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  CHAPTER ONE


  Friday early in June, and Lydia’s come to Poughkeepsie’s Main Street to sort out some last minute details at Floral Euphoria. Her friend Marla opened the little shop six years ago, a testament to somewhat better times, but the recent recession has undone many of the last decade’s incremental improvements. Though as Marla likes to point out, marriages and funerals go on regardless, and Floral Euphoria goes on as well.


  Lydia doesn’t get downtown much these days, which is a shame; her life used to revolve around the pedestrian mall that replaced Main Street in the early eighties but had the unintended consequence of driving all the pedestrians away. With automobile traffic long since restored, the sidewalks are, if not exactly crowded, at least peopled. Still, some ghost image of the old mall with its dying trees and broken fountains remains affixed to the scene before her, like those annoying floaters her ophthalmologist tells her not to worry about, they’re just a symptom of age. She’ll be fifty-five in August.


  She blinks hard, but the ghost image persists. She used to work for a vintage clothing store in the building across the street that now houses a Mexican grocery; the coffee shop that jump-started her hungover mornings is now Sally’s African Hair Braids; she and Anatole and Chris used to meet nearly every afternoon after work at Bertie’s, the bar down that alley that closed a number of years ago. Two blocks east lay Chris’s little record store—she can’t even remember what it was called.


  But there on the corner, still in its second-floor location, Anatole’s Salon Reflexion perseveres, strangely linking present and past. He’s working frantically today; on Sunday he and Rafa are flying to Spain for two weeks, and a host of ladies are distraught at the prospect of his taking a honeymoon from their hair.


  Well, they can just wait, she thinks. After all, Anatole and Rafa have waited long enough.


  They’ve been friends Since When, she and Anatole—that’s always been their line with everyone—but there was a period when their friendship seemed completely finished. She hasn’t thought of that ugly chapter in ages. When was the great rupture? 1985, 1986? It must have lasted three or four years, she muses as she enters the fragrant coolness of the flower shop. She can’t even remember who reached out to whom, but she has a feeling it was Anatole, even though he was the one who’d felt more wounded by the whole stupid debacle.


  So much in her life had changed during those years of their estrangement. She’d cut way back on the booze, banished the drugs and cigarettes. She’d gotten a “real” job as an administrative assistant at Marist. And of course, the biggest change of all, she’d married Tom Rylance. Mr. Steady, she calls him, both mockingly and in not-so-secret gratitude. He isn’t a lawyer or doctor—he’s a mechanic at Friendly Honda—but, as her mother said when they got engaged, “He’s an echt mensch, and your poor father would be proud.” Lydia wasn’t at all sure what her father might have thought, but she was learning to pick her fights.


  She’d refrained, for instance, from insisting that her mother take sides in her quarrel with Anatole; of course her mother was going to stay in touch with Anatole whether her daughter liked it or not.


  She regrets not having kept a diary. So much has disappeared. There was something about those days—not the bleak time when she and Anatole weren’t speaking but before that, when she and Anatole and Chris Havilland were the closest and most fabulous of friends.


  Marla’s made up a sample centerpiece, an astonishing confection of sweet peas, hyacinths, cyclamen, and peonies, all in shades of pink to fuchsia. There’ll be fifteen tables of ten guests each. And for the attendants, elegant white rose bouquets.


  “It all looks perfect, doll,” Lydia tells her. “The weather forecast is good, the caterer seems to have everything under control, the DJ promises to rock us all out. But frankly, I can’t wait for the Big Day to be over.”


  She’s agreed to pick up Chris at the train station at two thirty.


  Finally, as he likes to say. After twelve years with Rafael, isn’t it about time? Of course, he and Rafa have actually been married for years, it’s just taken the state of New York a while to catch up. Still, now that he’s able, he intends to make the most of it. They’ve rented the clubhouse at Whispering Creek. They’re going the whole hog. His clients, mostly women of a certain age, have proved surprisingly sympathetic—which means a hundred and fifty guests will be there. Nearly sixty wives and their Republican husbands. Mix them in with a handful of relatives and a cohort of gay friends and this promises to be a rather sensational event.


  He never knew he was so conventional at heart. Part of that’s Rafa’s influence. Anatole left the church years ago, since the Holy Apostolic and Catholic Church made it perfectly clear that it wanted him no more than his parents had when they turned their backs on him. But Rafa has tempered his long-simmering resentment, and taught himself that there are thoughtful ways to remain Catholic. Rafa has even convinced him to go to Mass—occasionally!—at Holy Trinity. And of course Rafa’s the one who’s talked him into getting married at the great age of forty-nine.


  Naturally, there won’t be a Catholic priest to bless them, but Reverend Judy, the lesbian Episcopalian, is the next best thing.


  Of all the guests, only Chris Havilland gives Anatole pause. They haven’t spoken in twenty-seven years, more years than Anatole had even been alive when he knew Chris in the mid-eighties, before everything fell apart. Before Chris betrayed him.


  A boy came between them. Can we even remember his name? But of course we can. At the time he seemed as auspicious as a wounded angel fallen out of Heaven. Our Boy of the Mall, Anatole christened him. How vividly he remembers that first glimpse, one September afternoon on the pedestrian mall. Leigh on a bench eating an ice cream bar. He wore jeans, a white T-shirt, loafers without socks. His profile was perfect.


  Leigh won’t be invited. Why should he be? He meant nothing, and besides, Anatole has no idea whatever happened to him. But Chris is different. Chris didn’t just pass through; he took up residence, he was Anatole’s best and most intimate friend. And then he too simply vanished. Anatole remembers calling him in desperation. How he let the phone ring endlessly, unaware Chris had already cleaned out his apartment and skipped town. For years Anatole assumed Chris and Leigh absconded together. For years he nursed that grievance. But the years bring other sufferings. One day his business partner at Reflexion gets sick, and life becomes the struggle to take care of Daniel, to keep him in the world, to resign himself to not being able to keep him in the world, to watch him waste away and then slip away. By then Chris and Leigh are just incidents from a distant past, the light of stars that burned out long ago.


  Without Daniel, Reflexion should by all rights have gone under. He’d been the genius of the place, Anatole never more than the sorcerer’s grateful apprentice. But maybe the genius of a place never entirely relinquishes its old haunts; improbably enough, Reflexion will celebrate its thirtieth anniversary next year.


  It was Lydia who hooked him up him with Rafa. “You’ll like him,” she said. “He works in IT at Marist, and I know how much you love all things technological. Plus he’s cute and smart and ethnic, and best of all he doesn’t like girls.”


  “I don’t know,” he told her. “I’m still grieving. I think I’m suffering a case of Permanent AIDS Stress Syndrome. PASS. Have you noticed? If you want people to take something seriously these days, you’ve got to give it an acronym.”


  To be honest, though he’ll never admit this to Rafa, the ethnic part put him off more than the IT part, but after some weeks of hemming and hawing he finally got in touch, they met for dinner at the Milanese, talked tentatively, then engagingly, then exuberantly through a martini, a bottle of wine, a final sambuca. They kissed chastely in the parking lot, separated; then, as if simultaneously hearing some otherwise inaudible cue, replayed that kiss, only prolonged and passionate, and by the time Anatole got home there was already a message on his answering machine saying, “Hey, fellow, that was probably the most romantic three hours of my whole life.” Anatole wasn’t sure he believed that, but as white lies go it wasn’t a bad one. They saw each other the next weekend, and twice during the following week, and soon the past, that forlorn country of Chris and Leigh and Daniel, had come to be irrevocably past.


  It’s Rafa the IT wizard who tracks Chris down. It seems he works for an outfit called Sterling Global Risk Consulting. His present location is unspecified, but he’s reachable by email. “Really,” Rafa tells Anatole with a self-satisfied gleam in his eye, “you’d be surprised how hard it is for anybody to disappear anymore. Though this one seems to have done his best. I tell you: it’s the golden age of the stalker we’re living in right now.”


  For weeks Anatole dithers. He composes and recomposes an email. How do you break such a long silence? Then one day—or rather one night, quite late—he hits Send. It’s with not a little trepidation that he receives Chris’s terse reply, saying that, as it turns out, some business compels him to be in the States the week of the wedding.


  She wonders whether she’ll recognize him. In his email to Anatole he wrote, “These days I’m fat, bald, dyspeptic, expatriate but otherwise exactly the same.” So she’s not prepared, as she catches sight of him ascending the stairs from the train platform, for how very little he’s changed. He’s still slender, but where there used to be something dissolute and languid in his posture, his body now is taut, fit, alert. He bounds up the stairs, small black travel bag in hand. His hair is much shorter, a severe buzz cut Anatole won’t be happy with; his gaunt face is leathery from the sun, as if he’s spent these years lying by pools or sailing on yachts.


  He wears mirrored shades, a white short-sleeved shirt, sand-colored cargo pants, hiking boots. Practical, down-to-earth gear, not the kind of stylish attire he used to affect.


  She waves, and seeing her, he removes his sunglasses and smiles—maybe a little warily. Well, why not? Despite her excitement, she feels a little wary too.


  “Sorry to disappoint,” she says, even as she opens her arms to greet him. “Anatole’s got a hectic day at work, so he sent me.”


  “Lydia,” he tells her, moving into her hug. “Still putting yourself down, aren’t you? It’s very good to see you.”


  Their embrace is a long one, and she releases him reluctantly. The past shines through, and yet it doesn’t. “So, stranger,” she says. “Where exactly are you coming from?”


  “Denver,” he tells her, lighting a cigarette, taking a long drag he’s been craving for the last two hours. “I flew into New York last night. I was out there putting my dad in a nursing home.”


  “Tell me about it,” she says. “The life of middle-aged children.”


  “Your mom’s still around?”


  “Hanging in there. She’ll be ninety in October, if you can believe it.”


  “Dad’s eighty-five. Been on his own for a couple of years. My mom died a while back, he remarried ten months later—very efficient, my dad, when he puts his mind to something. Next task: Find New Wife. Only trouble was, New Wife didn’t last as long as she was supposed to. And apparently it’s a bit harder to date in your eighties than it was in your seventies. Very frustrating for a guy who’s used to getting everything he wants, though by the time I left I could see he was already starting to make some inroads on a couple of his new neighbors at the Home. I’m betting the odds of a Number Three before the final curtain call are pretty good.”


  His bitterness has the same light touch she remembers, and she laughs in spite of herself.


  “Mom lives with me these days,” she reports. “Us, I should say. Or actually, we live with her. Same house where I grew up. I’m married, if you can believe it, twenty-one years. I’ve even got a kid. Don’t quite know how all that happened, but it did.”


  She regrets trying to match his cynical tone. Marriage and family are the best things that ever happened to her.


  “And you? What’s your life like?” she wants to say, but something constrains her. He always seemed so self-contained, even when she knew him well. Anatole’s told her their old friend works for some British company that does risk management—not that she’s sure exactly what that entails.


  “And before Denver?” she asks. “I take it you don’t live there.”


  He laughs an odd little laugh she doesn’t remember from before.


  “Actually, this is my first time back in the States since 2003.”


  It takes a moment to sink in.


  “So where do you call home?”


  “Let’s just say I’ve moved around a bit. Chris the Wanderer. I’m doing some work in Nigeria at the moment. Nothing too exciting.” He laughs again, that half-nervous, half-embarrassed laugh, and looks around. “I can’t believe I’m back in Poughkeepsie. I feel like I’m going to wake up in a minute.”


  “Welcome to the little nightmare some of us never left.” That unwelcome cynicism again. “Actually,” she revises, “it’s not too bad. You’ll see. Parking’s impossible down at the station anymore. I left the car up by Reflexion and walked down.”


  “Reflexion’s still there? Extraordinary. Anatole and Daniel—”


  “I’m afraid Daniel passed some time ago.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  She makes a brave face. “But Anatole’s absolutely thriving. There’re now three Reflexions, if you can believe it. One in Kingston and another in Rhinebeck.”


  She realizes that she keeps saying “if you can believe it.”


  “Hey, I have a request,” he tells her. He flicks away his cigarette butt, then looks around like he’s worried someone will have seen. “Do you mind if we walk down to the river? I’d like to see it. I mean, obviously I saw it all the way up on the train, but that’s like watching television. You should have heard the soundtrack. Some guy kept telling his girlfriend something about a Buddhist wise man who’d attained enlightenment, and one of his students was so upset that the wise man would never be reborn that, just as his teacher was dying, he said something that irritated the wise man and caused him to miss enlightenment. And so the wise man was reborn, and it took him another twenty-eight years on earth to make up for the three seconds of irritation he’d harbored just before he died.


  “For some reason, the girlfriend didn’t seem to understand the story, and so the guy kept repeating it, almost word for word, and I thought, if you tell this story one more time I’m going to fucking slot you. All the time I’m looking out the window and thinking, this river’s one of the most beautiful landscapes I’ve ever seen.”


  “Slot?”


  “Off. Kill. Exterminate. I work with these Rhodesian guys. Well, ex-Rhodesians. Whatever. I pick up their slang.”


  He’s aware that he’s just talking, but he’s not sure what else to do. Truth is, being met by Lydia has flummoxed him a little. The years haven’t treated her all that badly. At first glance she looked stout, even matronly, but then he’s taken in by her brashly dyed platinum hair, the enormous, flashy handbag she carries, her too-bright lipstick, the even brighter orange shoes. Once a fag hag, always a fag hag, he thinks—not unkindly. Truth is, he hasn’t thought of her in a long time. Before Anatole’s email out of the blue, he hadn’t thought of any of them. He’s suddenly shy about meeting Anatole. Communing with the river’s a postponement, but then so much in his life has been a postponement.


  He wonders if Anatole’s sent Lydia to pick him up as a way of postponing as well.


  In the little park at the bottom of Main Street, old men and young mothers sit on benches, reading the paper, eating sandwiches, staring into space. A radio plays that catchy, annoying song he’s been hearing at the drinking club in the Rumukoroshe compound for the last couple of months. In the old days he’d have known who the singer was, but now he has no idea. He lights another cigarette and stares into space as well: the brown, implacable, magnificent river, framed by the pleasingly Art Deco suspension bridge to the south, and to the north the great derelict hulk of the train bridge...


  “...Is now the Walkway Over the Hudson State Historic Park,” Lydia explains. “All paved and fenced in and safe. It’s been a huge success. A half million visitors a year, or something like that. Hard to believe. I’ll take you out on it. It’s not scary at all—it’s like being out on a big pier. And the views are to die for.”


  He notices now the protective fence, the festive flags. He used to find that ruin intensely poetic—a kind of symbol for everything that was wrong and beautiful about Poughkeepsie. He used to dare himself to sneak past the fences and venture out some night, but he never quite worked up the courage. Now tourists stroll there. It’s OK: he went on to do far more dangerous and necessary things.


  A weekend in Poughkeepsie’s small potatoes compared to the life he’s chosen. Still, he wonders why he’s elected to put himself through it. He’s staying at the Inn at the Falls, where he’s arranged to have a rental car dropped off. Habits die hard: he’s spent the best part of a decade relying on a set of wheels, a ready kit, some body armor, and sunglasses. Not to mention his own private arsenal.


  He hears himself say, “Yeah, that might be fun to go out there. I mean, why come all this way and not be a tourist?”


  When was the last time he said “that might be fun?”


  At Reflexion, Anatole keeps darting back and forth to the big window over Main Street. A lady cop is writing parking tickets. A Hispanic fellow on a bicycle is having a jovial shouting match with a large, dreadlocked Jamaican; the man on the bicycle keeps circling back so he won’t drift out of earshot. Each return provokes a new outburst. They both seem to be enjoying their quarrel so much they don’t want it to end. Moving from car to car like a cat investigating a garden, the cop ignores them.


  For thirty years he’s been calling it his window on the world. It’s a symptom of latent ADD, no doubt, but the truth is, he focuses better when he’s distracting himself. Daniel used to joke he depended on that window the way other people depend on television.


  Right now he’s anticipating his first glimpse of Chris. Why this anxiety? Maybe he’s still in love. (He popped a Xanax a while ago, but it hasn’t helped.)


  Nonsense, he tells himself, returning his attention to Carole Braunschweig and her unruly mass of hair. He’s been candid with Rafa. It’s self-indulgent, I know, maybe just plain selfish. But I want Chris to be here. Maybe what I want is to let him know that I’m OK. I didn’t get destroyed, I didn’t get sick. I survived. Maybe I want to see if any of that matters to him.


  And Rafa has reminded him, calmly, as is Rafa’s way, that he’s got three, count them, three former lovers coming to the wedding. So surely Anatole can have just one.


  Anatole’s never told him Chris was not technically a lover—but since when is love about technicalities? It almost worries him that Rafa’s so trusting. Most of the time that trust feels like maturity; only occasionally does it feel like—a kind of indifference? A kind of delusional self-confidence? But Rafa’s neither indifferent nor delusional. He’s just, well, Rafa—the computer geek with near-magical abilities, the good dancer with terrible taste in music, the fabulous cook who takes photos of his creations and posts them on Facebook, the avid bicyclist who’s even found a way to automatically post his cycling stats from that day’s bike ride. Why anyone would want to post such things is something Anatole’s never figured out, but there you have it, Rafael Pujol’s personality in a nutshell: generous, extroverted, a little exhibitionist, completely oblivious, totally adorable.


  “I’m thinking of trying this new rinse,” he tells Carole, running his fingers through her imperial mane.


  Then once again to the window, and this time Anatole catches sight of his quarry. They walk unhurriedly, Lydia in animated conversation, Chris smoking, leisurely turning his head from side to side as if to take in everything. It’s like seeing a ghost. Anatole tests his heart; there’s a frightened rabbit cowering in his chest. They’ve disappeared from sight; they’re coming up the stairs. He’s sorry for Carole—her hair, rather. Little does she know how dramatically it’s diminished in importance. And her husband’s the assistant D.A.


  Then they’re in the salon. Heads turn. And why shouldn’t they? A deeply tanned, strikingly handsome man, no longer young, stands before them all. Chris’s hair’s been brutally shorn—he used to have such beautiful locks—and Anatole instantly assesses the reason: he’d be showing a bald spot if his hair were longer. It’s the way to go. Forget the comb-over. Just be fierce. Embrace baldness for what it is. Really short hair on men can be incredibly hot.


  Chris is smiling—ruefully, it would seem, in acknowledgment of everything: his disappearance, the long silence, the missed years.


  Anatole moves toward him. Chris puts out his hand, but Anatole’s not having that. He blusters right into a hug that seems to catch Chris off guard. Chris, he reminds himself, never liked to get touched. There was a time when Anatole fantasized about what it would be like to make love to Chris. Lydia and Leigh had succeeded—if that’s the right word—where he failed. For a long time he hated both of them for it, but now, as Chris pulls away from his embrace, he’s perhaps glad that he never did. It somehow makes this easier.


  “Long time no see, Kemosabe,” Chris says in that deadpan that used to keep them entertained at Bertie’s. Anatole wishes he could meet it halfway, but he finds himself too flustered.


  “I don’t even know what to say to you, Mister,” he sputters. “I’m just very glad you’re here.”


  “Hey, no problem,” Chris replies—as if he’s just gone a block or two out of his way.


  “We’re not staying,” Lydia says. “I know you’re crazy busy. I just wanted you to see that the package has been safely delivered. Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll keep him entertained. We’ll see you at your place at seven, okay?”


  And just like that, they’ve gone. His head is spinning. But that has been the plan all along: work like a banshee till six, then a calm reunion dinner at the little house on Garden Street he and Rafa have been restoring for the last couple of years, and where Rafa is even now doing something wonderful with foodstuffs in the kitchen. Still, he can’t help feeling a little bereft, as if he’s stumbled back into a half-remembered dream where something precious is offered and then snatched away.


  Anatole turns back to Carole. “Sorry about the interruption. An old friend in town for the wedding.”


  “Anatole, dear, you’re crying,” she says. And it’s true. An annoying tear has crept down his cheek. He flicks it away.


  “What can I say,” he tells her, resuming his work. “I’m a sentimental guy.”


  “This is going to be a tremendous weekend for you,” she says.


  Anatole’s put on weight. His once well-defined features have gone rubbery; the animated scarecrow’s body Chris remembers as being in constant, hectic motion has gone slack. Not that he looks unhealthy or even unattractive—it’s just disconcerting to see this disconnect between the present and the past.


  “I didn’t mean to hustle us out of there,” Lydia says. “I know Anatole would’ve loved to throw down everything and join us. But he’s got work to do.”


  “Are you thirsty?” Chris asks. “Bertie’s isn’t still around by any chance, is it? I’d love to buy you a drink.”


  “Long gone,” she tells him. “Besides, it’s a little early for a drink, don’t you think?”


  He glances at his watch. Three thirty seems a perfect time for a drink. He’s glad he packed a flask in his overnight bag. Always keep the escape routes open.


  “You’re right,” he tells her. Her abstinence is nearly as disconcerting as Anatole’s weight gain. “So here’s what I want to do,” he announces as a way of retaking charge. “I’d like to check in to the hotel at some point. Maybe grab a quick nap. Then if you give me directions to Anatole’s—”


  “Oh, I’ll come pick you up. Not to worry.”


  “I can manage on my own. I’ve rented a car.”


  “You haven’t changed,” she tells him with a flash of the old Lydia. “Still skittish around the humans.”


  “Now prepare me,” he says as they pass the ice cream and samosa stands that flank the entrance to the Walkway. A series of educational signs detail the history of the river, the considerable engineering feat of the bridge, the fire that ended its working life, the years of dereliction, its transformation into the tourist destination it is today. The Walkway is a ribbon of concrete, peopled by mothers pushing strollers, old couples, bicyclists. “Tell me about this Rafa. I like to know the lay of the land in advance.”


  You’re just meeting Anatole’s husband, Lydia thinks. You’re not reconnoitering. But then he’s seemed strangely on edge since his arrival. He keeps glancing around. Pay attention to me, she wants to tell him, though she’s learned with her son that instructions like that tend to backfire.


  “He’s five years younger than Anatole. Grew up in Washington Heights, works at Marist, which is how I know him. His mom’s Dominican, his dad was a French doctor who ran a clinic in the town where she lived. Passed away a number of years ago. I’m not sure exactly when they came to the States. Rafa can tell you all that when you meet him tonight. His mom’ll be there too. Very creative type, old style bohemian. Paints, does ceramics, makes jewelry—this is one of hers.” Lydia pulls back a sheaf of platinum hair to show off a gaudy orange and blue earring. “I adore her stuff. And she’s still going strong at seventy-something. We should all be so lucky. Oh, and Rafa’s got two sisters who’ll be coming up with their families from the city tomorrow. What else can I say? He’s the best thing that ever happened to Anatole. They’ve been together twelve years, if you can believe it. They’re totally settled and domestic. And I’m not even being ironic when I say that.”


  Chris thinks of Anatole’s binges, his frenetic fleeting crushes on teenage boys, his elations and depressions—everything that made him an anarchic and agreeable companion.


  “Hard to imagine,” he says.


  “Oh, Anatole always wanted to settle down. Even back when you knew him. We both did. It’s just that neither of us had any idea how.”


  “Funny, I don’t remember either of you mentioning it at the time.”


  “We were way too cool to say what we really wanted.”


  “And then you figured it out.”


  “Thank God,” she says. “One or both of us would probably be dead right now if we hadn’t. We’d be like Daniel, poor soul. Getting drunk or high every night. Being hungover every morning. You run out of options at a certain point. You come to understand why everybody else is living the boring life. And it doesn’t look so boring anymore.”


  The sun on the bright concrete reminds Chris that he’s been in slight hangover mode all day, courtesy of a preposterously late night.


  “Tell me more about Daniel,” he says, as they pause, like any tourist, to take in the latest informational placard. “You know, I never liked him all that much. He seemed so…” He searches for the word.


  “Gay?” she says.


  “Not that. Just too…”


  “Campy?” she tries out, and he suddenly remembers a night at Bertie’s, he and Anatole drinking scotch, Daniel at the bar in consummate, platinum drag. And Lydia’s younger brother Craig home from college—fall break it must have been. The details are hazy, but they involve his urging Craig to go talk to that dynamite blonde chick he’d been admiring from afar, and the two of them hitting it off, making out on the dance floor, then disappearing—to Anatole’s prudent alarm and Chris’s schadenfreude—then Craig coming back baffled, frustrated, Daniel as was his wont having ducked out before the inevitable and unwelcome discovery scene, the whole tawdry episode precipitated by nothing other than Chris’s desire to play a punishing little joke—but on whom? On Daniel, whom he didn’t care for (was he just a little jealous of Anatole’s breathless friendship with him?) or on Craig, whom he’d found seethingly attractive?


  Or had the joke been on Chris? Craig was as straight as they came, but what Chris wouldn’t have given to overpower him in a dark alley in some other dimension where everything is possible, everything is allowed.


  He winces to recall that he once slept with Lydia solely because the unattainable Craig Forman was her brother. In a life of many bad acts, that was one.


  Lydia’s been telling him the details of Daniel’s illness. He senses that she’s unfurled this narrative a number of times before. “He wasn’t exactly the best patient,” she recites. “He wouldn’t give up the booze or the drugs, and he kept going off his meds because they made him feel lousy. Anatole was incredibly patient. He had to keep tabs on Daniel to make sure he wasn’t doing something insanely self-destructive. ‘Daniel’s not house-trained,’ he used to complain. They had some terrible fights. Daniel would scream, ‘Just let me fucking die, asshole,’ but Anatole wasn’t having it. He was a saint, really. He saw Daniel through to the very end.”


  “Not to play the devil’s advocate,” Chris ventures, “and, of course, I wasn’t there, so I don’t know, but in the abstract at least, isn’t it sort of selfish to keep somebody alive if they don’t want to stay alive anymore? I mean, if I was Daniel, in that situation, I think I’d have wanted to make as quick an exit as possible.”


  She shakes her head. “Live fast, die young, stay pretty. Please: tell me you got that out of your system years ago.”


  She’s adamant in the way of ex-smokers or drinkers. That tone in itself’s a good enough reason never to give up anything, Chris thinks. “So I guess now you’re going to tell me that I’ve grown old but I haven’t grown up?”


  He’s nettled her. It’s not what he wanted to do, but he’s irritated by the sense she exudes of having finally figured things out.


  Barely two hours into the weekend and they’re at odds with each other. She envies Anatole, back at Reflexion, blissfully unaware of what he and his silly nostalgia have unleashed.


  They’ve come to the edge of the Hudson, that river arising in Lake Tear of the Clouds in the Adirondacks (as a placard has informed them) and flowing south toward Manahatta. As they leave the shore behind, two hundred feet below them, and venture out over the water, the open vista invites their mood to expand as well. Muhheakantuck. River That Flows Two Ways. Chris seizes the chance to reset the tone.


  “I want to hear about life, not death,” he says. “Tell me about your life these days, Lydia. Your family. Who’s this fellow you married? How’d you meet him?”


  “How about the service bay at Friendly Honda?” She’s aware she packages her stories, but that doesn’t stop her from delivering her well-rehearsed account of the time she dropped off her Civic for “D” service and Tom was there with a clipboard to write down the mileage and ask about anything she wanted checked out. How he was there at the end of the day when she came back to retrieve the car, some five hundred dollars poorer. This was 1992, and he said, “Um, not to be too delicate about things, but if you haven’t noticed this you might want to,” pointing to her Clinton/Gore bumper sticker that somebody, unbeknownst to her, had vandalized to read Cunt/Gore. They had a laugh, these two complete strangers, and then two days later they ran into each other at ShopRite, and that was pretty much the end of the beginning, as she likes to put it.


  “He’s not the person I ever thought I’d marry. We don’t see eye to eye on much of anything, which I guess is what keeps it interesting. He’s pretty conservative. Dole, Bush, McCain—right down the line. He’ll be pulling the lever for Romney in the fall. But hell, even I might be doing that if the economy tanks any more than it has. He’s not Jewish, but he’s very chivalrous toward my mother, which goes a long, long way with her, since obviously she was dead set on my marrying a Jew. Plus he’s as pro-Israel as you can get.


  “And one other thing. He’s just a tiny bit homophobic, more knee-jerk than anything else, but sometimes that can be a bit of a problem.”


  From this vantage, Poughkeepsie’s a forest from which slender church spires and squat apartment towers rise. To the south, the dark Hudson Highlands; to the north, the blue Catskills. A small plane is making lazy circles above the river. The sound of its engine fades and surges and fades again. Chris catches at a memory, but it recedes before he can grasp it.


  “Will Tom be at the wedding?”


  “Oh, of course. He and Anatole get along well enough. I mean, without me they’d never be friends, but I have to give it to Tom, he’s grown a lot, he’s a lot more open-minded than I’d ever have thought.”


  “And you mentioned a kid,” Chris says nonchalantly.


  “Caleb. Our golden boy. Just turned seventeen. He’ll be a junior at Arlington High this fall. He’s been going through a rough patch, but who doesn’t at that age? Life’s been pretty tough on him at times, but all things considered, he’s doing wonderfully. See, he was born with severely damaged nerve endings in both ears. He got cochlear implants when he was two, and that helped a lot. He even plays drums in a band, if you can believe it. Unfortunately, the insurance didn’t cover a whole lot of the implant cost, so we’ve been pretty strapped. It’s why we live with Mom. We’ve never really been able to get ahead. But it’s been completely worth it. You’ll see when you meet him. Anatole’s helped out where he could. He’s like a mentor to Caleb.”


  Once again, this theme of Saint Anatole. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d let that old pervert get within ten light years of your son,” Chris can’t resist saying. “I mean, knowing what you know.” He says it as a joke, or sort of a joke, or maybe not a joke at all.


  Lydia’s ferocity catches him off guard. “We were a pack of stupid, self-absorbed predators back then. All three of us. It’s a disgrace. I can see that clearly now that I’ve grown up. And Anatole’s grown up too.”


  “I’m sure Anatole—” Chris begins to say, but Lydia interrupts him.


  “You want to know something? I came out on this bridge once. Back in its derelict days. I came out here with Leigh. Surely you remember Leigh. Leigh Whatever-His-Last-Name-Was.”


  She regrets her tone, but she’s already said it.


  “Leigh Gerrard,” Chris says. “What did you think?”


  “Sorry. Of course you do. Did he never tell you we went out here?”


  “No,” Chris says with a feeling of awful emptiness, “he didn’t.”


  “We’d been up to the Vanderbilt mansion. I guess it was our first date, if you can call it that. A couple of bottles of wine and a baggie full of psilocybin mushrooms. Very glamorous. Anyway, we somehow ended up out on the bridge. I guess Leigh must have dared me into it. I was scared shitless we’d plunge to our deaths. I’ve never told anybody this, so consider yourself privileged.”


  “I take it Our Former Boy of the Mall’s not invited,” Chris says, knowing all along, without wanting to know it, that the secret spur to his accepting Anatole’s invitation was the possibility that Leigh might be there. How wondrously strange it would be to see him across the room, drink in hand, all grown up now, handsome but still somehow in full (or even diminished, he’ll settle for that) possession of whatever ineffable qualities had made him so absurdly compelling.


  Lydia dashes any hope of that.


  “Of course not. Nobody knows what happened to him. Unless you do.”


  “I don’t, no. I cut my ties with everything and everybody when I left. It’s what I had to do.”


  “Yeah, remind me. Smash all the china and then just leave. Though I give it to you; for a bull, you were pretty exquisite. But I just have one little question, after all these years. Mind if I ask it? You owe me a secret, after all.”


  He supposes he’s glad they’re having this out the way they are. “Shoot,” he says.


  “Let me put it delicately, okay? Did Leigh seduce you too? Or did you seduce him? That’s always been the big question for us earthlings left behind. Did the two of you run off together, as the evidence, or at least the timing, would seem to suggest?”


  Chris can hear perfectly well the question she doesn’t ask: Were you as treacherous as we’ve had to assume? And if you were then, are you still now?


  “No,” he tells her. “I never fucked Leigh, if that’s what you’re asking. Trust me. I wouldn’t have done that. My leaving had nothing to do with Leigh one way or the other.”


  “Then why?”


  But Chris doesn’t say anything. He lights another cigarette. He used to have a wonderful stylish way with his cigarettes, but now it just seems haunted and automatic. Overhead, the little plane is practicing stunts, showing off for the tourists on the Walkway.


  “Whatever you might think,” he says finally, “not all of us were predators.”


  She was looking forward to having Chris on her own for a couple of hours before Anatole got hold of him. Now she wonders exactly what it was she was looking forward to.


  The house smells of incense. Rafa likes to light a few sticks an hour or so before guests arrive; he says it wakes the place up. Anatole’s not so crazy about the practice. “Secondhand smoke. I don’t really want to get lung cancer. Can’t we just use Glade instead?” To which Rafa will usually point out: “Honey, you smoked for twenty-something years. The damage is done. And anyway”—he shoos the rising vapor toward Anatole—” this is holy smoke. Buddhist nuns made it from sacred trees.”


  Tonight the incense masks but doesn’t erase other delicious odors. Anatole peers into the small kitchen and offers the obligatory but heartfelt “Smells wonderful!”


  “Well I hope so,” Rafa tells him. He’s barefoot, in gym shorts and a paint-spattered T-shirt. He’s taken the day off from work, hasn’t yet shaved or showered. His shaggy dark hair is all a lovely mess, just asking to have a hand run through it. “I’ve been slaving in here for hours.”


  Over the years they’ve developed a parody domesticity cobbled together from a shared childhood diet of I Love Lucy, Gilligan’s Island, The Flintstones; it overlays, not unlike incense, the real and mostly satisfying household routines they’ve fallen into.


  “So has he arrived? Have you seen him?” Rafa asks as Anatole kisses him on the back of the neck, massages his shoulders, succumbs to temptation. “Hey, don’t mess with the chef,” Rafa warns. “Things have entered a particularly delicate phase.”
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