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‘Nemerever does a crafty job of slowly ratcheting up the tension... A clever novel of manners.’


New York Times


‘An utterly captivating fever dream of a novel whose tone and atmosphere will haunt you long after you finish. More haunting still is the skill with which Micah Nemerever reveals to us the lengths we will go to in order to be known, to be seen, to be understood. A thrilling first novel.’


Brandon Taylor, author of Real Life


‘A startling debut by a heady talent whose vision of what youthful arrogance and delusion can lead to feels completely on the mark.’


Michael Upchurch, Seattle Times


‘It’s only a matter of time before things start to explode in this enthralling, unpredictable thriller.’


Patrick Rapa, Philadelphia Inquirer


‘As unsettling as it is enthralling, These Violent Delights will engulf you: first in the intoxication of obsession, then in its toxic consequences. Micah Nemerever’s debut is a beautiful portrait of intimacy, desperation, and the damage that damaged hearts can cause. It shattered me.’


Robin Wasserman, author of Girls on Fire and Mother Daughter Widow Wife


‘Nemerever’s darkly shrewd debut exists in that hazy liminal space between desire and obsession, where the vagaries of a relationship come shaded with the constant threat of cruelty.’


Michelle Hart, Oprah Daily


‘Nemerever’s prose is haunting and beautiful, powerful, and twisted... it will keep you up at night, turning page after page.’


Jen St. Jude, Chicago Review of Books


‘[An] intense and beautiful thriller.’


Literary Hub


‘Few novelists make an impression as quickly and effectively as Micah Nemerever does in his stirring debut, an explosively erotic and erudite thriller.’


Stephenie Harrison, BookPage


‘Readers who need some thrill in their life will find this page-turner very binge-able. Micah Nemerever showcases a lot of skills on the pages, but it is the intricate plotting that propels this novel forward.’


Adam Vitcavage, Electric Lit


‘A gorgeous and wickedly smart novel. I was so seduced by the dazzling love story of these two vulnerable young men I became an unwitting accomplice in their swerve toward violence... A rich, engrossing, and morally complex book.’


Christopher Bollen, author of A Beautiful Crime


‘Extraordinary...vivid writing with psychological depth and an addictive plot.’


Mikey Byrd, Lambda Literary


‘[A] dark, inspired debut... Fans of Patricia Highsmith will definitely want to take note of this promising writer.’


Publishers Weekly


‘A captivating portrait of alienation and loneliness with the cool gaze of a Highsmith novel. Punctuated by arpeggios of violence and rage, Micah Nemerever has crafted a thrilling page-turner.’


Patrick Cottrell, author of Sorry to Disrupt the Peace
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To Ollie




I know my fate. One day my name will be associated with the memory of something tremendous—a crisis without equal on earth, the most profound collision of conscience, a decision that was conjured up against everything that had been believed, demanded, hallowed so far. I am no man, I am dynamite.


—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE
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PROLOGUE



BY THE time Charlie punches out it’s well after midnight, and everyone else has long since gone home. He switches off the lights and watches the long aisles cascade into darkness, then pulls the roll-up door shut behind him. When he steps out from under the awning the rain drapes over his umbrella like a shroud.


The air clots around his breath. At the far side of the warehouse a train wails past. Charlie thinks about knitted blankets and hot chocolate, half-forgotten childhood comforts he’s a few years too old now to admit to missing. The others all have families and wives and happy plans for the holiday; Charlie just has matinee tickets and Lucy begging for scraps of his TV dinner. He’s exhausted, he thinks, because it’s easier to remedy than being lonely.


As he turns onto the side street he fumbles, thick-fingered, for his keys. When he opens his car door a crown of rainwater disperses from the roof and scatters. The air inside is even colder than outside—Charlie blows into his cupped hands and hopes the chill hasn’t seeped between his bedsheets.


He starts the ignition. The engine screams. The rasp of tearing metal is followed by a heavy death rattle. Charlie quickly shuts off the engine and holds the wheel in white-knuckled hands. He’s accustomed to dead batteries, flat tires, engines too stubborn to start in the cold, but whatever just happened was far worse.


He’s drenched by the time he remembers his umbrella. He lifts the hood with a squeal, hoping there’s a miracle waiting in the unreadable mess of his engine. But Charlie has never been much of a mechanic. There’s nothing in there for him to see.


He steps back and heads toward the phone booth, but stops in the middle of the street—he squints through the rain and sees the receiver swinging from its cord. For the first time Charlie lets his dismay tip upward into anger.


“Fucking—teenagers.”


He will have to return to the telephone in the warehouse break room. He exhales hard and stalks back to the car, leaning inside to grab his umbrella. There’s the germ of a headache now, just behind his eyes.


Charlie slams the door and straightens. When he looks out into the street again, he is no longer alone.


“Are you okay?”


A battered black car has appeared in the street beside him. Rain slicks down the windows and roof, but the passenger door hangs open. A boy is leaning toward him, one arm braced above the doorframe. His dark hair is artfully untrimmed, but he’s dressed well. Argyle pullover, toffee-brown jodhpur boots; a suburban choirboy in halfhearted revolt.


Charlie stares at him, and he smiles.


“That looks like fun.” The boy nods toward the steaming hood of Charlie’s car. “Have a wrecker on the way?”


Charlie slowly shakes his head. “Phone booth’s out of order.”


The boy gives a sympathetic wince and turns toward the unseen driver. Then he nods and turns back to Charlie.


“We can give you a lift home if you want,” he says. “Car’s not going anywhere—you might as well call the tow from someplace warm.”


Charlie lifts the hood again to take one last, hopeless look into his engine. He sighs and slams it shut.


“I’m in Polish Hill,” he says. “Is that out of your way?”


“Not at all.”


The boy slides to the middle seat, and Charlie shakes off his umbrella before he gets inside.


The driver is a kid, too, copper-haired and slim. His clothes are as well cared for as his friend’s, but they’re conspicuously cheaper; his plaid flannel shirt has a generic plainness to it that makes it look as if it had been sewn at home from a pattern. Behind the boy’s Malcolm X glasses his dark eyes are solemn, and when he greets Charlie he does not smile.


He stares just a second longer than he should, then catches his friend’s prompting glance, chews his lip, and looks away into the road.


“He’s shy,” says the dark-haired boy. “Don’t mind him.”


Charlie nods, unoffended. The boys are younger than he’d thought, maybe even still in high school. He wonders what these two were doing, driving around all by themselves. Honorroll types, clean-cut, out for a midnight joyride. It’s a poignant thought, almost charming. Charlie was a different kind of teenager—lousy grades, on the football team but never great at it, a lumbering straight man to the class clowns. But he knows what it is to wonder what everyone else is doing differently in order to be happy; he knows what it is to skirt at the outermost edges of friendship. He can still remember the companionable quiet, the fleeting warmth, of the moments teenage boys spend being lonely together.


The wipers click and the vents breathe hot. The redhead steers with his hands at ten and two on the wheel, as if he hasn’t been driving for very long. The other boy reaches across Charlie’s knees and takes a thermos from the glove box. The contents smell of hot broth and rosemary, something Charlie’s grandmother might have made when he was sick as a child.


“Want some?” the boy asks. “It’s chicken and rice.”


“Nice of you,” Charlie agrees.


He holds the metal thermos mug steady while the boy carefully fills it. The first mouthful burns Charlie’s tongue, but it shocks the cold from his bones, and it tastes all right. At first there’s the barest tang of soap, as if the mug wasn’t rinsed properly, but after a moment he can’t even taste it.


The dark-haired boy takes a sip from the thermos and offers it to his friend, but the driver shakes his head curtly and keeps his eyes fixed on the empty street.


It’s quiet for a while. Charlie finishes his soup and rolls the mug between his hands. His scalded taste buds are starting to itch.


“What are your names?” he asks. He’ll forget the answer as soon as he hears it, but he’s grateful for the promise of home and the weight of hot food in his belly, and he wants to be courteous.


The boy beside him thinks before he answers, like he’s deciding whether or not to tell the truth. He looks apprehensive, but doesn’t appear to know it.


“I’m Julian,” he answers finally. He gives his friend a pointed look. The other boy is silent for a moment, as though summoning the will to speak. His jaw is a nervous taut line. This one gets on Charlie’s nerves a little, as anxious people often do. Shyness he can forgive; cringing dread is harder to stomach.


“Paul,” the driver says, blank-faced, so quietly Charlie almost can’t hear him.


Charlie looks between them, at how differently they are dressed and how Paul avoids meeting Julian’s eyes—how little they look or behave like friends. Once again, more insistently now, he is curious what they were up to before they found him. But there’s no reason for him to be uneasy. They’re just kids, and he’s on the verge of reaching home. Once he’s there, it won’t matter anymore.


His fingers are too warm around his empty cup. The heat from the vent suddenly clings like his childhood Ohio summers. He fumbles with the zipper of his parka, but his fingers are rubbery and fever-fat. The thermos cup is rocking on its side between his ankles before he even knows he’s dropped it.


Julian grins suddenly and elbows his friend’s arm, as if to include him in a joke.


“Where exactly are you in Polish Hill, Charlie?” The sudden clarity of Paul’s voice is startling. There’s an echo of Murray Avenue in his vowels, but he overenunciates as if he learned to speak by reading—in the middle of exactly, where Charlie has never heard it before, there’s the precise, conspicuous click of the t.


“Uh, north of Immaculate Heart,” Charlie answers, “if you turn right on—”


The numbing heat is trickling through his hands and up his arms, from his burnt tongue outward to his lips. He brings a hand to his face and smears his fingertips across the line of his mouth. He feels nothing.


The car is idling at a railway crossing, waiting out the clang of the bell. The boys watch him with unblinking eyes. Julian is still smiling; Paul looks as if he never has.


They’re both wearing gloves. They’ve shed their coats in the stifling warmth, but they’re still wearing their gloves.


“My name.” His tongue is so thick he could choke. “I never told you my name.”


In the moment before he manages to smother it, Julian dissolves into sharp, jittery laughter. But Paul doesn’t flinch. His eyes are bright and pitiless. His every word is tight and mannered, as if he’s practiced in front of the mirror.


“Do you think the neighbors will notice that you’re gone, Mr. Stepanek?”


Charlie tries to will his unfeeling hands to the door latch. His arm lands hard against the door, and his body slumps uselessly in the corner of his seat.


“You don’t want to do that,” says Julian. It isn’t a threat. He speaks as if he’s trying to coax a reluctant child. “Could I see your wrists, Charlie? Behind your back, if you don’t mind, it’ll only take a few seconds.”


He tries again to wrest his body back under control, but he lurches forward and falls against the dashboard. After that his limbs will no longer obey him. He can’t even hold still.


What’s going to happen to Lucy? It’s his only intelligible thought.


At Julian’s request, Charlie’s arms move as automatically as if he still controls them. He can just barely feel the loops of rope around his wrists and the tug of a tightening knot—a nagging, distant feeling, like someone gently pulling on his clothes. The car trembles from the passing weight of the train.


“Thank you,” Julian says. “See, that wasn’t so bad. You like following orders, don’t you? No matter what they tell you to do.”


“We’ve read all about you.” Paul’s voice is soft. “We know exactly what you are.”


But Charlie doesn’t know what he is, not anymore. Maybe he never has. Fear makes you forget everything—turns you into something that only knows it can die.


He’s felt it before, and seen other people feeling it. He knows what it looks like from the outside, and from the boys’ faces he knows they see it too. In this cloying heat, smothering as the Vietnamese sun, he remembers the relief of deciding not to see.


When the train is gone, it leaves a ringing emptiness in its wake. Julian coaxes Charlie to sit upright and refastens his seat belt for him. Paul watches, stone-faced, then draws a deep breath and shifts the car into drive.


The numbness bleeds into Charlie’s vision. He sees everything through the veil of a dream. The widening black between the streetlights; the silent strangers alongside him looking out into the dark. They’re kids—just kids. He doesn’t understand, and he never will.


The boys still won’t meet each other’s eyes. They’re afraid, both of them, of what they might see.





Part I





1.


THE PILLS let his mother sleep, but they didn’t help her do it well. They left her lower eyelids dark and thick, as if she hadn’t slept at all. Paul could tell when she was taking them because she became sluggish instead of jittery. Most sounds still startled her, but they reached her at a delay, enough that she could brace herself first. She moved languidly, low-shouldered, as if through water.


It wasn’t much of an improvement, at least not for the rest of them, but Paul wasn’t the only one who had given up on that.


She was sitting by the living-room window, where she had always claimed the light was best. The winter light cast her face in the same creamy gray as her dressing gown. Paul watched her sweep her fingertips under her eyes; the shadows vanished beneath a film of concealer.


“There’s nothing wrong with your present,” his mother was saying. Her eyes were turned toward the compact mirror but not really watching it, as if she had surrendered her movements to muscle memory. “It’s beautiful. Bubbe Sonia’s always loved your artwork.”


Paul was already dressed for the party, in the brown corduroy suit and knit blue tie he wore to every party. The blazer had grown too tight across his shoulders, little folds of fabric biting into the flesh whenever he lifted his arms. The sleeves were too short by an inch. Paul hated the look of his own bare wrists, with their shining blue veins and the skin stretched too thin to hold them in place. They reminded him that his body was a thing that could be taken apart.


“She won’t love this,” he said. “If I were her I’d hate it. It’s a slap in the face.”


“Who puts these awful ideas in your head?” His mother had the doleful dark gaze of a calf. When he forced himself to keep looking at her he felt a dull, insistent ache. “You’re forever assuming the worst. I don’t know how I feel about those books they’re making you read.”


“No one puts ideas in my head,” said Paul. His voice was sharp, but it took a moment for her to wince. “It’s an objective assessment. She’ll despise it, and she’ll be right to do it.”


His mother slowly clicked her compact shut. She smiled at him, but with a weary finality designed to end the conversation.


It was snowing, large wet flakes that were stained gray before they even hit the ground. Outside the window, the family Buick hydroplaned in the slush before pulling to a stop. Audrey ducked out of the driver’s side, shaking her long strawberryblond hair out of her face, and sauntered up the walk with a paper bag swinging from one hand.


“Well, it’s the fanciest I could find for the money,” Audrey said by way of a greeting. She shook the wine bottle free of its bag and inspected it. “Whether it’s fancy enough for Mount Lebanon people is a whole other matter—Ma, Jesus, are you ever planning to actually get dressed for this thing?”


It had once been the job of Paul’s mother to play the sheepdog, to chase everyone into place and keep an eye on the clock. Now it had fallen to Audrey, who up till a year ago had always been the one stumbling from the basement in half-tied shoes while their mother fretted at the head of the stairs. Audrey was ready in time today, bootlaces pulled tight, but she was still so skeptical of the idea of punctuality that she struggled to convince anyone else of its necessity. By the time she’d coaxed their mother upstairs to get dressed it was clear that they were going to be late.


The three of them waited in the front hallway in their party clothes and winter coats. Paul stood very still, elbows tucked in, trying not to fidget with his cuffs. Audrey kept lifting her sleeve to look at her watch; Laurie, ignoring them both, leaned against the railing and listened to her transistor radio.


“I’m going to go see if I can give her a nudge,” said Audrey after a while. “Paul, what’s that face? You look like you’re going to cry.”


Paul glared at her back as she made her way up the stairs. Laurie took out one of her earphones and heaved a sigh. She was doll-like and scrubbed pink, wearing T-strap shoes and a flowered pinafore dress their grandmother had sewn for her. She looked much younger than her twelve years, but she had already adopted an air of adolescent lofty irritation.


They exchanged a long, wordless look. Paul summoned a wry smile; Laurie deliberately didn’t return it. When a door finally swung shut above their heads, she tensed almost imperceptibly.


“God,” she said. “This thing is going to be a drag and a half.”


Audrey drove, a little too fast. His mother rode shotgun, gloved hands folded in her lap, watching the window. She didn’t complain about Audrey’s driving, or her decision to take the interstate; she didn’t even mention the unseen tangle behind Audrey’s right ear. Whenever the car entered an underpass, the reflection of his mother’s face became visible in the shaded glass. Paul took measure of her—the blankness of her eyes and the fine lines at their corners, the way her lavender knit hat cinched into her dark auburn hair. It was easy for him to hate her; it was almost primal.


They were late enough that the rest of the fleet of cars outside their aunt Hazel’s house were already dusted with snow. After Audrey parked she drew a deep breath, then turned to give Paul and Laurie a sardonic grin.


“Okay, gang,” she said. “Let’s go pretend to be normal.”


It was just like every other family gathering—filled with wellmeaning, exhausting people, eager to pull Paul’s scars open and uniquely qualified to do so efficiently. Hazel’s husband, Harvey, who adored Paul without reservation, had a way of behaving as if Paul’s every interest and gesture was outlandishly wrong for a boy. Today he rattled Paul’s shoulders and asked, as if even the premise of the question were a laugh riot, “So when’s your next butterfly-hunting expedition?”


“They’re all dead at the moment,” Paul answered, forcing a smile, “but thanks for checking in.”


The family treated all four of them with conspicuous delicacy. His mother was pillowed on all sides by his aunts’ soft voices and gentle pats on the arm, so that nothing too sharp stood a chance of reaching her. When Paul and his sisters drifted too close to any group, conversations became artificially light. Younger cousins, who had clearly been instructed to be careful, fell silent altogether rather than cause offense; they exchanged panicked glances, then retreated in a flurry of whispers.


There was something different about the way the family dealt with Paul; there always had been. But now it had distilled—the fascination, the wariness, the anxious undercurrent of worry. He tried to be polite, which was the nearest he could get to making himself too small to see. He forgot conversations as soon as they ended; all he could remember was what people said as he was walking away. Ruth says college isn’t doing any better for him as far as friends go. No surprise—it’s not his fault, but he’s a little intense, isn’t he? Oh, it must be so hard for her, he looks more like his father every day...


His grandfather caught him creeping into the pantry, where he’d been hoping to gather his thoughts. He gave Paul a knowing smile, which Paul couldn’t find the energy to return. Just past his grandfather’s shoulder Paul could see Hazel, resplendent in her first-generation suburban finery, trying to convince Laurie to taste a spatula of frosting.


“It’s a bit much, isn’t it?” his grandfather said. “All this fuss.”


Paul pressed his shoulders against the dry-goods shelves and shut his eyes. He didn’t need to nod. He and his grandfather had repeated this exchange at every family party since he was five.


“Holding up all right? You’ve got no sort of poker face, Paulie.”


“Everyone’s treating me like a time bomb,” Paul said, more frankly than he would have dared with anyone else. “So there’s that.”


His grandfather made an amiable, dismissive noise at the back of his throat.


“It’s in your head,” he said, as if this would be a great comfort. “What, you think anyone’s still upset about that business with the Costello kid? Boy stuff, the whole thing. That was nothing—ancient history. Your mother might feel a little different,” he added, “but she wouldn’t know, would she? A boy has to defend himself.”


He was deflecting and they both knew it, but Paul let him believe he hadn’t noticed. After a moment his grandfather gave his arm a quick shake.


“Come on,” he said, “why don’t we go show Mamaleh what you’ve painted for her?”


He’d put it off as long as he could, but there was no avoiding it now. His great-grandmother had been placed in the den, her wheelchair folded and set aside to give her a place of honor in one of the good armchairs. She looked like a baby parrot, kindly faced and vulnerable, tiny beneath her blankets. The air around her had a sweet, powdery smell of decay.


When Paul leaned down to kiss the rice-paper skin of her forehead, she clasped a hand around his fingers. She looked toward Paul’s mother and nodded, so feebly that the gesture was almost invisible.


“You and Jakob had such beautiful children, Ruthie,” she said, and Paul felt a rare moment of kinship with his mother when he noticed the falter in her smile.


An awkward hush fell over the room as his great-grandmother struggled with the wrappings. When the paper fell away, the silence didn’t lift.


Paul had based the painting on the sole photograph to survive his great-grandmother’s adolescence in Lithuania. He had invented from it a proud, handsome girl with long black hair, and a smile—not unlike Laurie’s—that had a trace of mischief in it. He had meant to make the painting happy and gentle for her, something to brighten her dimming days. He watched her adjust her thick glasses to look at it more closely, little hands shaking like thorny branches. He knew, even before she spoke, that it was the cruelest thing he could have given her.


“It is very strange,” she said, accent distilled by memory. “Strange to think that I am the only person who remembers me this way.” She smiled at Paul, peaceful and resigned, and Paul wished he could fade into the air. “It is always the same, you know, in my mind. No matter how old, when I look into a mirror, this face is what I expect to see.”


He couldn’t hide his dismay, but she was too nearsighted to see it. She reached for his hand again and squeezed it; her skin was feverishly warm.


“It is a beautiful memory,” she said. “Thank you.”


He retreated as soon as he could without drawing notice. He found himself in his aunt’s bedroom, where the dwindling sunlight was blotted to a thin stripe by the curtains. It was cold; Hazel still wasn’t middle-class enough to leave the heat running in an empty room. Paul sat in the window seat, stretching out his thin legs and trying to forget that he existed. His only companions were the shadows of family photographs and the quiet, snuffling snores of the cat at the foot of the bed.


The door slivered open, and Laurie edged inside. She put a finger to her lips, grinning, and installed herself beside him on the window seat.


“This is so fucking boring,” she said, reveling in a word that hadn’t yet lost its novelty. She swung her stockinged legs up to drape over his; Paul only gave her a halfhearted shove before yielding to the intrusion. “Hazel wanted me to find you and tell you there’s cake in a few minutes. It’s gross, though, the frosting is full of coconut.”


“You’re the only one who doesn’t like it, weirdo,” said Paul automatically, but he couldn’t muster any enthusiasm to tease her.


Laurie rolled her head to one side and touched her temple to the curtains. The family always noticed Paul’s likeness to his father, but no one remarked on how much stronger a resemblance there was in Laurie. Alone among the Fleischer children, she had missed out on their grandfather’s red hair. Her face was fuller than Paul’s and far more kind. But the others didn’t expect her to take after their father—it was something only Paul noticed, something that now and then could strike him breathless with grief.


“Are you okay?” Her eyes met his, and she made a quick, matter-of-fact assessment, nothing like the rest of the family’s self-interested concern. “You look really sad.”


Paul was tired of being asked, but he was also tired of pretending the answer was what everyone wanted it to be.


“Aren’t you sad, too?”


Laurie made a noise that was a shade too angry to be a laugh.


“I miss Dad,” she said. “He messed everything up.”


“Well.” Paul tucked his glasses into his breast pocket and shut his eyes. “You’re not wrong.”





2.


HE REMEMBERED the boy from freshman orientation—months ago now, but the memory still lingered. Paul had only seen him from a distance, then; he was a laughing dark-haired blur with a straight spine, perpetually surrounded by people as if he took for granted that he ought to be. He’d reminded Paul of the golden boys he knew in high school, the state-champion track teammates and stars of school plays. Paul remembered writing an elaborate life story for the boy in his head while he picked at the label on his soda bottle and spoke to no one. He couldn’t remember any details of the story now, but he hadn’t chosen them to be memorable. Paul assumed such people had the luxury of leading uneventful lives.


The boy had come to class alone, which looked unnatural on him. He sat a row back from Paul, carefully draping his satchel and wool winter coat over the back of his seat. He wore his sleeves folded back from his forearms, which he leaned on as he listened, attentive to the point of impatience. His hands were very like Paul’s, long-fingered and lean, blue delicate shadows of vein just visible. There was a winter-faded smear of freckles beneath his skin, and his watch (burgundy leather) was a shade too large for his wrist.


The professor was making a list, ETHICAL ISSUES IN THE SCIENCES. Paul turned forward again at the squeal of the chalk. He thought he felt the other boy glance toward him, as if he’d finally noticed that he was being watched, but Paul didn’t dare look back.


“So many eager volunteers,” said Professor Strauss. He picked up the class roster again, holding the chalk between his fingers. He wore a film of eraser dust on his hand like a white laboratory glove. “Let’s see, how about—Paul Fleischer, Biology. Perhaps you can think of a pertinent problem in experimental ethics?”


His classmates were looking at him, not staring, but in that moment the distinction felt very fine.


“Well,” he said, “there’s the fact that doctors keep medically torturing people in the name of science whenever they feel like they can get away with it.”


All the air left the room. Strauss took a moment to shake himself.


“Human subject experimentation,” Strauss said to the class, “is an excellent example of what we’ll be talking about in this class. The places where the demands of scientific inquiry come up against the boundaries of human need—”


“Pardon me for interrupting,” said the boy behind him suddenly, “but I don’t think that’s what he was saying.”


Paul turned, slowly, to look at him. The boy sat at attention, turning his pen between his fingers. When the other students’ eyes landed on him, he hardly seemed to notice.


“Of course it’s an example,” the boy said, “but it’s not his example. I think what Fleischer is actually getting at is a widespread failure of the scientific conscience to consider the humanity of its subjects at all.”


“Yes,” said Paul, “yes, that’s it exactly,” but he was speaking so quietly and the words felt so thick that he didn’t think anyone heard him.


“I think that’s sort of a melodramatic way of putting it,” said a voice from the front. Paul knew the speaker slightly—Brady, an upperclassman in Chemistry who had been the student assistant in Paul’s laboratory section the semester before. There couldn’t have been more than five years between them, but he was decisively a man rather than a boy; his hands were broad and thick-fingered, nails wider than they were long. “This isn’t the Third Reich,” Brady said. “Scientists here operate under ethical standards.”


“Yes, and those standards work so well,” said Paul acidly. “That’s how we get, what, only a few decades of letting innocent people die of syphilis in Tuskegee before anybody thinks to complain—”


“Sure, there are problematic studies, conducted by a few bad apples who manage to avoid notice, but we’re doing something about it. With institutional review boards and the like, we’re imposing—”


“But you can’t impose morality from the outside.” Paul knew anger had seeped into his voice, but he didn’t care. “The whole idea of an infrastructure of ethical oversight is a symptom of the—the ‘failure of the scientific conscience.’ I’m saying there’s something about the way we conduct scientific inquiry that’s actually appealing to people who want to slice people up just to see what happens. Because they sure seem to do it the second they think the infrastructure won’t notice.”


“A review board is just a hedge on liability,” said the boy behind him. “We can’t and shouldn’t pretend it functions as a conscience. Let’s not delude ourselves that we can send Mengele on his way with a stack of consent forms and pretend that solves the problem.”


“Spirited debate!” said Strauss with a clap of his chalk-streaked hands. “Highly preferable to dull-eyed terror. Hold that thought, gentlemen, because the readings for week seven in particular will prove pertinent . . .”


Paul sank back into his chair and exhaled slowly. As the conversation shifted, he felt a stir of movement at his side. The dark-haired boy had gathered his belongings and settled at the desk beside him. Paul watched him, but the boy’s eyes were trained on the professor. They were the same shade of green as sea glass—a soft and striking color but very cold, an eerie contrast with the dark of his lashes.


Strauss had moved on to a girl from the Physics department, who suggested nuclear weapons research. Paul only half listened to the discussion as he sketched a skeleton with Brady’s barrel chest and wide jaw. He blackened the bones and haloed them from behind with the shadow of a mushroom cloud. Further achievements in American ethics, he wrote underneath. A superior system.


Something tapped at his ankle—the toe of a jodhpur boot, stained with a faint crust of sidewalk salt. The dark-haired boy was looking over at his notebook, leaning forward so he could see past Paul’s arm.


Paul felt his face flush. At first he considered turning the page, or tucking his arms around the notebook to conceal it as he’d done countless times, protecting his sketchbooks from the singsong girls who liked to pester him in the cafeteria.


Instead, scarcely recognizing himself, he pulled the page free and placed it in the boy’s hand.


“We haven’t had an example from you, yet.”


Paul jumped, but Strauss was talking to the boy beside him, with a teacher’s well-worn glee at catching a student unawares. The boy hid the drawing under his desk and smiled, unabashed.


“Just two names to go, and I have to doubt you’re Ramona,” said Strauss serenely. “So you must be—”


“Julian,” answered the boy. “Julian Fromme.”


“I see.” Strauss glanced down at his roster again. “And I see I have you down as ‘undeclared’—surely the lives of the indecisive are beset with ethical quandary.”


A polite titter made its way around the room. In his place Paul would have wanted to melt into the floor, but Julian Fromme endured it without a trace of distress.


“It’s Psychology, actually, as of yesterday,” Julian said. “And I’m interested in social psychology in particular, which is inherently problematic. Every method of social research does some kind of harm. If you observe social phenomena from a distance, you often only see evidence that conforms to your hypothesis—‘objectivity’ is a lie scientists tell themselves, even in the hard sciences, and with qualitative research, forget it. But if you observe from up close, then your presence alters the nature of the data. And social experiments in controlled environments have certainly been conducted, but they all require some degree of deception to get untainted results—which may or may not cross ethical lines,” he added with a glance at Brady, “depending on the particular conscience your IRB has imposed on you.”


“Am I to understand, Mr. Fromme,” said Strauss, “that you want ‘social psychology in general’ listed as an ethical debate in the sciences?”


“Just put me down for ‘confirmation bias,’ ‘observer’s paradox,’ and ‘informed consent,’ please,” said Julian briskly. “I believe that’s the order I cited them in.”


Strauss raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Very well, Mr. Fromme,” he said. “I suppose we won’t throw you to the wolves just yet.”


Strauss turned toward the blackboard again, and Paul watched with alarm as Julian casually set the drawing on his own desk. He looked down at it for a moment, stone-faced and calm. Then he wrote something in the margins with a lazy flourish.


By the time the drawing arrived back in Paul’s hands, Julian’s scarlet ink had bled straight through the cheap paper.




Crime rate reduced to 0%, Red Menace permanently defeated—an apocalypse for the greater good.


(Sign this. I want to keep it.)





IT DIDN‘T occur to Paul to wait. At the end of class he pushed his books into his knapsack and zipped his army parka up to the throat. Beyond the second-story windows a soft snow was falling. With the stain of soot blurred by distance, flakes paler than the dark sky, it almost looked white.


He lingered at the top of the stairs to uncurl the ball of his knit wool gloves. Brady pushed past him. When Paul heard someone call out behind him—“Hey, wait a second”—he thought at first that Brady was the one being pursued. It took the sound of his own last name for him to turn and look back.


Julian Fromme smiled when he caught Paul’s eye. His gait was brisk but unhurried; he slung his scarf around his neck as he approached, a single languid movement that betrayed an unthinking sureness in his body.


“In a hurry?”


“Not really.”


“Could’ve fooled me.”


Julian joined him at the head of the staircase, fastening the last button on his double-breasted coat. He looked meticulously cared for, like a rare plant in a conservatory; Paul felt abruptly shabby beside him in his anorak and snow boots, too careworn and practical to be worthy of attention.


“You look familiar,” Julian said. “Did we see each other at orientation?”


Paul had forced himself to forget, the memory too humiliating to dwell on. They were supposed to remain strangers—the other boy had been meant to forget him, because Paul couldn’t be the first or last person he’d ever caught watching him. He remembered Julian’s faint smile, the slight rise of his left eyebrow. That eyebrow was sliced through by a thin scar near its outer edge, an incongruous imperfection Paul had noticed with sudden ardor and then stowed away.


He’d spent the rest of the mixer on a bench outside, waiting out the ninety minutes he had promised his mother. He remembered wanting the strange boy to follow him, but of course he hadn’t. They never did. That was how it was always supposed to end.


“I don’t really remember,” he replied, and reflected in Julian’s face he immediately saw the weakness of the lie. “I didn’t stay very long, those things give me a headache.”


Julian smiled, but he didn’t answer. He started down the steps, watching Paul impassively over his shoulder. He didn’t use the railing; Paul tried to ignore it himself, letting his fingertips skate along the edge on the way down as if he paid it no mind, but he’d been nervous about heights all his life and couldn’t quite force his hand to fall.


Once he was certain Paul was following, Julian smiled again and looked ahead. “You’re one of those people who worry all the time, aren’t you?” he said, and it was as much an accusation as a joke. “You’ve got that look.”


Paul hurried to catch up. He turned up his hood as they emerged into the snow, but Julian’s head was bare, so he quickly lowered it again. “I don’t worry,” he protested, and when Julian looked skeptical, he dug in his heels rather than let himself be mocked. “I ruminate. They’re distinct actions.”


“Are they?” said Julian. “From this angle . . .”


“Worrying,” said Paul, “means you’re afraid it’s going to happen. Ruminating is when you know it will, if it hasn’t happened already. One is neurotic, the other is fatalistic, and fatalism is supported by evidence. It isn’t the same.”


Paul didn’t notice his own tension until it receded when Julian laughed.


“That’s the most goddamn German thing I’ve ever heard,” he said.


Paul retrieved his bicycle from its berth outside and walked it alongside them, the fresh snow squeaking beneath its wheels.


“Speaking of German.” There was a note of keen interest in Julian’s voice, muted but unmistakable, and Paul’s chest tightened like a coil. “That thing you were saying, about the infrastructure of ethical oversight. Where did you get it?”


Paul’s excitement faded. “I don’t have to get it somewhere,” he said defensively. “I can think for myself.”


“Of course you can. Don’t be so eager to get your feelings hurt, it’s boring and beneath you.”


Something in the spiteful impatience of the remark put Paul at ease, far more than a more earnest reassurance would have. Julian coughed on a mouthful of cold air and pulled his scarlet scarf a little tighter. Against the dull gray of winter he was the only bright thing.


“Did you really just make that up?” said Julian after a pause. He didn’t sound disbelieving, though the fascination in his eyes was still remote and clinical in a way Paul didn’t entirely appreciate. “Didn’t they give you any of the world-weary Continentals in Phil IOI?”


“Um—we did the Symposium,” Paul offered in dismay. “And some Descartes, a little bit of Kant.”


“That’s not philosophy, that’s paleontology.” Julian spoke with a sardonic grandness that couldn’t quite conceal his enthusiasm. “You’re better than that, you need a philosophy that’s equipped to grapple with the moral reckonings of the twentieth century—you’re already most of the way there, you obviously ruminate better than most. Is that your last class of the day?”


Paul was so dizzy on the compliment that it took him a moment to parse the question that followed. He noticed odd notes of likeness between them—the shape of their hands, their heights within an inch. It made him feel better about how dissimilar they were otherwise, as if he might really be worthy of notice.


He nodded, belatedly, and Julian grinned.


“Good,” he said. “Come on. I need to lend you some books.”


On campus tours, the college always showed off its handful of spotless, intensely modern dormitories with poured-concrete walls and façades pitted with plate-glass windows. The building where Julian Fromme lived was not one of these—it was ancient and drafty, built in the same cheap brick as an elderly elementary school.


The kitchen was a dank subterranean room with grills on its squat windows. The dim light was a mercy, since it spared Paul from seeing too clearly how filthy every surface was.


“I’m not seeing any ginger ale,” said Julian, peering into the fridge. “Barbarians. Is Coke okay?”


“Sure.” Paul glanced over his shoulder toward the group of boys sitting at the kitchen table, who were eating beans on toast in their boxer shorts and sweatshirts. Julian had serenely ignored them, breezing past them as if they were furniture. Paul wasn’t convinced they were returning the favor.


“Don’t mind them,” Julian said quietly. He handed Paul his soda and glanced dismissively at the strangers. “They don’t deserve your attention.”


Julian didn’t belong in this place. He was like a dart of clean bright light, alien and vibrant.


He led Paul back into the hallway and up a staircase through the atrium. Someone had misplaced a volume of Hegel on the landing; Julian paused over it with feline disinterest, then deliberately kicked it the rest of the way down the stairs.


“You don’t live on campus, do you?” he said as he searched for his keys.


“I live with my mother.” Paul realized the moment he spoke that he couldn’t have phrased it any more like a Hitchcock shutin. He quickly tried to paper over it. “—and my sisters. I wanted to be in the dorms, but my scholarship doesn’t cover housing, and we only live a couple miles away.”


“Well, as you can see, you get a lot for your money.” Julian gave his door a shove to free it from the damp-swollen frame. “Come in, make yourself at home.”


Paul did his best to pretend he did this sort of thing all the time. He tried not to linger too long over the details, lest it become obvious that he was trying to commit them to memory. There were no family photographs—just a picture of Julian himself, several years younger, arms flung around the neck of a large brown dog. There was a small stereo by the window, but no television. Instead the little room was dense with books, which spilled over from the shelves and sat in crooked stacks on the dresser and floor. Many of the spines were titled in French, and a few, with their spiky half-familiar alphabet, looked like they had to be in Russian.


A portable chessboard lay open on the desk, pieces scattered in full combat. Paul stared at it to see if he could make sense of it, but when Julian looked at him, he turned away and seated himself tentatively in the desk chair.


“Arendt is mandatory,” said Julian. He tossed his coat over the end of the bed and began gathering books from the case. “She’s brilliant, I Greyhounded up to New York last semester for a talk she gave at the New School. She gets at why behavioral norms can’t function as a conscience—the purpose of social norms is to norm, not to attain moral perfection—oh, let’s get some of old Fritz in here too, why not, the Teutonic bombast will stick to your ribs. Your other friends don’t give you homework, do they, Fleischer?”


“I wish,” Paul said faintly. It startled him, perhaps more than it should have, for Julian to use the word friend.


“You’ll regret saying that by the time I’m through with you.” Julian had dropped the books at Paul’s elbow and was rifling through his milk crate full of records. “I was led to believe,” he said, “that college was a haven for the intellectually curious. Turns out that it’s really just about acculturating you to academia—which is fascinating, petri dish of maladaptive behavior that it is, but still.”


“Is that even true? I thought it was about drugging yourself into a stupor.”


“I think they prefer to pronounce it ‘seeking enlightenment by way of the chemical expansion of the mind.’ How else are they going to feel self-righteous about it?”


Julian flung himself onto his bed. Paul felt an odd thrill, not unlike relief, when he saw that Julian was grinning. He was terrified Julian would notice that he spoke too haltingly around the remnants of his childhood stutter—that his thoughts were ugly and incomplete and insufficiently well-read.


“How old are you, anyway?”


“Uh—I’ll be seventeen in March.”


“Ha! I knew it.” Julian retrieved his soda from the windowsill and settled back on his elbows. “I can always spot a fellow runt. I skipped third and seventh—ruined my chances of ever playing varsity sports. My father was furious.”


He could have resisted the impulse to be honest, but he chose to yield. The surrender made his body feel light and cool.


“I just had to graduate early, because otherwise they wanted to expel me.”


“Get out,” said Julian. “What did you do?”


He had never said it out loud before. It occurred to him, as he was speaking, that it ought to feel stranger than it did.


“I hit a guy in the face with my locker door.”


“The hell you did!”


“He needed about fifteen stitches.” Paul couldn’t decide if Julian looked enthralled or horrified. “He had it coming,” he added, but Julian waved him off.


“I can imagine. God, If I’d known that was all it took to get out of high school, I’d’ve done it myself. Did your parents hit the roof?”


Paul scrambled for an excuse to avoid Julian’s eyes. He busied himself making room in his knapsack for Julian’s books; the diversion felt transparent, but he couldn’t think of anything more sophisticated.


“My mother doesn’t really . . . she just gets sad," he said. The truthfulness was beginning to burn like an overextended limb. “That’s all she does anymore, she worries at you and asks ‘Why are you doing this?’ and sits around feeling sorry for herself where she knows you can see her, so you feel like you have to do something about it—which is what she does anyway, she’s a house-widow, all she’s good for is cashing the pension checks and making people feel bad for her. So it was just—more of that. And I guess I got grounded, but I don’t go out much anyway, so I didn’t really notice.”


In the brief silence that followed, Paul still couldn’t bring himself to meet Julian’s eyes.


“Sorry,” he mumbled. “I didn’t mean to just . . .”


“It’s a raw nerve,” said Julian evenly. “You’re allowed them. For what it’s worth, there’s a reason I decided to go to college in a town where my parents don’t know anybody.”


Paul noticed distantly that he didn’t much care for the record Julian was playing. It was a girl singing in French, nothing he could object to in substance, but the cadence was poppy and simple in a way that he felt Julian oughtn’t to care for. The dislike elated him—it gave him something, however trivial, that he could politely overlook for Julian’s sake.


“Where are they?” he asked.


“DC.” Julian paused, then corrected himself. “Near DC. My father works at the State Department, but they live in a little village on the bay that ‘keeps the riff-raff out,’ as he says. Of course, according to the town charter, he’s riff-raff, but we’re pretending to be Episcopalian so that we’ll be allowed into the country club.”


Paul tried to conceal his fascination. “That’s,” he said carefully, “I mean, it’s very—”


“Don’t be diplomatic about it, it’s disgusting—I think he only married my mother because he was hoping the kids would turn out blond,” said Julian. “Not that she’s any better than he is, or she’d be chum in the water. She’s from France. Her father owns a bunch of department stores there—money’s so new you can still smell the ink, but they’re swimming in it. She’s on the board at MoMA and owns a gallery in New York, because I guess she needed a hobby.”


A few details in the room that had struck Paul as strange at first sight now began to make sense. The string of maritime signal flags pinned to the wall above the bed, clashing brightly with the room’s general asceticism; the crisp new wool of Julian’s winter coat and the conservative, prep-school shape of his clothes. These details rang false because they had been chosen by someone else, someone who lacked Julian’s wit and energy and his ability to ignore everything beneath his notice.


“It’s not tragic, or anything,” Julian was saying. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s just tedious. I hope you won’t hold it against me—being, you know, a half-shiksa trust fund baby who’s never had to work for anything. I usually lie about it.”


Julian’s vulnerability was more calculated than it pretended to be, but Paul decided not to fight it.


“I’d never hold it against you,” Paul said. “I’ve actually been thinking this whole time how I can’t really make sense of you. You’re nothing like anyone else, and now I know it’s not because of where you come from. Nothing made you. You just are.”


He didn’t know before speaking how nakedly earnest the words would sound, but he only regretted it for a moment. One corner of Julian’s mouth went a little higher than the other when he smiled; Paul remembered something he’d read in his art history class last semester, about how the Japanese believed there was something poignant and endearing about asymmetry.


“Damn you, Fleischer,” said Julian. “Now I’m going to have to try and live up to that.”





3.


PAÚL COULD only forgive himself for keeping a journal if he told himself he was documenting history. He wrote it for an audience, one who would only read it after the end of a life he’d made significant. He imagined a future biographer poring through his juvenilia for the signs of future greatness, and how that person would perceive the moments of weakness and self-indulgence in between. In hindsight his frustrations and fears would be taken as evidence that he was still human—but in the present, before he’d made anything of himself, they meant he was only human.


A few weeks after his father’s death, Paul had launched and begun to document a variety of self-improvement projects designed to increase his mental and physical vigor—running times when the weather allowed, swimming times when it didn’t, synopses and excerpts from the enriching books and essays he read between the horror and science fiction he secretly preferred. Every few weeks he took himself up the Mount Washington funicular, resuming alone a ritual his father had led when Paul was little in an attempt to cure him of his fear of heights. When he reached the top, Paul had to stand on the observation deck, close enough to the railing to touch it with his elbows, until he was so shaky and light-headed that he had to retreat. His father had always rewarded this so-called bravery with an ice cream or a packet of baseball cards, no matter how much of a fool Paul had made of himself by running away or crying. Nowadays Paul brought his stopwatch with him, and he recorded the minutes and seconds he lasted before his crashing heartbeat pulled him back from the edge.


On bad days, there were no improvements to write down. On worse days he couldn’t even try to make himself better. But he wrote every day, even when all he could do was pick fights with a dead man. He resurrected long-ago arguments about his schoolwork or spats with classmates, things his father would never have remembered. He searched his memory for lies his father had told him, the gentle coddling lies parents always told their children, and none was so small that he couldn’t dissect it down to threads. When the fury burned so bright that he couldn’t bear to look, Paul curled over his desk with his head bowed close to the page, watching the pen move from the corner of his eye. He wrote long, ruthless lists. Reasons to stay alive, however little joy it brought. The same words appeared every time, duty and defiance and refusing to submit to weakness. Paul never let himself consider who he was trying to convince.


He tried to believe there was no shame in what he wrote, those days when he was too lead-limbed and numb to try to make himself stronger. Paul could be forgiven his unhappiness, even his fear, so long as one day he proved strong enough to overcome it. There was no surpassing himself unless he knew which parts of him deserved to be left behind. Paul imagined the summarizing sentences in his biography—how they would mark his sharpest turns of phrase, and marvel, in retrospect, at the resilience he’d showed.


The day after he first spoke to Julian Fromme, he took his journal out of the locked paint box he kept under his bed and opened it to a fresh white page. January 17, 1973, he wrote, more neatly than usual because he pictured the biographer making a note of it. Yesterday I met someone I believe will prove very important.


Paul didn’t know what Julian was destined for, but the promise of greatness marked every part of him. Even Julian didn’t seem to know—throughout the first few weeks Paul watched him breeze between interests and ambitions, and he became an expert on each one so quickly that it was as if he were born knowing everything. But he wasn’t aimless. His curiosity was ravenous, blazing in all directions like the sun. He wanted to write scathing treatises on human nature, empirical data on obedience and self-delusion, nocking neatly into Arendt’s bleak promises. He wanted to hone his Russian to a fine enough point to read Nabokov’s early works in the original, or else to become a spy. He had ideas for satirical novels about what he called the haute-bourgeoisie, because god knew his hometown had given him enough material. When he reviewed movies for the college newspaper, he was razor-precise, calling out long takes he liked and choppy editing that he didn’t—after all, if he ever became a film director, he had to know how to do it right.


He took Paul to strange art galleries in the Strip District, where there were wild nonsensical interpretive dances or fleshy sculptures whose formless sensuality made Paul squirm and look away. Whenever Paul and Julian stood together in front of an artwork—a canvas blank but for a single fleck of blue, a collage of magazine models with their eyes blacked out—Julian would take rapid measure of it and then elbow Paul’s arm. “What do you think?” he would ask, with no hint of what he wanted to hear, and Paul could never think fast enough to say anything at all.


It was impossible to keep up with him. Paul’s tongue was too clumsy for wit. His thoughts were meticulous and slow, and he could never find words for them until he had milled an idea down to the grist.


There was something mesmerizing about the way Julian moved—carelessly graceful, as if he weren’t excruciatingly conscious of every atom he displaced. Paul had tried all his life to erase the anxious delicacy in his own gestures, especially the hesitant motions of his hands. For a while he thought he could teach his body to follow Julian’s somehow, if only he practiced long enough. He spent hours in front of his bedroom mirror, trying to relax into that loose-limbed elegance. But Paul was fettered and careful, and even his weak imitation of Julian’s posture looked wrong.


When they walked together across campus, Paul could all but see the two of them from the outside—a dark-haired Apollo painted in flowing Botticelli lines, and the ungainly stork of a boy beside him, trying to keep in step. He could tell other people were thinking it too, especially the friends of Julian’s who thought themselves more deserving of Paul’s place. They never hid the disbelief in their smiles as they glanced between the two of them, clearly wondering why.


Because Julian did have other friends, though Paul rarely saw them. Julian had thought of studying drama in his first semester, and occasionally the two of them were accosted on the snowy path by one of Julian’s buoyant, overwrought theater friends. Other times, the interlopers were colleagues from the arts pages of the student paper—these friends spoke in an identical arrogant drawl and made insipid comments about Max Stirner, and they never seemed to realize that Julian’s replies were making fun of them. After the initial introductions Paul always hung back at Julian’s side with his arms folded, staring at his shoes. If the friends acknowledged him at all, it was in the third person—your friend here, never his name.


But no matter how mediocre or shallow the other friends were, even they could tell Julian was destined for something. They might not understand it, but they knew. When Julian addressed them, Paul watched the way their faces opened. They smiled as if they were already thinking of what they would say years later. That they knew him when he wasn’t anyone yet; that they were there before it all began.


There was no avoiding them if they approached first, but whenever Julian caught sight of his friends at a distance he would take Paul’s arm and steer them out of sight. “I attract pretentious people,” he explained, and there was nothing in his voice that betrayed any fondness for them. “I think that’s why I like you so much, Pablo. You’re so goddamn sincere.”


Paul never asked where the nickname came from, because it didn’t matter—what mattered was that Julian had given it to him unbidden. His real name was common, ordinary, something Julian might say and then forget saying. But Pablo rang like a harp string. Julian said it warmly, but it was an imperious kind of affection. It was as if this were the name he’d given a favorite belonging.


Julian moved through every part of Paul’s life the same way—not entitled, nothing so crass and insecure, but taking for granted that Paul would allow him anywhere. His was an arrogant intimacy, the kind that followed Paul home without asking and spent the afternoon examining the bookcases and pantry shelves.


Neither Paul’s mother nor his sisters were home that first day—he had the house to himself on Friday afternoons, or else he might have refused to let Julian inside. The fact that Paul allowed him into the house at all wasn’t the acquiescence Julian probably thought it was. He’d done it for the same reason that he embraced Julian’s nickname for him—the same reason he didn’t flinch away from the occasional brush of Julian’s hand on his shoulder. Paul was taking something for his own, and he wasn’t sure it was something Julian even knew he was giving.


“So which door is yours?” Julian asked, one foot already on the bottom stair. It didn’t seem to have occurred to Julian that Paul might refuse him. Even Paul didn’t know why he did. But it pleased him to hold something back, if only for now. He liked the look that came over Julian’s face, the bewilderment that someone might tell him no and mean it.


“My mother’s going to be home soon,” Paul said, and he caught himself smiling in the brief, exhilarating moment that Julian’s face faltered.


That denial only lasted another week.


He let Julian be the one to open his bedroom door, and from the foot of the bed Paul watched him help himself to the details. Julian carefully opened Paul’s drawers of butterfly and moth specimens, then paused at the desk to examine a watercolor—a rib cage emptied of heart and lungs, a trio of bright tropical songbirds trapped inside. There was a copy of The Man in the High Castle on the dresser next to Paul’s bed, and for a moment he panicked at having forgotten to hide it in favor of something more rarefied. But Julian picked it up and paged through it without apparent judgment.


“God, and I’ve got you reading even more things about Nazis,” he said, and Paul only realized belatedly that he was supposed to laugh.


Julian hopped onto Paul’s mattress and lay back against the pillows, legs outstretched, his head resting on the Leonard Baskin reproduction on the wall behind him. The sudden nearness of him was a shock—the warmth of his ankle gnawed alongside Paul’s hip, so close that Paul could have closed the distance between them and made it seem accidental. He watched how easily Julian settled into the same place Paul’s own body lay when he slept. Paul imagined the traces of him that would remain—a stray dark hair, fine scarlet fibers from his merino pullover.


“It’s so funny the way you paint,” said Julian idly. “It’s like you checked out of the twentieth century sometime around Frida Kahlo, you still paint pictures of things . . . It’s all very Paul Fleischer, isn’t it? You don’t care what other people think you should be doing. It’s so blood-and-guts moral, so rigid. It’s exactly like you.”


Paul was sure Julian wasn’t making fun of him—he knew by now exactly what that looked like, because he’d memorized the movement of Julian’s eyebrow and the dismissive angle of his mouth. He knew that Julian took him seriously, even when Paul himself felt foolish and overreaching. But that didn’t mean he could tell whether the remark was a compliment or a criticism.


“That’s the way a person should be.” Paul’s certainty didn’t waver, but the longer he spoke, the more his confidence did. “Nothing imposed from the outside. You figure out on your own what’s good and what isn’t, and maybe that idea ends up being rigid, but that’s better than not having anything at all. I don’t care if anyone doesn’t like it, even if it’s you.”


If Julian had asked where this thought came from, Paul would have had to lie a little to claim it for his own. It was similar to something his father had told him when he was young—that there was a difference between the law and what was just, and that being a good man meant building a framework for deciding which was which. For Paul justice could encompass infinite space, far past questions of crime and punishment. But Paul wondered in his cruelest moments if the idea had extended any further than the inside of his father’s own head.


“You’re a Kantian to the core.” Julian laced his fingers and stretched his limbs like a cat; for the barest moment Paul could feel the light pressure of Julian’s leg brushing his. “I do like your paintings, by the way,” he added carelessly. “I don’t understand why you don’t just major in art, you’re good at it.”


The compliment burned in his face, then at the outer edges of his ears. He didn’t dare acknowledge it.


“It’s like you said,” he answered after a moment. “I don’t want other people telling me what to do.”


Julian liked that, enough that he let Paul see that he did.


“So what are you telling yourself to do?” asked Julian.


That was something else Paul had been holding back, at once less personal and far more intimate than the mere physical spaces of his life. He had no name yet for what he was trying to become, nothing he wanted to be able to call himself—no “renowned conservationist,” no “famous painter.” The early sprouts of his ambition were still so deep under the earth that he couldn’t say for sure what it was.


“Whatever I do has to mean something.” He hugged his knees and stared at them; it took all his nerve to raise his voice above a mumble. “I need to make something beautiful, something that lasts. I don’t know what, but I have to, if I want my life to matter at all.”


When he finally made himself meet Julian’s eyes, he couldn’t find any doubt or ridicule in his face. Julian believed him, and his respect was so consequential that it felt like Paul’s first step toward mattering. Paul wasn’t sure he would ever grow used to it—this precipitous thrill of being seen and known and understood.


“Surely it can matter even if it doesn’t last,” said Julian—not disagreeing, just prompting, the way he did with all their other thought experiments. “If you painted a masterpiece and then set it on fire, it still would have mattered. If you know you’ve made something beautiful, who cares how long it lasts? Après toi, le déluge’’


“I like it better the other way,” said Paul. “Where it means you’re leaving the flood in your wake.”


Julian smiled; it was a private, elusive smile, almost as if he thought this were funny.


“You would, wouldn’t you?” was all he said.


They left soon after, at Paul’s insistence. It was getting dangerously close to the time his mother tended to drift back from her weekly appointment with Dr. Greenbaum. She was what he wanted to hold back the most, for as long as he could get away with.


“They can’t possibly be that embarrassing,” Julian said as Paul hurried them to the far end of the block. “And even if they were, I’d never hold it against you.”


“It’s not that,” said Paul. He couldn’t think of a way to articulate the real reason, which felt far more complex. He liked how clean the boundary was between what his family knew about him and what belonged to him alone. He had spent his entire life in a house whose doors had keyholes but no keys. It was a new sensation for him to have a secret, and he wasn’t ready to relinquish it.


They made their way to the nearest deli. Paul was worried about the venue at first—it had been his grandparents’ lunch spot for decades—but it was off-hours and mostly empty, and Paul didn’t particularly recognize anyone, aside from the bored-looking girl behind the counter with whom he’d taken a civics class.


Paul took a while to decide on what he wanted, while Julian quickly loaded his tray with soup and cookies and cake slices and went to claim them a table. By the time Paul had selected his meal (turkey sandwich, French fries, ginger ale, a single deviled egg), Julian had nearly finished his first cup of coffee.


He had also retrieved one of the plastic mat chessboards from their shelf over by the napkins, and was arranging the pieces—not into their starting configuration, but an elegant midgame chaos. The positions looked familiar. Paul had seen something like them on the portable chess set in Julian’s room.


“Pop quiz,” said Julian as Paul arrived. “Say you’re playing black. What’s your next move?”


It took Paul longer to contemplate this than he would have preferred; he was distracted by the belated realization that there wasn’t any dignified way to eat his egg. But Julian appeared content to let the silence linger. He poured Paul a cup of coffee and placidly dropped his crackers into his soup one by one.


Finally, Paul moved one of his knights to threaten the white bishop. When Julian didn’t visibly react, he began to doubt his instincts. “Is that right?” he asked too quickly. “I’m not going to pretend I’m, you know, great at it—”


“It’s a solid move. Maybe a little conservative, but it’s solid.” Julian reached to return the knight to its previous place. “But watch this.”


He picked up the black queen and pulled her across the board to check the king. It was an option Paul had immediately written off as suicidal, positioning the queen such that white had no choice but to capture her. Only after he saw the aftermath did he understand the beauty of it—the way the sacrifice burned the path clear, so that no matter how white chose to reply, he would find himself in checkmate two turns later.


Julian was watching him, grinning. Paul looked between him and the board in disbelief.


“Did you . . .?”


Julian gave a sudden, dismissive laugh.


“God, no,” he said, so ruefully that he sounded almost defensive. “I had nothing to do with this, trust me.”


Julian rifled through his satchel and produced a cheap paperback, battered and dog-eared and creased sharply along the spine. He opened to a page in the middle and handed it over. U.S. Open 1970—Kazlauskas v. Kaplan—Championship Final. Paul’s knowledge of chess notation had atrophied since junior-high chess club, but the queen sacrifice was easy enough to find because white had immediately resigned. The transcriptionist gave the move a double exclamation mark.


“The whole game was like that,” said Julian. “I was there. I’ll never forget that moment—the way the whole room drew a deep breath at the same time as they realized.”


“What were you doing at the U.S. Open?”


Paul had never seen Julian look embarrassed before.


“Ugh—I had no business being there. I was barely in the Juniors section, I was cannon fodder for the cannon fodder. All I really got for my trouble was a few days away from boarding school.”


He picked up the black queen and left the piece lying on its side next to the salt shaker. Paul waited for him to speak again; it felt wiser and more honest than offering an uninformed reassurance.


“It was a beautiful game. Even between grandmasters, that’s not a given, there’s plenty of ugly chess even at the highest levels. But this game, this goddamn game—the whole time you could see the players trying to take each other apart and push each other as far as they could go. And it’s gorgeous—when chess is played at its best, by two genuinely great players, it’s a work of art made from pure reason. It was . . . Watching them build that game together—and after I’d spent the whole tournament proving my own absolute mediocrity—but anyway, how beautiful it was, and how far it was from anything I’d ever be able to do, it broke my heart a little, is all.” He pulled a face. “God, sorry about that, that sounds so mawkish.”


“No, it doesn’t.” The protest sounded more emphatic than he’d planned. “Beautiful things are supposed to hurt. It’s what I was saying earlier—even if you don’t know how you’re going to create something that matters, you can still want to do it so badly you can barely think about anything else—”


Paul thought, for a moment, that Julian was reaching across the table to take his hand. Then Julian retrieved the black queen, and Paul understood in a rush how foolish he was being, how little sense the gesture would have made. They weren’t children. Perhaps that would have to be another self-improvement project for the journal—observing how grown men spoke and behaved around each other so that he could mimic it more effectively.


“People tell you you’re ‘shy’ all the time, don’t they?” said Julian. He watched Paul’s face with a slight frown, as if he were listening to a familiar tune in an unusual key. “And then they act like you’re crazy when you do speak up, just to drive the point home that being shy is safer?”


Paul didn’t reply, at least not aloud, but Julian knew the answer already. He swept the board clear and smiled.


“Don’t listen to them. The rest of the world might not be ready for you, but I don’t know how I ever got on without you. You play white,” he added. “I want to see how you think when you have to move first.”


Paul could tell he was blushing, and Julian made it known, wordlessly, that he had noticed and would take it for what it was. This often happened between them now, the silent transmission of recognition and acceptance. Paul thought that Julian must see some immense potential in him, an early glimmer of all he hoped to become. It was the only way he could make sense of Julian’s willingness to forgive him.





4.


“SO HONEY, when do we get to meet your new friend?”


Paul instantly wished he hadn’t dawdled so long at the breakfast table. He could tell from Audrey’s reaction that this wasn’t the first she’d heard of the subject. She sighed as if trying to hide her annoyance and took a purposeful swig from her orange juice.
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