and who was his past incarnate.




  A big, physically awkward man with a square head and jowls, Frank Clarke had been a Green Beret in Vietnam, which was where he had met Thu, Julius’s mother, after whom the boy took. After

  the war, Frank and Thu had settled back in Danville, where Frank taught history at the high school and coached basketball, while Thu, whose English was charming but never proficient, worked from

  home as a seamstress and dressmaker. Julius was the second of three and the only boy, all of them dark and wide-eyed and frail like their mother, so that Frank, with his loud voice and hulking

  back, came into his home like Gulliver into Lilliput. In spite of local expectations—Julius had been a fruit from the beginning, and was teased as a sissy in grade school—tough Frank

  doted as much upon his boy as upon his more conventionally successful daughters, and now came as often as his schedule and his agoraphobic wife permitted, to visit Julius in New York. When he did,

  the incongruities were rife, and delightful: the sight of Frank, sitting in the armchair in Julius’s cramped and dark studio, poring over his son’s reviews, his thick thighs in their

  chinos like extra pieces of furniture protruding into the room; or father and son at the East Village diner Julius frequented, earnest Frank in his navy windbreaker, baseball cap on the banquette

  beside him, looking for all the world—Julius knew it even if his father did not—like his son’s suburban john, a married sugar daddy getting a bit of boy on the side. If it

  occurred to Frank that the patrons on Avenue A might interpret the scene in this way, then it didn’t bother him: he was affectionate with his son and fussed with the boy’s clothes and

  tousled his hair, his pride in Julius’s accomplishments seemingly endless, his delight that his son was a New Yorker evident for all to see—although for himself, make no mistake,

  Danville was home and just fine. (Needless to say, nobody had met Thu except a friend who had driven across the country after college and had swung through Michigan on purpose. But he had stayed on

  the West Coast, and the only reliable report he’d filed was that Thu was a great cook of both Vietnamese and Western food, a fact Julius’s friends might have inferred from her

  son’s talents.)




  What, then, were Julius’s accomplishments, those of which his father was so proud? The anxiety, surely, was that they were few, and fading. Known in college for his vicious wit, Julius had

  sashayed into New York—or, more precisely, into the offices of the Village Voice—with a youthful certainty that attitude could carry him. And for a long time, it had: everyone

  in the downtown literary set knew who Julius was, and pointed him out to newcomers at parties. His devastating but elegant book reviews were often cited; his less devastating but no less elegant

  film and television reviews rather less so; but still: throughout his twenties, he lived a life of Wildean excess and insouciance that seemed an accomplishment in itself, the contemporary example

  of the enfant terrible. The insouciance, of course, masked endless and wearisome neuroses, to which Marina and Danielle were privy. He was a failure at intimacy, if not at sex (he had no shortage

  of partners; but they were only shortly upon the scene). He was always broke (hence the threadbare cashmere), but it was vital, or so he maintained, that the secret of his penury not get about:

  “This is New York, guys. And people without money aren’t noble, they’re beggars.” He apparently did not suspect that everyone already knew. He was aware that at thirty he

  stretched the limits of the charming wastrel, that some actual sustained endeavor might be in order were he not to fade, wisplike, away: from charming wastrel to needy, boring failure was but a

  few, too few, short steps.




  His friends had suggested that he take on a job—editing something, or even a regular column, to stabilize his income—but Julius was loath to do so, claiming that regularity was

  bourgeois. Danielle and Marina had often discussed his life behind his back—between themselves, when they sometimes referred to Julius not by name but as La Grenouille, on account of his

  protuberant eyes and his flat, rather mushy nose, a nickname they had tried upon him years before and immediately retired because it so upset him. They couldn’t figure out what claimed so

  much of their friend’s time: he didn’t have cable television, and he had no cash to spend. They surmised, from apparently unwitting hints he dropped, that pornography and dirty talk

  over the Internet took up hours of each day; then again, further hours vanished in trysts arranged with his virtual correspondents. He had enough sex for all of them put together, Marina

  joked—indeed, she wondered whether in coming to Stockbridge he felt like a drunk in a dry county—and very occasionally, as with this fickle Eric over whom he was so undone, Julius

  attempted to push further, to forge some sort of relationship. All three friends had the impression that over the years, inadvertently, Julius was having sex—safely, mind you; that is, if

  Marina and Danielle believed his assurances—with his entire gay generation in New York, like pulling the string of a bag, little by little, so that eventually he would know everyone, would

  have a stronger professional network and better connections than anyone else. Danielle had even suggested—laughingly, of course—that perhaps this would be his sustained endeavor, his

  accomplishment.




  This, like so many other things, was not a joking matter for Julius, who preferred to instigate and to control his comedies. More than his friends, Julius was interested in power. It

  wasn’t a focused preoccupation: there wasn’t a type of power that he sought, just the absolute, brute fact of it. Political, social, financial—everything except perhaps

  moral power, so precious to Marina, which didn’t interest him in the least. He would as soon have had dinner with Donald Trump or Gwyneth Paltrow or Donatella Versace as with Marina’s

  father, Murray Thwaite, for example; and he was interested in Murray Thwaite only on account of his ability to shape public opinion, not because of any intrinsic value in the opinions themselves.

  He was good at seduction, itself a seductive power: he had it, he used it, it worked. He wanted his whole life to be that way. An inchoate ball of ambition, Julius knew that he had soon, soon, to

  find something to be ambitious for; otherwise he risked terminal resentment, from which there was no return.




  In his conscious mind, ever generous, he had come to Stockbridge, to this isolated house among deer and who knew what other wildlife (he’d seen plenty of wildlife in his Michigan childhood

  and, being thoroughly metropolitan, had no desire to see any more, just as he had no desire to be cold or to get his feet wet), to support his dear friend in need. He prided himself on making the

  extra effort—it was a quality Danielle and Marina had always commented on. And in this case, he knew that Marina was struggling with her manuscript, that she required bolstering and

  diversion, and he felt his journey (that interminable train ride, in a carriage that had smelled, faintly but inescapably, of urine) to be an altruistic duty. But then again: he’d been

  gravely hurt, this past week, by Eric’s rejection, and relished the chance to lick his wounds. And he would be fed at Marina’s house, he knew, and well, if he cooked, while in his own

  home he had only a frozen loaf of sliced bread, a jar of olives, and no money for even the farmers’ market. Marina, so naïve, or so oblivious (sometimes he wasn’t sure which),

  Marina, who thought she was impoverished when living off the fat of her parents—Marina got on his nerves as much as he got on hers. She didn’t seem to be aware of this, of the fact that

  he had to bite his tongue (as if her experience with Fat Al gave her any authority to advise him in matters of the heart!), of the effort it cost him to make nice. It all came down to entitlement,

  and one’s sense of it. Marina, feeling entitled, never really asked herself if she was good enough. Whereas he, Julius, asked himself repeatedly, answered always in the affirmative, and

  marveled at the wider world’s apparent inability to see the light. He would have to show them—of this he was ever more decided, with a flamelike conviction. But he was already thirty,

  and the question was how?




  





  CHAPTER FIVE




  Poetry Makes Nothing Happen




  As the seminar drew to a close, Murray Thwaite felt the tickle in his throat that was a demand for both a cigarette and a drink. Darkness had fallen outside the classroom

  windows and the students, in spite of the rebuke of the fluorescent light, slouched and slumped, undignified, in their plastic chairs. They’d lasted pretty well, for students, and had shown

  animation, even enthusiasm, for his firsthand account of the late sixties and early seventies antiwar movement—in fact, they’d seemed at once incredulous and thrilled to imagine the

  quad of their own dear institution, right outside these very windows, teeming with renegades, Murray, long-haired, among them—but after three hours they were drained, avid for their cafeteria

  suppers, the slovenly warmth of their dorm rooms, and the mindless chatter (what did these kids talk about?) of their peers.




  Thwaite’s friend and host, Eli Triplett, noting the clock upon the wall and the drooping lids of his flock—even, perhaps, hearing the urgency in Thwaite’s

  throat-clearing—graciously brought the discussion to a close. “And, my ducks,” he concluded, in his Manchester bass, “you’ve no idea how lucky you are to have had this

  opportunity. A heartfelt thanks to Murray Thwaite for taking the time to come up here.” There was a smattering of applause, heartfelt, Thwaite thought, and he delicately bowed his large,

  silvered head. “Remember we’re meeting in the AV center next week at seven, for the film.”




  “What is it again?” asked a surly boy in overalls, who had fiddled endlessly with his goatee throughout the class, and had seemed to munch upon his facial hair with his upper teeth,

  giving new meaning, Thwaite thought, to the “goat” in “goatee.”




  “Costa-Gavras. Missing. We’re on to our government’s South American involvements next, Adam. A whole new set of horrors.”




  “Our government, Eli?” Thwaite murmured as the students wrapped themselves in their swishing outerwear. “You surprise me. Have you sworn an allegiance I’m

  unaware of?”




  Triplett laughed. “They take it amiss, you know, the Bolshie ones, if I suggest I’m not implicated. It’s one thing to criticize your own family, as you well know, and quite

  another to criticize someone else’s.”




  “So you’re lying to them, essentially?” Thwaite, still seated, raised an admonitory eyebrow.




  A girl lurking by the corner of the table tittered audibly.




  “Roanne. Murray Thwaite, Roanne Levine. One of the department’s best.”




  Murray Thwaite stood, a full six foot three, and extended a hand to the young woman, who was as small as a girl, her face shadowed by voluminous black curls. “Thank you for your question

  about Lowell,” he said. “It’s a relief to find a young person who knows that once upon a time, poetry did make things happen.”




  Roanne giggled again and tucked her hair behind one ear, revealing a round, smooth face and a wide mouth. “Auden, right? I’m a double major, English and History.”




  “They overlap more than you think.” Thwaite turned to Eli, aware out of the corner of his eye that the girl lingered. She was quite pretty, and she had remained alert to the last.

  “Where’s your watering hole, then?”




  “Just a couple of blocks down. Not far, not far.”




  “Professor—I mean, Mr. Thwaite?”




  Cigarette already in hand, though unlit (he was by now familiar with the infuriating regulations of institutional buildings, enforced with the same draconian rigor as those in airplane

  bathrooms), Thwaite started for the door, with a swift glance over his shoulder to encourage Ms. Levine.




  “I just wondered—I have a few questions—for the school paper—a profile?” She was at once pushy and timid in a way that appealed to him.




  “A budding journalist as well?”




  Roanne Levine laughed again. The laughter might, in time, grate; but Thwaite was, by his own admission, ever curious. And she was pretty. “Why don’t you join us for a

  drink?”




  Eli cleared his throat.




  “I don’t know—Professor Triplett? I don’t want to—Well, just quickly, maybe, if you don’t mind? Or another time, if that would be better?”




  Vaguely irritated by Eli—was this, too, a rule, like the smoking? But he didn’t even teach here; what could he care?—Thwaite said, “No, now is good. We have eternity for

  sleeping.”




  The bar was Irish, and old-fashioned, with sticky wooden tables and chairs and a sticky concrete floor. Ill lit, it relied for much illumination upon the neon sign in the window. There was an

  ashtray on every table, and beer mats with shamrocks on them. Thwaite and Eli ordered scotch and water, while Roanne, after some hesitation, asked for a White Russian.




  “More a food than a drink, my dear girl,” Thwaite observed.




  “I know, I know, but they make the best ones here. It’s what I always have.”




  “Quite right, then, that you should have it now. Be true to yourself, I always say.”




  There was a slightly awkward silence. Thwaite could tell that Eli was struggling not to fill it, that he hoped the discomfort might hurry the girl on her way. Undeterred, she took a notebook

  from her backpack and flipped through it with artificial busyness. “I wrote out some questions,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind?”




  The questions, it transpired, were largely personal, and hence had the effect, perhaps desired, of making Thwaite look more closely at the girl and listen less to what she asked, let alone to

  his answers. He loved to talk—as he’d told Triplett before coming to the class, he loved to teach—but talking about himself did not interest him. He noticed that she had

  a habit of pulling her sweater cuff down over the wrist of her left hand and clutching at it while she scribbled. Her legs, in long black boots, were not merely crossed but fully entwined beneath

  the table. And she looked up at him from behind the curtain of her hair like a doe or a rabbit. She seemed younger and more charmingly ignorant with each question, but earnest, which he found

  winning. And he could tell—surely by now he could tell—that she found him attractive, and not just in an avuncular way. They all had a second round, and were nearing the ticklish

  question of a third, when Eli, who had grown increasingly restless, felt the professional need plumply to intervene.




  “I bet you’ve got enough now for a full biography, Roanne,” he said, pushing back from the table. “I’m just going to settle this tab, and maybe you could finish,

  here. Mr. Thwaite doesn’t have all night, and I’m sure you have other things to do, too.”




  “Don’t worry about him,” said Thwaite when Eli had stepped away. “He’s just looking out for you.”




  “Well, I did have some more questions, just a few, but—”




  “Tell you what,” he interrupted her. “Why don’t you give me your number, and I’ll give you a call later.” He watched for her reaction, but there was none.

  “Or tomorrow, and we can finish up then.”




  She wrote her details in a spiky hand and pulled the sheet from her pad. “Thank you so much,” she said breathily. “This has been amazing.”




  He wouldn’t call her, of course, and she wouldn’t really mind. But this way, she would feel that a genuine connection had been made, that she had impressed herself upon him, which

  was surely her desire. He stuffed the paper into the pocket of his coat, already bulging with taxi receipts, matchbooks, and slips such as this one. Who knew? Maybe he would call, some other time

  if not tonight. It was important to leave open the possibility.




  Roanne Levine, with a wave at her professor, slipped out into the mucky night—the little bit of snow had melted and the sidewalks glistened wet—and Thwaite agreed to follow

  Eli—and perhaps some others? Eli had his cell phone—to a bistro down in their neighborhood, on Amsterdam.




  When he got home, well past one, Annabel had left on only the table lamp in the hall. Unable, briefly, to remember whether his daughter was in residence or not, and certain that his wife, whom

  he had not telephoned, would be annoyed if wakened, Thwaite did his best to tiptoe along the Oriental. Whether on account of his gait or the gloom or, indeed, the sloshing quantities of scotch and

  burgundy he had consumed he could not later have said, but he simply did not see the mound of vomit until it had surrendered moistly and noisily beneath his right shoe.




  “Fuck,” he hissed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” It was, he knew, the cat again: the Pope, their seventeen-year-old bony Abyssinian, ever haughty and standoffish and now, frankly,

  decrepit and repellent. She had been a gift to Marina, then an adolescent yearning for a pony or a dog, and Thwaite still considered the creature his daughter’s responsibility. Never mind

  that she was—now he remembered—up in Stockbridge for the month. It still was not, nor could it ever be, his role to clean up cat sick. He kicked off his right shoe with the help of his

  left, then bent gingerly to remove his left with his hand. As he resumed his stealthy progress down the hall, the sullied brogues remained side by side, startled, as if their wearer had

  spontaneously combusted.




  





  CHAPTER SIX




  The Pope Is Sick




  When Danielle had been back a week, long enough to emerge from the fog of jet lag and long enough to discover—she had known it all along—that her Australian project

  wouldn’t fly in spite of all the work she’d put into it, she called the Thwaites to get Marina’s phone number in the country. She’d thought to reach Annabel, perhaps (a

  nonprofit family lawyer and usually out during the week, but sometimes, mysteriously, at home), or more likely Aurora, the housekeeper. Murray Thwaite, by whom she was still, after all these years,

  intimidated, had his own line in his study and didn’t pick up the house phone. But it was Marina herself who answered, her soft, rather tentative voice apparently webbed by sleep.




  “Did I wake you up? It’s after eleven.”




  “Mmm.”




  “What are you doing back here, anyway?”




  Marina explained about Julius’s visit, the big snowstorm, how they had both felt freaked and claustrophobic in the house, and how she had offered to drive him home to town. “I

  thought I’d go right back up there,” she said, “but it just seemed as though there was a bunch of stuff to take care of here, you know?”




  “Like what?”




  “You know—messages, e-mails—”




  “But you had your computer up there, didn’t you?”




  “Yeah, but—I don’t know. My dad needed a hand with some research, and then he was going to a big dinner, you know, the other night, and he asked if I’d be his date, so I

  stayed for that . . .” Marina frequently escorted her father to public events. Annabel almost never went, and sometimes people who were unaware of the bond between Murray and Marina mistook

  her for his trophy wife.




  Danielle didn’t approve of her friend’s uncritical devotion to her father, but there was no point saying anything. Marina would just grow surly. It was one of few topics that could

  elicit frank cattiness: once she’d even said, “If your father wasn’t a builder in Columbus with no clue about your life, I might think you had something to offer, here.”

  After which they hadn’t spoken for almost a month, until Marina called to apologize. Danielle’s father was a contractor, not a manual laborer, anyway. And just because he was more

  interested in practical matters than in the type of navel-gazing in which all New Yorkers (including Danielle herself) indulged, did not make him a figure of fun. Danielle’s father

  wasn’t easy, sure, but he wasn’t a joke. Her irritation lay in her voice when she asked, “How’s the book coming along?”




  Marina sighed. “Fine. You know. I mean, fine. How was Australia?”




  “Great. Tiring. And pointless.” Danielle told Marina about Moira and John—Marina didn’t much care for Moira, which Danielle suspected had to do with the fact that

  Danielle looked up to her—and their pretty house by the water. She talked about the meetings she’d had with Aboriginal leaders, with the multicultural affairs minister, about what

  she’d learned of the appalling history of race relations in Australia. And she told her friend about the meeting with her boss, Nicky, upon her return in which he’d told her that

  they’d changed their minds and decided to go instead with a program Alex had proposed about what had become of welfare mothers taken off the rolls. “He didn’t think the story was

  ‘timely’ enough.”




  “That sucks, Danny. I’m sorry.”




  “It’s timely enough over there, for God’s sake. And Jones’s book is coming out here in a few months—you know, the guy I told you about that puts the case for

  reparations here.”




  “Any chance he’ll change his mind again?”




  “Minimal. It’s all about funding. I think that’s the real reason—the cost of sending a crew all the way over there and putting everyone up. But that wasn’t the

  reason he gave.”




  “So now?”




  “Back to the drawing board. I’ve got an idea for something about the current wave of satirical press and its role in shaping opinion. You know, about the blurring of left and right

  politics in pure contrarianism. People who aren’t for anything, just against everything.”




  “Is there a wave of it?”




  “Well, The Onion moved here, and there’s the New York Observer, and McSweeney’s, and there’s a new paper starting up later this year, with this

  Australian guy I met over there.”




  “If you say so.”




  “My idea is that it’s kind of like Russia a hundred years ago, the nihilists, right? Like in Dostoyevsky and Turgenev.”




  “That’ll really fly with your bosses.”




  “I’m serious. Everybody thought they were just disgruntled misfits, and then there was a revolution.”




  “I don’t see it. Revolution in America?”




  “I didn’t mean that. It’s not like I think there’s going to be a Marxist regime in twenty years. But it’d be interesting to find out what they think they’re

  doing, what they think they’re doing it for.”




  “For laughs, no?”




  “Maybe. It’s just an idea, right now.”




  “Do you want to come over, go out for coffee?”




  “I’m at the office.” Danielle’s office was on Lafayette near Bleecker, far downtown. Marina always seemed to forget that Danielle was employed, that she had to be seen,

  by people who paid her, to be working.




  “Okay, dinner then?”




  “Where?”




  “I’m broke. I spent my money on a new pair of boots—I really needed them, but I can’t afford to go out. We could eat here, though.”




  “With your parents?”




  “I don’t even know if they’re around tonight. It might just be you, me, and the Pope.”




  “Is she okay these days?”

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE

EMPEROR’S
CHILDREN






