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ACCLAIM FOR STEPHEN McCAULEY AND TRUE ENOUGH


“With True Enough, his wry new novel, [McCauley] ventures farther down the path of cross-gender empathy, creating a female protagonist who doesn’t merely claim our hearts but rips them out and slings them over her shoulder . . . . The good news is that McCauley has continued to hone his talent, and True Enough is, in many ways, his best book yet—the prose snappier, the dialogue sharper and tarter than ever.”


—The New York Times


“McCauley has a talent for creating immensely appealing characters who, while far from perfect—or perhaps because of this lack of perfection—wend their way into the reader’s heart. True Enough continues his streak of producing novels that blend laugh-out-loud humor with a welcome sense of tenderness about human relationships.”


—The Washington Post


“McCauley takes aim at modern relationships (both hetero- and homosexual) and urban, artsy, intellectual lifestyles in the funny, sharp, and irreverent manner that they richly deserve.”


—Booklist


“McCauley’s . . . insight into the small self-delusions that support satisfied lives is . . . as sharp as ever.”


—Publishers Weekly




PRAISE FOR THE PREVIOUS NOVELS OF STEPHEN McCAULEY


THE OBJECT OF MY AFFECTION


“A very funny, exceptionally vivid first novel . . . . Surely one of the best books about what it is like to be young in these crazy times.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“A joyously comic novel . . . superb . . . shimmers with hope, humor, and compassion.”


—People


“A wonderful romantic comedy.”


—The New Yorker


“McCauley has created some of the most appealing characters I’ve come across in years—quirky, flawed, irresistibly sad and funny . . . I can’t think of better company than Stephen McCauley’s The Object of My Affection. . . . A novel that warms like a hug.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“Charming and affecting . . . . The strong plotting, memorable gallery of characters, and wry look at the complicated state of relations between the sexes could beguile any reader from Bensonhurst to Burbank.”


—Los Angeles Daily News


“Debonair and light as a soufflé, The Object of My Affection is an unexpected treat.”


—Glamour




THE EASY WAY OUT


“Superb . . . funny, magnanimous, and devastatingly accurate . . . .”


—The New York Times Book Review


“The Easy Way Out is the best kind of contemporary fiction. Stephen McCauley captures not only how we live, but how we love, and even how we get through the day. The Easy Way Out manages to be miraculously both a joyous and important book.”


—Wendy Wasserstein


“Charm may be the hardest of all qualities to pin down on paper, but The Easy Way Out has it brimming from every page.”


—Vogue


THE MAN OF THE HOUSE


“A comic novel about human predicaments . . . . McCauley has mastered the small yet perfect comic gesture . . . . Readers will welcome back the rueful and rumpled comic vision that is unmistakably his own.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“A funny, fluent novel . . . . McCauley’s particular skill lies in his grasp of the bonds that link straights and gays in the maze of daily dealings.”


—Time




By the same author


The Man of the House


The Easy Way Out


The Object of My Affection






    Thank you for purchasing this Simon & Schuster eBook.


Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Simon & Schuster.


[image: sign up button]

or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com







[image: Images]




    [image: Images]


    Simon & Schuster
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2001 by Stephen McCauley


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


First Simon & Schuster hardcover edition June 2001


SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


    ISBN: 978-0-7432-1835-1 (eBook)




For Sebastian Stuart and Lesli Gordon




True Enough





One



Things to Do


In the course of one week, Anderton went from unknown lounge singer to Decca recording artist. “One morning me and the kids are having coffee,” she told Look magazine in 1961, “and a record producer calls and says he wants to cut a demo. That phone call gave me a whole new life, even though nothing changed.”


From Cry Me a River:
The Lives of Pauline Anderton by Desmond Sullivan


1.


Jane Cody kept lists—Things To Do, Things To Buy, Bills To Pay, Appointments To Keep—but because she knew they provided the kind of irrefutable paper trail that almost always got people into trouble at tawdry junctures in their lives, her lists weren’t the literal truth. Some inaccuracies were alibis in case the reminders fell into the wrong hands, while others were there to mislead the people who were likely to read them. It was a simple system that caused her problems only when she confused the code and started missing dental appointments and showing up at restaurants for imaginary lunches, both of which had happened in the past three weeks. Obviously, she’d been working too hard, unless maybe she hadn’t been working enough.


She was sitting at her desk poring over tomorrow’s notes to herself to stave off the anxiety attack she could feel brewing in the back of her brain, building in strength like one of the many tropical storms currently approaching adulthood somewhere in the South Atlantic. (The topic of a recent doomladen conversation on the show she produced: Another Storm of the Century?) It had been a bad morning—an argument with her son and a volleyball game of passive-aggressive selflessness with her husband—and then the chocolates one of her co-workers had brought in proved disappointing and the carefully arranged plans for this afternoon’s taping of the show had started to unravel. At moments like these, she wished she hadn’t tried to impress her shrink by agreeing with him that tranquilizers and antidepressants were grossly overprescribed. Why did she go out of her way to impress Dr. Berman? She was paying him $130 an hour, which ought to be enough to buy his approval, no matter what her opinions.


It was one of those hot late-August days with the kind of filthy air you wanted to push out of the way. She actually could see—or thought she could—particles of dust and lead and pollen suspended in the fuzzy air, banging against her window, trying to get in. The Charles River was low and slow-moving there on the other side of Soldiers Field Road, and even the muscular rowing crews pulling their way through the murky green water looked sluggish. When she turned forty last year, Jane finally had been released from envying the physical perfection of youth, an unexpected birthday present and a useful one, too, if you lived in Boston, a city cluttered with colleges and private schools. Throughout her thirties, she’d been plagued by the conviction that she could be as fit and healthy and firm as all those running, rowing twenty-year-olds, if only she put her mind to it. Now she could hide comfortably behind that irresistible slogan of defeat: “I think I look pretty good for my age.”


Jane’s office was on the third floor of the studios of WGTB, one of Boston’s public television stations. She was a producer of a thrice-weekly show called Dinner Conversation, a newsy program considered cutting-edge because it was so low-tech retro, and successful because no one had figured out what to put on in its place. The concept couldn’t have been more simple: six people were assembled at a round table in a studio made to look like a dining room and asked to discuss a topic in the news. Plates of nicely prepared food and glasses of respectable wine—both donated—were placed in front of them. The camera was turned on unobtrusively about ten minutes into the conversation and turned off thirty minutes later. There was no host, no moderator, no overarching point of view, and, most important of all, there were no expenses. The key was getting the right six people, something Jane had a special talent for, despite the fact that her at-home dinner parties were often disasters. It had been her inspiration to have an even mix of experts and man-on-the-street types. Half the viewers tuned in to find out what the biochemist from MIT had to say about global warming, and half tuned in to watch the biochemist from MIT get talked into a corner by an amateur weather watcher from one of the area’s shabbier suburbs. As long as someone sounded brilliant and someone was made to look foolish, the show played well. Reasonably well. Lately, rumors that Dinner Conversation had reached the end of its life cycle swirled around the studio daily. If you could believe the mean-spirited gossip, some of the interns spent half their time coming up with cute headlines to announce its demise: “The Dinner Party’s Over,” “Conversation Grinds to a Halt,” “Will That Be All?”


The office was eerily quiet this afternoon as it usually was when they were in the middle of a crisis. In two hours they were taping a conversation about a recent plane crash, and one of the guests, a flight attendant, had canceled earlier in the day. Then at noon, a pilot who had agreed to appear and would serve as the authority figure and centerpiece of the discussion called to say he was delayed in Dallas indefinitely. They were left with a couple of windbag travel agents, a friend of one of the other producers whose entire identity revolved around his refusal to fly, and a New Hampshire housewife who claimed to have “died briefly” in an airline disaster several years earlier. As far as Jane was concerned, going on to write best-selling religious tracts—in this case, I Met God—was ample evidence that death, no matter how shortlived, had not occurred, but as a nervous flier herself, she didn’t want to tempt fate by calling the woman’s bluff.


There was a faint knock on Jane’s door and Chloe Barnes tentatively stuck her head into the office and gave Jane one of her trembly looks of empathic concern.


“Everything’s under control, Chloe. I have several people lined up, I’m just waiting for them to call and confirm.”


“You’re sure there’s nothing I can do?”


“Very sure.”


Chloe bit down on her lower lip and raised her eyebrows, as if to say, “Poor you.” Jane had been touched by this wide-eyed, lip-biting expression for the first few weeks Chloe worked at the station. Then she saw Chloe staring at her with the exact same mixture of worry and pain while Jane was combing her hair in the bathroom mirror and realized it was a young, beautiful woman’s pity of a forty-year-old she considered past the point of sexual relevance. Jane would have laughed it off if she hadn’t been worrying about the sexual relevance question herself.


Half an hour earlier, Jane had phoned Rosemary Boyle, an old college friend who was in Boston to teach a couple of courses at BU. Rosemary was a poet, usually a self-involved conversationalist, but last year she’d written a memoir about being a widow, so she could provide an expert opinion on loss, or something equally pertinent and unspecific. Since the publication of Dead Husband, Rosemary was prepared to provide an expert opinion on anything, as long as it helped promote the book. The only thing she wasn’t prepared to talk about was the $1.5 million poor Charlie had left her when he died or committed suicide or whatever, and how her wrenching description of intolerable privation had added another few hundred grand to her coffers. Jane still hadn’t heard back from her. They could easily do the show with five guests, but four was out of the question.


“David’s getting a little worried,” Chloe said. “He’s wondering if we should get some Harvard people lined up.”


“Definitely not!” Jane said. “I’m handling this.”


Chloe tugged at her lower lip, a sign that Jane had sounded annoyed rather than authoritative, thereby further undercutting herself.


David Trask was the show’s executive producer and saw “Harvard people” as the solution to every problem, as if having an endowed chair, whatever that was, was enough to make up for being pretentious and phlegmatic. Why David was communicating through Chloe, instead of talking to her directly, was a question she’d have to ask when she had a free moment. Chloe had come to the station straight out of Wellesley College four months earlier. She was intelligent—you couldn’t deny her that—and so full of energy and ideas you wanted to cap her, like a well, to control the flow.


Chloe was wearing a black suit with a Mandarin collar and bell-bottomed pants, all made out of a tastefully shiny material that probably contained rubber or some other unwholesome, impractical material. No doubt her monthly wardrobe allowance exceeded Jane’s mortgage. Her shoes were big lumpy things with immense soles that made her walk with a heavy-footed gait, as if she were about to slap on a pair of skis and hit the slopes, but even they didn’t detract from an overall appearance of gorgeous malnourishment that had men throughout the building finding reasons to pass by her desk several times a day. Genetic engineering eventually would produce human beings very much like Chloe: satiny blends of the best physical features of every race with perfectly proportioned faces and figures, human beings with such a scrambled background that racial biases, stereotypes, and quotas were rendered irrelevant in their presence. Her father was a Korean, African-American, Italian lawyer who worked as a diversity consultant for a multinational, and her mother was a former model or dancer or something show-offy, part Colombian, part Chinese, part Native American. Despite all of the advantages wrought by her looks and her upper-middle-class upbringing, Chloe saw the world entirely in terms of villains and victims, and seemed to have equated victimhood with strength and moral superiority in a manner Jane found increasingly common among the young people, male and female, who came to the station. The fact that she’d risen to assistant producer in four months didn’t seem to register as evidence of her own good fortune. Jane suspected that Chloe, like most college grads of her generation, was bulimic, but there were bloated, premenstrual, post-lunch moments when she envied her even this messy but efficient affliction.


“I can’t believe that airline pilot canceled,” Chloe said. “We should do a show on people whose lives were ruined by flight cancellations—missing job interviews, weddings, important deaths.”


“I hate missing important deaths,” Jane said. “It ruins your day.”


Jane would have gone on the defense if someone had responded to an idea of hers with this kind of sarcasm, but Chloe took it in and decided to make the best of it. “Bad idea?” she asked.


“It needs fine-tuning.”


Jane could see Chloe adjusting the knobs already, sharpening the focus and heightening the contrast. She could deal with Chloe’s beauty and youth, write them off as superficial advantages which would fade in time, but there was no way to compete with someone willing and eager to actually learn from her own mistakes. She felt like saying, here, take my desk, my office, let’s just get this over with right now.


2.


When Chloe left, Jane went back to her lists. Reading through the orderly arrangement of words on paper—true, false, and everything in between—made her feel more in control of her destiny.


Gerald’s gymnastics class—3pm, halfway down the To Do list, was code for taking her six-year-old son to his shrink. She had no hesitation in admitting Gerald was seeing a shrink—if anything, telling her friends made her feel like a better, more attentive mother than she quietly feared herself to be—but her mother-in-law, who was temporarily installed in their carriage house, would have been horrified at the idea, even though she routinely told Jane, in her oblique way, that she thought Gerald was a peculiar child. In Sarah’s view of the world, having a problem was life and attempting to do something about it was self-indulgence. The stoic put up with their God-given afflictions and addictions; the moral weaklings caved in and tried to do something about them.


So to avoid Sarah’s scorn, Gerald was dragged off to his gymnastics instructor, Dr. Rose Garitty, M.D., every Wednesday. Poor pudgy, peculiar Gerald. The mere thought of him trying to do somersaults was enough to rend Jane’s heart.


“Let’s just tell her the truth,” Thomas had suggested.


“The truth” was Thomas’s solution for everything, which pretty much described her husband’s optimistic, kindhearted, and open view of the world.


Facial—12:30 on the Appointments list was code for her own shrink. Not that she felt any shame about that either, but if Thomas got wind of the fact that she’d started seeing Dr. Berman again, he’d probably ask why, in that wounded way of his, and she might have to explain that for the past year she’d felt a thin crust of boredom forming over the top of their marriage. Or, to be more accurate, she’d begun to feel the thin crust of boredom that had always been over the top of their marriage thickening while she swam in the cold waters below trying to find a hole or an air pocket so she could catch her breath. She wasn’t ready to talk openly about that with Dr. Berman, let alone with Thomas. After three months of twice-weekly sessions, she’d gone as far as explaining to the doctor her fears that her career was at a standstill, something she presented as neurotic insecurity, even though she had ample evidence it was true. Discussion of marital concerns would have to wait until she felt more solidly in control of them.


Finish reading Westerly biography. This referred to a book by someone named Desmond Sullivan, a soon-to-be colleague of Thomas’s. She’d agreed to read and summarize it for her husband weeks ago. Thomas was too busy preparing his courses to read it himself, and too earnest to simply compliment the author with nebulous praise and then drop it. She’d had most of August, but thus far she hadn’t done more than scan the index to find references to people who interested her more than the subject himself. The author would be showing up at Deerforth College any day now, and she’d written this little note to herself so Thomas would find it and be reassured that it was only minutes before she completed the tome and gave him her book report.


Up at the top of the Bills To Pay list was Pay Roofer. That stumped her. If she had to guess, she’d say it referred to some petty indulgence she wasn’t interested in admitting to. Unless it meant that the person who’d reflashed their chimney six months ago still hadn’t been paid. On a separate list, she made a note to look into that one.


When her direct line rang, she pushed the papers to the back of her desk and, assuming it was Rosemary Boyle calling about the show, grabbed the receiver on the first ring. But it wasn’t Rosemary. It was Caroline Wade. Or, as Jane had come to think of her, Just Caroline.


“Hi, Jane, it’s just me.”


Jane appreciated self-deprecation as much as the next person, but only when it was clearly an attention-getting display of false modesty. Caroline’s humble whimpers often pointed to actual flaws. But how nice that Dale Barsamian, Jane’s ex-husband, had married Caroline instead of a fifteen-year-old beauty queen or a manic overachiever, someone who would have inspired crippling jealousy and made Jane wonder even more acutely if her own second marriage hadn’t been a little hasty.


“I’m not getting you at a bad time, am I?” Caroline asked.


“I’m supposed to be doing damage control,” Jane said, “so I’d much rather talk with you.” Despite her quirks, there was something relaxing about talking with Caroline; she was genuinely kind and thoughtful, and was so modest, you didn’t have to engage in conversational one-upmanship with her. Jane often found herself bringing up boring topics she wouldn’t dare discuss with someone she wanted to impress. “How are the cats?” she asked.


“All right, I guess. Willie kept me up last night. I don’t know what’s gotten into him. He’s so talkative all of a sudden.”


“Really? Has he got anything interesting to say about plane crashes?”


“I didn’t mean it literally.”


Caroline could be one of the most curiously dull intelligent people Jane had ever met, not counting everyone at Deerforth College. She had a Ph.D. in English Lit (from Yale, no less) and a law degree from NYU, but she didn’t seem to know what to do with either of them. Since marrying Dale five years earlier, she’d devoted herself to studying Sufism. You’d think you could get her to make an interesting comment every once in a while, or at least recognize a joke when she heard one. The one time Jane had had her on the show, she’d made a few embarrassingly dim observations about George Eliot and then sat there eating, something most guests had the common sense to realize was out of the question, no matter how tempting the food looked.


And yet Dale was devoted to her. Jane didn’t know whether to envy Caroline or pity her for that. At his worst, Dale was a cad, a liar, and a self-centered, uncommunicative brat. When their divorce had come through, Jane had felt a ripple of elation pass through her body, as if she’d just quit the worst job of her life. The problem was, as soon as she’d untied all the strings that had made Dale’s bad qualities so maddening and confining, she was free to see all the good things that had made him so attractive in the first place: his intelligence, his spiky survival skills, and his languorous, louche sexual charms.


Caroline had been going on about the cats—they had three—in an overly detailed way that suggested she was using them to avoid talking about whatever it was that had made her call. When she finally grew silent and sighed wearily and sadly, Jane snapped back to attention, sensing that she was beginning to circle the field in preparation for landing. “Is everything all right, Caroline? You sound a little exhausted.”


“Everything’s fine. I don’t even know why I called. I shouldn’t be dragging you into this, it’s not fair. I’m going to hang up. I’ll call next week.” She inhaled sharply, let out two short breaths, and, in a voice that sounded close to tears, said, “You don’t have any idea how many times I sat here and dialed your number before I went through with the call. I know you’re the last person I should be calling about this. You’re the last person, but somehow . . .”


With anyone else, Jane might have said: What’s he done now? But you had to be gentle with Just Caroline; she bruised easily. “If you’ve been running it through your head for days, it’s probably not as bad as you think. I suppose it’s about Dale.”


“Oh, of course it’s about Dale. Everything’s about Dale, isn’t it?”


“Certainly in his mind,” Jane said, wondering why it was so satisfying to be thought of as an expert on the subject of her ex-husband.


“Well . . .” Caroline paused, and Jane heard her light a cigarette. Caroline had two saving graces: she smoked fiendishly and was insanely aggressive behind the wheel of her ancient Citroen. Without these steam vents, she probably would have blown someone’s head off a long time ago, most likely her own. “I don’t know why, I don’t have any proof, but I’m almost certain Dale’s having an affair. I don’t know, Jane, maybe he isn’t, but he’s been acting so strangely these past few weeks. I know you’re going to tell me to confront him, but I can’t do that. I’m not like you. I wish I were.”


Jane had begun to think of “I wish I could be more like you” as a frill people slipped over an insult to dress it up and try to pass it off as a compliment. You’re a no-good lying thief. I wish I could be more like you. You’re a hateful bitch. Oh, if only I were, too.


“Besides,” Caroline went on, “I’m the kind of person people always lie to. I suppose it’s something about my face.”


Undoubtedly, it was something much deeper and more subtle than her blond, fine-boned beauty and her long-legged, Barbie doll figure, but Jane didn’t know what. Chloe was pacing in her cinder block shoes just outside Jane’s open door and unless Jane swung into action, any action, very soon, Chloe would probably do her the favor of finding a few guests ready to go on camera, making Jane look like a useless fossil.


Still, she couldn’t hang up on Caroline until she had the full story. Jane had been married to Dale for six years and had incontrovertible proof of two infidelities and one all-out affair. What surprised her most about Caroline’s worries was that they were coming so late into the marriage. “I think you need to take a deep breath and calm down,” Jane said. “It sounds to me as if you’re jumping ahead and assuming the worst. When you say he’s been acting strangely, what do you mean?”


“Strangely. Distant, cut-off.”


Jane was stung. Distant and cut-off had been the norm when she and Dale were paired up. Was he really that much more attentive and loving toward Just Caroline? An important part of putting the past in the past is believing that people really can change and that ex-husbands really can’t.


“He’s probably got too much going on,” Jane said. “He’s probably involved in some deal he believes the future of the planet depends upon.” Dale was a developer, one of those real estate millionaires who destroyed whole neighborhoods with their buildings and then seduced a reporter from the Boston Globe into writing laudatory stories about them because they included an affordable studio apartment for a Haitian family in one of their hundred-unit monstrosities. Now, in what Jane saw as an attempt at acquiring a veneer of glamour, Dale was a principal investor in a grotesquely expensive restaurant set to open in downtown Boston sometime next year. She’d heard about this through her brother, an architect on the project, and had seen it as the first signs of a midlife crisis arriving right on schedule. Restaurant business today, cocaine habit tomorrow.


Caroline exhaled luxuriously. “It isn’t his work,” she said.


“I don’t know what to tell you, Caroline. Somehow or other you have to ask him. If he admits to it, at least you’ll know where you stand.”


“And if he denies it?”


“Then you’ll know he’s lying.”


There was a storm of hissing and yowling in the background, and Caroline squeaked out a halfhearted reproach: “Come on you two, cut it out.” Jane could see her, pretty and puffy-eyed, sitting in their sunlit living room surrounded by stacks of books on some obscure, useless topic. Caroline had insisted they buy a modern house in Weston, a Gropius-style box that was ninety percent glass and looked out onto acres of conservation land. What an elegant, cheerful little refuge she’d made for herself, a perfect prison, cats and all, while Dale was off in the city carrying on like a middle-aged adolescent. She felt suddenly protective of Caroline, out there in her glass cage with the miserable cats taking swipes at her. Just Caroline with her degrees and her old-money family and, rumor had it, her barren womb. What a rotten deal for someone like that to be hitched to a cad like Dale. And worse still, what an absolutely wonderful deal for a cad like Dale, married to a trust-funded, well-bred woman who was too timid to make him suffer the consequences of his actions.


Chloe stuck her head into Jane’s office again and hooked a curtain of dark curls behind her ears. She’d been in the sun recently, and her skin had a wonderful glow, like polished copper; although she appeared to wear no makeup, her eyelids had a metallic shine that Jane found mesmerizing. She gestured toward her watch and then pointed up toward David’s floor, not impatiently, but with pity, as if she were warning Jane that she had ten minutes to save her career.


Jane covered the mouthpiece of the phone. “It’s been settled. I’m speaking to our guest right now.” Chloe’s shoulders dropped with genuine, generous relief. “Close the door, will you?”


There was a satisfying whoosh of air as Chloe sealed her into her office. She’d have to get off and make a round of frantic calls. If Rosemary didn’t come through, she’d try to get an air traffic controller they’d had on a couple of times, a bitter man who was full of horror-movie-quality statistics about catastrophes. “I wish there was something I could do for you, Caroline, but I’ve got so much going on now . . .”


“This is going to sound terrible, Jane, but I was hoping you might . . . talk with him.”


“Me? Don’t be ridiculous.”


“Who else could I ask? It’s too humiliating to even discuss it with anyone else. I knew you’d understand, having been through this. I know we haven’t spent much time together recently, but somehow I’ve always felt close to you, almost as if you were extended family. Does that make any sense?”


In other words, Dale still talked about her; she’d never doubted it, but it was nice to have confirmation. Everyone wants to be remembered, especially by the people they’d most like to forget. “I’m going to need time to think this over, Caroline.”


Not that the idea of calling her ex-husband on yet another round of infidelities didn’t have its appeal. In the wake of their divorce, she’d picked up the pieces and made a successful second marriage; she had a child, a husband who was faithful to her, a legitimate career. He was still waist-deep in the same old rut. And here was fresh evidence, just in case either of them ever had had any doubts about it, that his disloyalties during their marriage were not owing to any of her inadequacies. Finally, it was the least she could do for Just Caroline. They’d been in a book group together two centuries ago and had been casual friends since; Jane had always felt partly responsible for introducing Caroline to Dale.


“There’s just one thing,” Caroline said. “If you do talk with him, I want you to tell me everything.”


“Of course.”


“Everything, Jane. Promise me.”


“I promise you. Why wouldn’t I?”


“You don’t know how much this means to me. If there’s anything I can do for you, please, just call me up and let me know. I have some extra time on my hands now.”


It wasn’t as if Jane would take her up on it, but she scanned down her lists even so. Caroline might feel better about the imposition and the embarrassment of the situation if she gave something back.


One item on one of the lists leapt out at her. Caroline was a close, fast reader, and it might give her pleasure to put her academic credentials to use.


“I don’t suppose you’ve read a biography of someone named Lewis Westerly by someone named Desmond Sullivan, have you?”


3.


Rosemary Boyle came through. Half an hour before taping was to start, she called the station. She dominated the Dinner Conversation by making a series of vague comments that gave the impression of being witty and profound. “Living is losing,” she’d said at one point, a comment that silenced the other guests for a full five seconds.


As Jane was about to leave the office, she pulled out a pad of blank paper and started yet another list, this one for things she had to do as soon as she got in tomorrow morning. Call Dale she wrote. But then, thinking better of it, she attacked it with an eraser and changed it to the more ambiguous: Call Roofer.





Two



Going Away


Anderton claimed to hate going on the road and leaving her husband, Michael, her daughter, and her goldfish. “My family is the most important part of my life,” she said during an appearance on The Mike Douglas Show. “Aside from the booze. And I don’t trust Michael with the fish.”


From Cry Me a River:


The Lives of Pauline Anderton by Desmond Sullivan


1.


The record dropped onto the turntable, and within seconds, the noise of the traffic on West End Avenue and the sound of the piano student practicing in a neighboring apartment and the deep rumble of a jet making its final approach toward La Guardia were drowned out by Pauline Anderton’s big, grainy voice belting out the opening bars of “The Man I Love.”


Desmond Sullivan sat back in his chair, the unfinished manuscript of his biography of Pauline Anderton spread out on the desk before him. That’s singing, he thought. Not great singing—technically speaking, not even good singing—but sincere, unadulterated, and emotionally wrenching. There were no safety nets here, no studio filters or electronic tricks, just a beating heart, exposed nerves, and a tremendous amount of oxygen. “Some day he’ll come a LOOOOONG.” Every note Anderton sang went through your body, even when, clearly, it was the wrong note. Leave precision to brain surgeons and airplane mechanics; he’d take a singer willing to plow through a song with heartfelt inaccuracy any day.


He leaned his elbows on his desk, put his head in his hands, and stared out the bedroom window and across the air shaft. In less than a week he was headed to Boston for a four-month-long teaching job at Deerforth College. The offer had come through a mere three weeks ago, an indication that he wasn’t the school’s first choice and probably wasn’t their second or third choice either. Well, guess what? Teaching hadn’t been his first choice. He needed a salary and an airtight excuse for leaving New York for a little while, and Deerforth College was providing him with both. If the offer, with its aura of last-minute desperation, had been an insult, he’d thrown it right back in their faces by accepting it. With a little money and a little time away from Russell, he could finally fit all the pieces of this new book together and send it off to his publisher.


The song was approaching the bridge, the weakest part of Anderton’s rocky performance. The pretentious way she pronounced Tuesday (“Ta-Youse-Day”) always made Desmond cringe. One of Anderton’s managers had tried to refine her diction by sending her to elocution lessons, and the result was this occasional lapse in honesty, especially when she’d been drinking before a show or a recording session.


Russell walked into the bedroom, his head cocked as if listening for a cue. He pushed his round yellow glasses against his nose and then, doing a nearly flawless imitation of Anderton, sang along with the record: “Maybe Ta-Youse-Day will be my good Na-Youse day.” He left the room, laughing merrily at his own performance.


Depending on your mood, Russell’s ability to mimic people could be an entertaining party trick or the emotional equivalent of psoriasis. This afternoon, it was a perfect example of why Desmond had to leave New York in order to figure out exactly what was missing from the book he’d been writing and researching for nearly four years. It wasn’t that Russell was unsupportive of Desmond’s project. It was hard to imagine how anyone could be more supportive. Russell owned a secondhand store on the Lower East Side. In scavenging for merchandise at yard sales and thrift shops, he’d unearthed: several records Desmond had given up hope of ever finding; a rare program from one of Anderton’s rare performances at The Sands in the early 1960s; and a scrapbook of clippings kept by some obsessed fan that spanned the entire course of Anderton’s career, from discovery by Walter Winchell to slide into obscurity fifteen years later. He was always willing to discuss Anderton or listen while Desmond trod the same ground over and over, trying to figure out what crucial piece of information or insight he was missing. The problem was that after nearly five years of cohabitation, Desmond was finding it increasingly difficult to make clear distinctions between his own thoughts about Anderton—along with everything else—and Russell’s. Who had been the first to pick up on this grating quirk of pronunciation? He couldn’t say for sure, nor could he say for sure why it mattered to him so much that he know, especially if it turned out he had picked up on it first.


Love was a strange, exhausting bit of human business. Based on the evidence of literature, torch songs, and the tattered fragments of his own experience, Desmond had come to the conclusion that all the beauty and wonder of the thing was wrapped up in the longing for it and the heartbreak after its demise. You couldn’t say the same about much else in life. The pleasures of chocolate, coffee, and gambling, for example, were in the tasting and the doing.


The song was building to its climax, the orchestra swelling in the background. But instead of ending with the display of lung power you might expect, Anderton surprised the listener—here was her genius—by singing the final lines with a wistful, dissipated whisper. “I’m waiting for the man I love.” It was enough to make you weep, assuming you’d had a few drinks and were melancholy with loneliness and longing instead of happily partnered off.


Desmond got up and shut off the record player. Russell was lying on the red velvet sofa in the living room, his head on one arm, his bare feet sunk into one of the cushions. His eyeglasses were resting on his forehead, and he had a book, a massive history of the Middle Ages he’d been reading for several days, spread open on his stomach. Russell Abrams came from a family of fire-breathing academics: an economist father who spent half his life delivering lectures in countries Desmond had never heard of and a child psychologist mother who’d written an infamous book arguing that play was the construct of frivolous adults and a complete waste of time. They lived in the Berkeley hills where Russell and his sister had grown up. Russell had rebelled against their intellectual snobbery by moving to New York and teaching art to special needs children in the public school system. Four years ago, he’d retired from teaching so that he and a friend could open the secondhand shop on the Lower East Side, an even more hostile gesture to his parents. Desmond, who’d initially taken Russell’s anti-intellectual palaver at face value, had never escaped feeling betrayed by him for reading so eclectically and ravenously. All those tomes Russell foraged through on a weekly basis—dense volumes of history, art, and science, and last year all of Trollope—lay around the apartment like reminders of his own literary inadequacies. This was one of the challenges of being in a long-term relationship; sustaining necessary delusions about yourself when someone was always there to witness your limitations and exaggerations and malign you with the truth about yourself.


“I’ve been thinking,” Russell said. “For your next book, you should write something that has a little more in it than a biography.”


Desmond gave Russell’s body a gentle push and lay beside him, their noses practically touching. The air conditioner in the window opposite them was blowing a chilly breeze in the general vicinity of their legs. “What more is there than the story of a whole life, sweetheart?”


“Less, for one thing. Less childhood and youth and old age, the whole dirge of time and the river. Lives are so unfocused and open to interpretation. I think you might do better with something clean and simple.”


“For example?”


“Oh, I don’t know. A murder, that’s always good. You’ve got a background in law, so you’d be a natural.”


Desmond was about to point out that this was basically criticism bordering on dismissal of the work he’d already done and a perhaps unconscious criticism of Desmond’s intellectual abilities. But since he was about to leave town, it didn’t seem worth the bother. He took Russell’s yellow glasses off his forehead and put them on the end table, then reached his hands around and cupped his ass. Imminent departure had increased Desmond’s libido, the way hunger is stoked by plans for a diet. Not that Desmond was necessarily planning a diet.


With the record player turned off, they once again could hear the neighbor in an apartment behind them practicing the piano. In the past three years, Desmond and Russell had listened to this mystery person advance from scales and five-finger folk tunes to Chopin etudes and jazz standards. Today he was playing in such a stop-and-start fashion, Desmond couldn’t decipher a melodic line. Maybe more Gershwin. They called the enigmatic piano student Boris and had imagined an entire life for him, one which usually mirrored their own moods and emotions. “Boris sounds a little depressed,” Russell would say when he was feeling down. Desmond already missed Boris. The tangled muddle of Russell’s dark hair was crushed against the arm of the sofa. In the sunlight pouring in the window, he looked overheated and handsome. Someone should write a torch song about this, Desmond thought, letting go of Russell’s behind and running a hand through his hair, this fleeting moment of exquisite tenderness that flares up once in a while to interrupt the long periods of jealousy, restlessness, submerged resentment, and boredom.


“If you hear of any worthwhile murders, keep me in mind. Are you devastated by the thought of me leaving?”


“Yes.” He pressed his cheek against Desmond’s. “But I won’t give you the satisfaction of saying so.”


“I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t either.” The truth was, Desmond probably would have made more of a fuss if Russell had been the one leaving; of the two of them, Russell was the more trusting and, despite being three years younger, was, in his own way, more mature. Lately, Desmond had begun to worry that more trust was basically the same thing as less interest.


He slid his hands under Russell’s T-shirt and up along the taut damp skin of his back. Russell was thirty-six, and although the skin around his eyes had started to wrinkle, his body still had the compact tightness of a man who hadn’t yet bumped into the crisis of midlife. Aside from wearing his dark hair almost to his shoulders, Russell never displayed any vanity, which was, as far as Desmond was concerned, an indication of self-confidence about his looks that was the same thing as vanity. He had large brown eyes that were beautiful but nearsighted and made him look a good deal more vulnerable than he really was, and a narrow, dimpled chin. Desmond had his assets and he knew it, but he’d always felt awkwardly tall and skinny. Earlier in the summer when he and Russell were in a Wal-Mart in New Jersey looking for an air conditioner, someone had stopped him and said: “Excuse me, do you work here?” a comment that continued to echo in his brain like a reproach for a lack of physical grace and intellectual authority.


“I hope you’re not trying to get something amorous going here,” Russell said. He held his arm behind Desmond’s head so he could read his watch. “We have to be at the party—at your party—in an hour.”


“All the better.” After living together for five years, having limited time to fuck was an aphrodisiac, while long, uninterrupted hours lying naked in bed tended to produce conversations about Madeleine Albright. He moved his body against Russell’s. “We don’t live here,” he fantasized. “We’re guests in someone’s apartment, sleeping on their sofa, and they’ll be home in ten minutes.”


Russell closed his eyes, a sign he was beginning to respond. A faint smile came to his lips as he adjusted the scenario to suit himself. “You’d better hurry up,” he said. “Your wife’s my best friend, and I don’t want her coming in and catching us.”


Desmond kicked off his shoes and unbuckled his pants, feeling a mixture of relief, excitement, and jealousy at the thought that he was being written out of the movie now playing in Russell’s head.


2.


It had been planned as a going-away party for Desmond, but shortly after arriving at their friends’ apartment in Chelsea, Desmond sensed that something was wrong. They were met at the door by Velan, one of the two hosts. Velan and Peter had been a couple for sixteen years, far longer than almost anyone at this gathering had known either of them. Velan was the younger of the two men, an Indian beauty who had about him an aura of Dietrich-like haughty glamour, despite the thinning hair and little pouch of drooping chin. Like a lot of pretty boys who were still pretty but hadn’t been boys for at least twenty-five years, Velan had a sluggishly leering attitude, intended, Desmond assumed, to trick you into thinking you’d just made a pass at him. Over the years, Desmond had made a number of passes at him, not because he was attracted but because it seemed like the polite thing to do. You wanted to be polite toward Velan, to court and appease him, because, like hollandaise sauce, he tended to curdle without warning.


“Ah, the guest of honor,” Velan said languidly and then stood with his chin raised, waiting to be kissed. His black eyes were colder than usual, the first sign that something was amiss, although perhaps nothing more serious than an uncharacteristic bout of sobriety.


“Sorry we’re a little late,” Desmond said. “I’ve been trying to get things organized for the move.” Aside from a few boxes of Important Books he’d been meaning to finish for a decade or more—The Making of Americans, The Man Without Qualities, Forever Amber, among others—he hadn’t started to pack yet, mostly out of consideration for Russell. Lovers and pets get anxious at the sight of suitcases, and Desmond was afraid that his own preparations either would provoke a spell of heartfelt whimpering (making him feel like a louse) or would not (making him feel unappreciated).


“I’ll bet you two were hoping to make an ‘entrance.’ The guests of honor, all dressed up—sort of. Don’t apologize to me. It was Peter’s idea to have this.” Velan spit out his lover’s name as if it were a rancid peanut. “Russell’s looking flushed, Desmond. Is that the heat or did you do something to him in the cab?”


“We took the subway,” Desmond said. “Where is Peter?”


“Somewhere,” Velan said. “If you find him, don’t bother telling me.”


As they were walking down the hallway, Russell yanked off his eyeglasses and polished them on his shirt. “What was all that about?”


“Vintage Velan,” Desmond said, trying to shrug off his blunt disdain for the party. After all, it hadn’t been Desmond’s idea to have this party and he’d even tried to discourage Peter when he first brought it up. Desmond hated going-away parties, almost as much as he hated birthday parties; it was embarrassing to be applauded for leaving town for a few months or for having been born, as if these were great personal accomplishments. “You can’t pay too much attention to anything he says.”


Velan was in charge of publicity for an intimidatingly trendy chain of Manhattan hotels. He drank too much, a prerequisite for his job, he maintained, and frequently made bitter, scathing comments you were supposed to appreciate as examples of his wit. It was Peter, a dour, portly lawyer, Desmond had originally befriended, but he and Velan had been together so long, it was impossible to think of either of them as entirely separate people.


“Unfortunately,” Russell said, adjusting his glasses against his face, “you can’t ignore what he says either. Not when he’s wearing all that aftershave.”


About thirty men and women, most of whom Desmond recognized, were crowded into the long, narrow living room, all holding glasses of wine and politely grabbing sticks of chicken satay from the waiter’s tray. There was background music set at an appropriately low volume—poor Billie Holiday, Desmond thought, whose art had cost her so much pain and so many painkillers, now reduced to aural wallpaper for these kinds of gatherings—and the massive air conditioner in the front window had taken the bite out of August’s most recent heat wave. It was after six, and the temperature outside was still hovering in the low nineties. Calm and cool though the apartment was, there was something slightly tentative in the way people were laughing and talking, as if a piece of bad news had started circulating moments before Desmond and Russell had arrived. There was a disappointingly controlled murmur when Desmond entered—guest of honor, indeed; the only thing worse than being undeservedly applauded was not being applauded at all—and only a few people raised a glass toward him and then stood apprehensively, waiting, it seemed, for the sound of the other shoe hitting the floor. Sybil Gale, a former teaching colleague from Fordham, rushed up to him and grabbed his arm.


“I was afraid you weren’t going to show,” she said. “Hi, Russell.”


In private, Sybil had let Desmond know she wasn’t especially fond of Russell, had even hinted that she found him shallow. Desmond had mounted a full defense of Russell, but Sybil’s admission had secretly thrilled him and had endeared her to him; everyone else, even old friends who should have known better, were so enamored of his charming lover, he often felt like a grumpy tag-along. He wanted his friends to accept his partner, but actually liking him was beyond the call of duty. Sybil’s loyalty to Desmond, more than any interests or attitudes they had in common, made her feel like one of his most intimate friends.


“Is something going on here we should know about?” Russell asked.


“Well, yes, that’s the question, isn’t it?” Sybil had spent her childhood in Rhodesia and spoke in a clipped, breathless way that made her, at times, sound indignant.


“And the answer?” Desmond said.


She took a drink from a recklessly wide wineglass and shrugged. “No one knows, but we’re all assuming the worst, even though we have no idea what that could be. Oh look, Russell,” she said, “someone over by the window is waving at you.”


One of Desmond’s ex-boyfriends was beckoning Russell with his index finger. He was an attractive set designer with slicked-back blond hair who was always pawing at Russell—a cheap way of getting my attention, Desmond had convinced himself.


“He must be upset you’re leaving,” Sybil said, watching Russell make his way through groups of friends tossing promises of dinner invitations in his wake, setting up Russell as a victim of Desmond’s ruthless abandonment. “One imagines him drifting aimlessly without you.”


“Do you mean cruising?”


“Interesting you leapt to that association, but no, I mean wandering, unsure how to spend his time, drifting.” And then, as if delivering the key to understanding a completely obscure sonnet, she said: “You’re his anchor.”


It amazed Desmond that this kind of criticism of Russell, which he knew to be not only incorrect, but precisely incorrect, could still make him feel better about himself. Russell was eager, energetic, and so unfamiliar with aimlessness, he didn’t even recognize it in other people. Thank God. No doubt Sybil, who was dazzlingly astute and insightful about literature but always snatched at the most obvious conclusions when it came to flesh-and-blood people, was making assumptions based on the fact that Russell was a good four inches shorter than Desmond. As for the anchor comment, Desmond would take it as a compliment, even if anchor was just another way to describe a weight around your neck.


“I’m only leaving for one semester,” Desmond said. “I’ll be buried in students and he’ll be buried in his work and then I’ll be home. He’ll barely know I’ve gone.”


“Will you get some time to work on your book?”


“I’m hoping to squeeze in a few minutes once or twice a week, but I probably won’t get even that.”


Sybil nodded sympathetically and swirled her wine. She was a lean, fervid woman with pale eyebrows and pale thin hair she cut in a close-cropped style that made her look as if she were wearing a bathing cap. She had the sculpted beauty and adroitly undernourished body of an aging fashion model, but looking at the haircut and the pastel blue eye shadow (a signature of some kind), and an out-of season, nubby green pullover, you had to conclude that she objected to her own good looks on moral grounds. She’d been teaching in the English Department at Fordham for ten years, had been given tenure one month after an especially ugly divorce, and her devotion to her students was so unswerving it filled Desmond with a mixture of admiration, awe, and pity. She was an extraordinarily gifted and generous teacher, he thought, but surely she ought to have something better to do with her time. As a teacher, he always felt like a fraud in front of Sybil. He’d done a minimal amount of preparation for the two journalism courses he’d been hired to teach at Deerforth—he’d taught similar classes in and around Manhattan eight times—and had given serious consideration to passing out a trumped-up, dauntingly demanding syllabus the first class in the hopes of getting a handful of students to drop out. Pauline Anderton had spent her final days in a suburb of Boston, and Desmond was planning to arrange his schedule so he’d be able to spend the bulk of his time going over his notes and soaking up atmosphere.


“A lot can happen in one semester,” Sybil said, but it wasn’t clear from her tone if she meant it hopefully or as a warning. “I told you to look up Thomas Miller, didn’t I?”


“You did. I have it written down somewhere,” Desmond said.


“I haven’t talked to him in years, but I always admired him in graduate school. I imagine he’d remember me. He was a big bore but terribly sweet, and he didn’t push himself on you the way most bores do. I don’t mind boring people as long as they’re not self-confident along with it. I heard he married a TV producer or something. I suppose that can’t be very significant in a town like Boston.”


“I suppose not. I’ll look him up if I have the time. Maybe his wife can get me an insignificant job in TV.”


Sybil lowered her blue eyelids as she sipped. “There’s a grim thought,” she said. “I think I’ll circulate for a few minutes and see if anyone knows what the problem is here.”


When Sybil had disappeared into the crowd, Desmond leaned against the burgundy wall and surveyed the crowd. The guests were friends or acquaintances, former teaching colleagues, magazine editors he’d worked for, and two ex-boyfriends. He felt removed from most of them, as if he’d left town years ago and was viewing his friends from a different city and a different life than the one in which he’d met them. There was a vase of lilies on the table near him, and the sweet funereal stench of them was overpowering, making him feel even more dreamy and lost. It was hard to maintain close friendships when you were in a relationship; it seemed disloyal to discuss the intimate emotional details of your life, and besides, most people—even the ones who loved to gossip in lewd detail about their every anonymous sexual encounter—practically blushed at the particulars of domestic happiness or the mere hint of connubial sexual contentment.


After scanning the room several times, Desmond was certain his editor hadn’t shown up after all. They’d been having some problems communicating lately, an optimistic way of saying she hadn’t returned a couple of his calls, and he’d been hoping she’d put in an appearance. His biography of Pauline Anderton was significantly overdue. Whenever his editor mentioned this to him, Desmond longed to remind her that, given Anderton’s slide into obscurity, it wasn’t as if anyone was waiting for the book, but that hardly seemed to strengthen his case.


Several people came over to wish him well, and then quickly cast furtive glances around the room and asked if he knew what was going on. Speculation ran from a death in Velan’s family to the possibility that the hotel chain had fired him. Most of the ideas seemed to boil down to revenge fantasies in which Velan was punished in one way or another for his smug beauty. Desmond couldn’t help but feel a little cheated out of the attention he didn’t want. Velan obviously hadn’t planned the death of one of his relatives to steal his thunder, but it always worked out somehow that he became the center of attention. Velan was standing by the window berating a waiter for chatting with one of the guests (translation: for being twenty-five years old) in a smoldering voice that was halfway between insulting and flirtatious. It was a mystery how Peter put up with this outrageous behavior, most of which seemed to have been learned from the tail end of Joan Crawford’s movie career. Maybe, Desmond thought, true love was an acute form of tolerance.


Kevin, a friend who was nearly as tall as Desmond, but a good deal fleshier and almost ferociously handsome, came and stood beside him and watched Velan’s performance. Once the tirade had subsided, he said, “It must be awful to have so little impulse control.”


“I guess,” Desmond said. “Of course it could be wonderful, couldn’t it?” That was what made Velan so irresistible; even if you found him hard to take, you couldn’t help but want a little of his audacity for yourself.


“We may never know.” Kevin turned and gazed at Desmond with his big green eyes, threatening him with his empathy and his chiseled good looks. “How are you, Desmond?” He asked so pointedly, it was as if he’d asked several times already but hadn’t believed any of the other answers. He was wearing a dark suit and a very soft green tie, all nice, but so inappropriately formal, Desmond assumed he had someplace better to go following this gathering.


“I’m just fine.”


“You are? Really? Not worried about leaving town?”


“It’s only for a few months.”


“I couldn’t do it,” Kevin said, shaking his long, narrow head and jutting out his jaw in an exaggerated gesture of disapproval. The problem with being as handsome as Kevin was that he looked so good in every light and expression, he always appeared to be posing, even when he was completely sincere. “I couldn’t pack up and leave a lover for four months. I’m too much of a romantic.”


Desmond said nothing. It was hard to figure out why everyone assumed that a separation was a threat to a couple when the evidence clearly indicates that spending time together is what usually kills a relationship.


Kevin worked at Smith Barney sixty hours a week and spent much of his free time attending to his aging parents in White Plains. He frequently made pronouncements about how romantic he was but never referred specifically to any romantic attachments. Friends were always trying to fix him up on blind dates, but nothing ever worked out. Desmond suspected that he had a secret life tucked away somewhere, one that revolved around slings and leather masks, or possibly women with penises, but he wasn’t the type you could ask. He was studiously polite and evasive, which made him the perfect person to put beside a grinding bore at a dinner table. Desmond often felt reassured by his stoic diffidence; most of the time you knew more about a person than you cared to know, so Kevin was a refreshing change.


“I’ll invite Russell out to dinner when you’re gone,” Kevin said. “If that’s all right with you. Keep him out of trouble for you.”


“I’m sure he’d like that,” Desmond told him, comforted by the thought that Russell, who claimed to find Kevin “scary,” wouldn’t like it at all.


“Now I think I’m going to try to slip out of here. I have the feeling something’s about to hit the fan and I’d rather not get the suit dirty.”


“Another party?”


“Oh, I wouldn’t call it that.” But of course, being Kevin, he wouldn’t call it whatever it was, either.


After he’d departed, Desmond gazed across the room at Russell standing by the window, delivering an animated monologue to two bald, bearded men. Desmond could tell from his gestures and facial expressions that he was talking about his secondhand store, a bottomless source of material for anecdotes replete with characters he could mimic and merchandise he could describe in loving detail. Watching him run through his routine, Desmond felt unaccountably lonely. I wish he’d come stand beside me, he thought, and then he saw Russell excuse himself and cross the room. Maybe love was a form of telepathy. Desmond was always trying to find a chewable-vitamin-sized definition of love, one that justified the energy he’d invested in his relationship with Russell while reassuring himself that, in the blink of a jaundiced eye, he could live happily without it.


“You got a lot of attention over there, sweetheart,” Desmond said, putting his arm around him. “Which story were you telling them?”


“The one about the $85 lunch box.”


“I like that one. Did you put in the joke I gave you?”


“I was about to when you called me over.”


“I didn’t call you over.”


“No? Well, it doesn’t matter. Have you noticed that Peter isn’t here?”


Desmond had noticed, but he’d assumed he was avoiding Velan’s bad mood by hiding in the kitchen. Like a lot of people married to alcoholics, Peter spent vast amounts of time cooking and had become an expert chef.


“Apparently not. And rumor has it the bedroom door is closed. I think you should investigate.”


Desmond liked opening bedroom doors, but at the moment, he didn’t want to be separated from Russell. “Only if you come with me.”


“One person looks concerned, two would look prurient. I’ll keep watch out here.”


“Maybe it’s something as simple as an upset stomach.”


“Possibly. But if it is, a lot of your friends here are going to be very disappointed.”


3.


Desmond knocked lightly on the bedroom door. From inside, he could hear only the hum and rattle of an air conditioner and the distant sizzle of running water. “Peter?” When there was no response, he gave the door a noncommittal push.


It was a small room that looked out to an air shaft, but it had been given the movie set treatment made famous by Velan’s hotel chain: an immense painting over the bed, long white sheets covering the windows, a few garish pieces of asymmetrical Italian furniture, all designed to trick the eye into zeroing in on individual corners of the room and thus missing the claustrophobic whole. There was a leather suitcase open on the bed. Desmond peered into it at the carefully packed shirts and pants, thinking for one loopy second that it had something to do with his own departure. Then the door to the bathroom swung open and Peter emerged, drying his hands on a big green towel. He was a heavy man who carried himself with calm self-confidence, the kind of man you’d call in an emergency, hoping Velan didn’t pick up the phone. He had on a pair of khaki pants and a black T-shirt with a pad of graying hair sticking out of the neckline. He smiled wanly at Desmond, as if he’d been expecting him, and tossed the towel onto the bed.


“Going somewhere?” Desmond asked cheerfully.


“I’m afraid so.” His voice was thick.


It was then that Desmond noticed he was unshaven and that his eyes were a bright, nearly alarming shade of red. Desmond felt the smile melt off his own face. “Peter,” he said. “What’s happened?”


“Velan’s asked me to get out.” Peter sat in one of the dark purple chairs and let his head fall into his hands. The chair, shaped more or less like a cupped hand, was far too whimsical a setting for this display of raw emotion. Suddenly, all the bright, pretty furnishings, the sound of the party in the other room, even the faint smell of Velan’s sandalwood aftershave seemed inappropriate and poignant.


Desmond took a seat on the edge of the bed, his knees practically touching Peter’s. Of all the people here tonight, it was Peter he respected the most. It took integrity to put up with the likes of Velan, and Peter got too little credit for that. Although almost everyone who knew them acknowledged that Peter was the more likable and sympathetic of the two men, the kinder and the more intelligent, Velan was still considered the catch, the one who’d been hooked by lucky and—it had to be, what other explanation was there for the loyalty of someone like Velan?—massively endowed Peter. Velan made frequent, humorless jokes about replacing Peter, which Desmond had taken to be verbal aphrodisiacs. But now, it had happened.


“I’m sorry this had to play itself out this afternoon, Desmond, just in time to ruin your party.”


“Please, don’t even mention that. It doesn’t matter a bit. What happened?”


Peter shrugged. “We were talking about this party, about you, come to think of it. About you going away. Velan said something about the possibility of one of you meeting someone else, the kind of cutting remark you’d expect, the kind I’ve come to expect, anyway. You don’t know how awful he can be. No one does. Everyone thinks he’s such a joy to live with, so delightful.”


Desmond had fallen for this trap before, leaping at the chance to tell a friend—at last—what he really thought of his partner at the first signs of trouble and then discovering a week later that his words had been repeated during a passionate reconciliation, thereby killing two friendships with one truth. “No one’s delightful all the time,” he said.


“We got talking about fidelity. Velan started going on and on about it, as if there was something bothering him, something he wanted to tell me or ask me. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore, so I just asked him outright.”


Peter stopped here, at what seemed like the most crucial point. “If he was seeing someone else?” Desmond prompted.


Peter let his hands hang between his knees. The backs of his hands and his fingers up to the second knuckles were covered in graying hair. Age, Desmond thought, was so unkind. Peter looked at him with a blank expression. “I asked him if he knew I’ve been having an affair.”


“You?”


“For the past six months.”


“Wow! Six months?” It shocked him to think that steady, reliable Peter had been carrying on behind Velan’s back, but there was something undeniably impressive about the fact that he’d been able to keep it secret for so long. “That’s quite a fling.”


Peter looked out the window and started to rub his throat. “I think it may be more than a fling,” he said. When he looked at Desmond again, he had a pleading expression in his eyes, as if, having made this confession of real emotion, he deserved understanding and sympathy. Who wouldn’t understand cheating on poor impossible Velan? Desmond tried his best to nod sympathetically, but he found a curious kind of uneasiness and perhaps jealousy nipping at him, the way he’d felt last month when he went to Chicago to visit his father and learned that the woman sitting next to him on the plane had paid less than half of what he’d paid for his ticket. He looked away from Peter’s hands, figuring he’d misread the tawdry hairiness of them a moment earlier; virility, not age.
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