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			“Lucky is the man who does not secretly believe that every possibility is open to him.”

			—Walker Percy, The Last Gentlemen
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			This is a work of fiction. The characters and their actions are products of the author’s imagination and should not be construed as real. With the exception of public figures, any character’s resemblance to real persons is just a coincidence. The opinions expressed are those of the characters and should not be confused with the author’s.

		

	
		
		

		
			PART ONE

			Rising

			
			

		

	
		
			One

			I creased the blank page, flattening the journal spine one afternoon during my forced time away. Then I wrote.

			Let’s face it: expectations are a real bitch, a tyrannical part of the human experience that, frankly, I could do without. And I don’t know which is worse: fulfilling them or not fulfilling them—either way, expectations lead you around by the nose, taunting you to do better, to be better. But expectations—my own, that of others—can’t ever be fully satisfied. They’re an insatiable master that taunts and mocks, all the while laughing hysterically at you—a deep belly, piss all over yourself, kind of laugh. 

			I closed my journal and left my thoughts there, at least for now. 

			•

			I watched the commencement speaker anticipate the next name—the graduate with the same last name, the same chin, the same hazel green eyes. Me.

			While I waited for my name to be called, forever it seemed, I took in my surroundings for what I suspected would be the last time. After today, I’d be gone. I wasn’t one for alumni events, drunken gatherings spent reminiscing about the good old days, sloppy attempts to recast one’s life in a more favorable light. 

			Don’t get me wrong. As an experience, college and medical school were fine, if not somewhat predictable—but, for me, it was a means to an end. Nothing more, nothing less. 

			I had a close look around. The old brick buildings of Harvard Yard and the Chapel stood guard over the ceremony, silhouetted by the setting sun at the end of a perfect late spring day in Cambridge. The whole proceeding had the musty smell of tradition, further accentuated by an equal mix of aristocracy and academic snobbery.

			
			

			We graduates were seated on a creaking stage with dilapidated wooden chairs and floorboards that threatened collapse at any moment, a platform that looked as though it was constructed for the first Harvard Medical School graduation in 1782. 

			The students—my classmates—would soon be actual doctors. We had fought and scratched, competed with each other when that was called for and cooperated with one another when that was the best route. But now, it would only be a matter of minutes before we could put an MD after our names, so we sat quietly, waiting patiently for what was next, the quality most valued in medical students, obedient little soldiers of a fledgling medical brigade. 

			After the ceremony began and the perfunctory comments were made—about helping people, giving back to medicine, dedicating oneself to the field—the current medical school dean read the list of graduates one by one. Each new doctor walked up to the podium, smiled, shook hands with the commencement speaker, and right on cue, turned to a photographer who snapped each of their smiling faces, documenting perhaps the last time these accomplished young people would be this happy, or this hopeful.

			Now, all but two names had been called, the top student in the class and the second-ranked one, or as the class members called the runner-up, the “bridesmaid.” In our graduating class, I was the bridesmaid. And I should say straight away that there was no shame in being second, at least in my mind. After all, I finished ahead of exactly 131 other overachievers who would sell their mothers to a Mexican drug cartel to occupy my spot. But now I’m sounding defensive, for reasons that will soon become clear. 

			“And the honor of the second-ranked graduate goes to Dr. Joseph Bosco.”

			I sat in the first row, just off the aisle seat—which was reserved for the top graduate—and smiled ever so slightly at first, but not with any sense of accomplishment or pride.

			Rising to the occasion, cognizant of the prying eyes fixed on me, I plastered on an obligatory smile. 

			It was time to do the walk now. I pulled my head up, straightened my back, stood ramrod straight, military style, even though I would be the least likely in the history of mankind to ever be in the military, and walked to the podium to get my diploma, to have my picture taken with the commencement speaker, dear old dad, Dr. Peter Bosco—the former Harvard Medical School Dean and current Tulane University President. And oh—a Nobel  Prize winner, the scientist who had untangled the mystery of the amyloid tangles in the brains of Alzheimer’s patients. 

			As the audience at the graduation ceremony applauded and the class rose to honor my accomplishment as first runner-up, father and son turned to the camera. And as we smiled, beaming in a moment that at least on the surface looked perfect, the original Dr. Bosco said to me, the new Dr. Bosco, “Do you know what second place is, son?” 

			I nodded, the smile still cemented on my face. “Yeah, I do—first loser. Just like you always told me.”

			The photographer got the photo he wanted, the one at the right angle and with the right smiles, the photo that would go up on one of the medical school walls, documenting the day the Bosco kid left Harvard Yard for good—and I vowed right then, in that moment, to never, ever, be a bridesmaid again.

			The Nut House was a Cambridge bar that, as the name would imply, was filled with peanuts—on the tables in little bowls, on the floors with and without shells, everywhere. The walls were covered with black-and-white photographs of people who shared a special place in the hearts of Bostonians: Jack Kennedy (for being President), Larry Bird (for being Larry Legend), and Tom Brady (for being the GOAT). Like us, they had all apparently downed a few at the Nut House, although it was hard to imagine if you ever had a look at the place. For my classmates and me, it was the cheap beer that attracted us—and the peanuts that often served as dinner. As we aspiring doctors liked to say, it was a balanced diet of carbohydrates and protein. 

			On this night, the last our class would be together, my girlfriend Kate and I went to the bar, joined at the hip just like we had been throughout medical school. We met early in our first year when both of us were on a break from our part-time jobs at Boston Children’s Hospital. Kate was working in one of the infectious disease labs as a research assistant, and I was shadowing one of the pediatric transplant surgeons. Since that day, we were inseparable, studying together, socializing together, sleeping together. 

			We were even right next to each other in the final class rankings. She finished number one in our class, the name my father called out after mine. I was mostly okay with that—she was the kind of person one didn’t mind finishing second to.

			
			

			Kate and I were late getting to the Nut House; the group was well into their third round of drinks by the time we arrived. One of our classmates, James Conway—tall, dark-haired, and strikingly handsome—was our social leader, tonight and throughout medical school. From an aristocratic family with multigenerational roots in Charleston, he had a velvety Southern accent as smooth as a gin and tonic at sunset. He sounded like a senator from one of the red states, especially when he drank.

			James rose from the table to properly greet us. “Okay, okay, here they are: Dr. and Dr. America. Let’s give a toast. To Kate and Joe. Our friends, our soulmates.” James was well into his cups, his deep baritone several decibels louder than usual. “To Kate, our classmate most likely to change the world, to stamp out Third World scourges all over the globe.” The group applauded as Kate took a curtsey. “And to Joe, our classmate most likely to put a new heart into a corrupt Saudi Prince and who will no doubt be the wealthiest among us.” I reacted the only way I knew how: head back and tilted toward the ceiling, arms extended in an overhead V.

			There were boos from the crowd, an idealistic group, who, at this stage of their medical career anyway, balked at the idea of money as a motivating force in medicine. A few balled up napkins and threw them at me. They mostly missed; I didn’t flinch. Another classmate yelled out, “Joe, you can go. But leave Kate.”

			The group cheered some more and started to chant Kate, Kate, Kate. Kate pushed her blonde hair back, blushing, a perfect smile creasing her perfect face.

			I put an arm around Kate and turned to the group. “Okay, simmer down. You’ll miss me when I’m gone.” 

			“More like Kate when she’s gone,” said Brian Gunderson, a young aspiring neurosurgeon from Minneapolis.

			I held up a hand. I needed silence.

			“I’ll remember all this when I’m a famous transplant surgeon and you all are stuck working the night shifts in a suburban ER treating urinary tract infections and constipation.”

			More boos and more flying napkin balls. 

			The party went on for a couple more hours, increasingly getting louder and louder, the air filled with stories of med student fuck ups in the hospital  and nights spent in the Anatomy Lab our first year, hunched over cadavers, wondering what we had gotten ourselves into. 

			At some point I looked at Kate, who gave me the “Let’s go home” nod. I put down my beer glass and stood on a chair. “And with that, my friends, we’re out of here. I’m going to get in bed with the love of my life.”

			Standing behind me, Kate smacked me on the ass harder than I expected, causing me to struggle to keep from falling over and head planting on the table in front of me.

			“Good luck with your so-called lives!” I said as we left the bar to catcalls, my arm around Kate’s waist. Without turning around, I gave a thumbs-up sign to the group as they showered us with peanut shells.

			•

			“Favorite city?” I asked, a safe, first-date question.

			“Venice,” Kate said.

			“Most romantic city?”

			“Venice.”

			“Ah. You like Italian men.”

			“More like Italian food.” 

			“Favorite movie?”

			I was beginning to enjoy the game. “Pulp Fiction.”

			“Most romantic movie? And don’t say Pulp Fiction.” 

			“Under the Tuscan Sky.” 

			Reaching across the table, I took her hand. “I’m beginning to wish I was Italian.”

			She interlocked her fingers with mine. “You don’t have to be Italian.” Then, a sly smile spread across her face. “But it doesn’t hurt if you look Italian.”

			I considered my own appearance, which I guess was what she wanted me to do.

			Dark hair, dark eyes, large nose. Check. 

			Good, very good. 

			•

			I found out that first night that Kate was the only daughter of an Exxon oil executive in Houston. Her mother, a psychologist, had put her own professional aspirations on hold to stay at home with Kate and her younger  brother, something her mother had never quite gotten over—the loss of her career, her identity, and a life that was distinct from her role as wife and mother. While the kids were at school and her husband at work, Kate’s mother filled the long, lonely days with lunches at the tennis club, during which the ladies USTA team freely imbibed glass after glass of chardonnay. In time, Kate’s mom skipped the club altogether and got into the wine soon after the house emptied out each morning, only barely able to pull herself together to put dinner on the table, at least some of the time. 

			Kate was left with a father who was often away on business and a mother who was “away” on a bender more often than not. In between caring for her brother while her mother anesthetized herself, Kate cultivated her mind, excelling in high school, where she was class valedictorian, and in college at Vanderbilt, where she never saw anything other than an A grace her transcript.

			She carried her scholastic achievements all the way through Harvard Medical School, right up until the day she graduated number one in our class. Despite all her academic success, her looks, and her disposition, Kate was impossible to hate and rarely inspired the kind of negative emotions most people would gin up for someone so seemingly perfect. She was too good to other people, her motives pure, all wrapped in a serenity package that was hard to resist. 

			Shoulder-length blonde hair that she usually put in a ponytail, not a wrinkle or line on her face—she was really good to go at any time, no effort required. Falling in love with her was easy, and, to my unending delight, she saw something in me; she told me that many times. 

			But it really was the way she looked at me. I’ve never been looked at that way, before or since. An adoring look, yes, but one that signaled something even better: acceptance for who I was, rough edges and all. And for me, that meant everything.

			On our next date, we went to a small Italian place in Cambridge, a night spent drinking Chianti, filling in our life stories, laying out our hopes and aspirations. It was just the two of us, plus Sinatra in the background, staying put until the owner told us he needed to let the staff go.

			“Walk you home?” I asked. 

			
			

			She hesitated for just a moment. “Sure. I don’t live far—I think I have a bottle of red there.” Her smile, the way she looked at me out of the corner of her eye—it was electric. I blurted out, I love how you think, loud enough for the whole block to hear. Maybe it was the wine, but something was different. She was different. An allure, an attraction I hadn’t really felt before with other women. I thought, This could be the real deal—and I was sure medical school was going to be very interesting, and not just the medical stuff.

			We belonged together, so we made an easy decision: after medical school, Kate and I would do our residencies at the same hospital. We matched at Stanford—she in infectious diseases and me in cardiothoracic surgery. Stanford was world-renowned in both specialties, so there was no comprise for either one of us. Kate planned to study drug resistance in those infected with malaria, and Stanford had an international public health expert, a Jane Goodall lookalike who had readily accepted Kate into her research lab. Kate had accompanied her father on business trips to Africa as a kid and was moved by the squalid living conditions, as anyone with a heart would be, and the health challenges faced by those on the continent.

			For me, Stanford was ideal, given its long-standing excellence in lung and heart transplantation going all the way back to Dr. Norman Shumway, who performed the first American heart transplant. The cardiothoracic faculty was small but comprised entirely of Shumway disciples who were famous in their own right.

			Kate and I stared at the ceiling, not quite ready for sleep after having sex for the last time in the Cambridge apartment that we shared. 

			Finally, Kate said, “I’m going to miss this place. All the times we had…” The apartment was small and nothing special, but its proximity to the med school and cheap rent made it appealing. 

			“You mean this bed?” I leaned up on one elbow to face Kate.

			“No, not only this bed, smart ass,” Kate said. “You know, this place. We learned to be doctors here.” She put her hand on my chest. “We learned about each other.”

			A flashing ambulance light made the room as bright as midday. “I’m ready for the next step. Ready to move on,” I said. 

			
			

			The light reflected off Kate’s face as she turned toward me, her body inches from mine. “You’re always ready for the next step,” she said, a statement of fact that I didn’t take as a compliment, nor did I feel it was intended that way.

			It was true. I was always interested in what was next, often to the exclusion of what was now. And I wasn’t afraid to admit it. “Just the way I’m built.”

			“The understatement of the century,” Kate said, rolling on top of me. I squeezed the back of her legs. “Remember the Mike Tyson saying: Everyone has a plan until they’re hit in the mouth.”

			“Ah, now you’re quoting the philosopher Mike Tyson. Your time at Harvard has been well spent.” Kate kissed me squarely on the lips, then rolled over, away from the window, the room suddenly dark again. “Let’s get some sleep. We have a long day of travel ahead.” I turned my bedside lamp off. “Kate?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I love you.”

			Kate rolled back over and kissed me again, first on my neck, then softly on the cheek. “I know you do. I love you, too…my cute little bridesmaid.”

			“Ouch. What a bitch.” 

			She reached down between my legs and squeezed. “Now get to sleep, drunk boy. Lots of driving to do tomorrow.”

			
			

		

	
		
			Two

			On the way to California, Kate and I planned a detour, a stop in New Orleans, the Crescent City, the Land of Dreamy Dreams, and, for the tourists, the Big Easy. My hometown.

			My high school years there were in many ways idyllic: I lived in a grand palace on St. Charles Avenue reserved for the Tulane University President’s family. There was a third-floor suite that I had all to myself with an atrium that overlooked St. Charles Avenue, one of the city’s grandest boulevards, and Audubon Park, the New Orleans version of Central Park. The third floor was a place to hide when my parents entertained on the first floor, extravagant university functions with hundreds of guests to meet a visiting scholar or social gatherings for important recruitments. And of course, Tulane being a university, our house was the site of one fundraiser after another, events that were explicitly meant to separate wealthy people from their money to add to the coffers of an already richly endowed institution of higher learning. By far, the greatest upside to these parties was when the bartenders working the events would slip me a few bottles of beer to sneak upstairs. Then, for the rest of the night, I would stay out of sight, hanging out in my third-floor sanctuary, watching a game on TV or reading a book my mother had recommended.

			The third floor was also a way for me to get some distance from my father, a complicated man, explained only partly by his professional success. Growing up, I always thought of him as “a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma,” to quote Churchill. According to stories he would only occasionally tell—and only after a few scotches—my family, going by the surname Boscowitz, could be traced all the way back to the fourteenth century in the Kippenheim area of Germany. His immediate family hid from the Nazis during the war in a Berlin cellar below an antique shop that his Uncle Hans owned. My father’s family stayed in the cellar with Uncle Hans and two of my father’s cousins, Gerda and Sara. Hans’s wife had died of ovarian cancer a few years before the war started.

			
			

			The family, six in all, stayed in the cellar for nearly three years, emerging only when food and water ran low. My father told me once during high school, over dinner at Antoine’s, when it was just the two of us, that when he was five years old, his father left their hiding place one day to look for food and other provisions—and never came back. My father remembered waiting and waiting for several weeks, it seemed, until his mother, Ruth, finally told him that his father wasn’t coming back. Three months later, Ruth was dead, too—malnourishment that led to sepsis. My father found her one morning, he said, his eyes far away, back in the cellar, even as he sipped a single malt Scotch in one of New Orleans’ finest restaurants. 

			My father drained the last bit of his drink, briefly sucking on an ice cube before spitting it back into the glass. “My mother. After she died. Her eyes were still open, looking over my shoulder from her bed in the cellar. I guess waiting for my father to come back.” He swallowed hard, and then smiled. “Not stuff you have to worry about,” he said, tussling my hair, “and that makes me happy.” 

			Aside from this, I knew very little of my father’s past, only that he emigrated to New York in 1946 with his Uncle Hans and cousins. Penniless, the four of them lived in a two-room apartment on the Lower East side provided to them by a Jewish relief agency called Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, or HIAS for short. Incessantly admonished by his uncle never to be a burden—on him or on society—my father went to work, selling newspapers and shining shoes on the streets of New York before and after school. 

			His uncle drank each night at the small table in the cramped kitchen, one glass of cheap whiskey after the other until the bottle was gone, consuming much of the money he made from his street cleaning job. My father listened each night to his uncle’s slurred German, lamenting the situation in which he found himself, poor, with no possessions in a country that was utterly unfamiliar, with kids to take care of, including one—Peter—whom he often said “wasn’t even his own.”

			But the one important lesson that Hans seemed to learn from the whole experience, perhaps rightly so, was that he never wanted to stick out again. The Nazis taught him the consequences of that. He quickly changed the family’s surname to Bosco to sound less ethnic, less Jewish, less “other.”

			My father’s eyes moved side to side as he ran his finger over the rim of his glass, his thoughts drifting back to the small New York apartment. 

			
			

			“What ever happened to your uncle?” I asked, hesitating to pry, even with one of the very few questions I ever asked about his childhood.

			My father took another sip from his glass, draining the last bit. “He died in 1949, when I was fourteen. He walked in front of a bus on Houston Street.”

			I closed my eyes, imagining my father as a young boy, all the trauma, the odds he had overcome, the imprint it had left. I had to know. “On purpose?” 

			“Hard to say. Probably drunk.” He just shrugged. He wasn’t a fan of unforced errors.

			My father motioned to the waiter for a check. That would be all tonight.

			That was the start to my father’s life. I had a different childhood—cushier, more secure, “softer,” he would say at times without particular animus, just a statement of fact. He was right. How could anything compare to what he went through, what he saw? 

			It couldn’t, but I could do nothing more about my circumstance than he could about his. 

			When I was a boy, we did some of the usual father-son things, finding common ground where we could. During football season when we lived in Cambridge, we watched every Patriots game together. I would sit right in front of the television, and my father would sit in his regular chair, one eye on the game, one eye on his newspaper, usually sipping a beer. At halftime, we would go outside and throw the football, but only after I put on the Patriots jersey and helmet that my father had given me for my tenth birthday. I would run out for passes, and my father nearly always overthrew me no matter how fast I ran—purposely, I think now. He told me that I needed to speed up, learn to run faster. I wouldn’t say a word, just go get the ball, run back to him, sweat pouring out of every pore. I’d then line up for another, determined this time to run fast enough to catch his passes. Like a Labrador playing fetch but without the doggie treats at the end.

			My mother’s name is Anne. She met my father at a dinner party while he was doing his residency in New York. At the time, my mother was a junior book editor at Simon & Schuster and part of a prominent Jewish family on the Upper West Side. 

			My mother’s father was a Wall Street icon, the youngest Goldman Sachs partner in its venerable history. Her mother was an interior designer with an A-list of clients, mostly financiers with lots of money but not much taste. Anne grew up with the predictable set of expectations for a young woman in  her circumstances, which she fulfilled. My mother had a beautiful mind—and pedigree—wrapped in a breathtaking case. She was a tall, thin woman who seemingly never ate but instead picked at food, rearranging it on the plate with her fork, simulating the act of eating. She had dark hair and bright blue eyes that pierced through the cigarette smoke that nearly always surrounded her. She was a byproduct of her privileged New York upbringing, to be certain, but was comfortable in any situation, equally at home at Cambridge dinner parties, university events, or over a cup of coffee with our New Orleans maid, Shirley. She had what everyone wanted: security in her own skin.

			Through their courtship, my parents were inseparable and fell deeply in love, enjoying all that New York had to offer a young couple. The only glitch, or potential glitch, was Anne’s parents, who, as part of the New York Jewish elite, were slow to warm to my father, who was not only a refugee but from a distinctly working-class family. Anne’s parents found Peter’s raw ambition overdone and off-putting, not the quiet determination that they would have preferred. Nonetheless, Peter and Anne married, forming a partnership that would endure for decades, a marriage that worked because Peter Bosco was going places. 

			Which might be understating it by several degrees. Soon after our move to New Orleans from Massachusetts when I was in the eighth grade, my father monetized his science, building a company around his discovery. Now, in addition to his prodigious academic accomplishments, he was a successful biotech entrepreneur, a favorite of the top Cambridge venture capital funds and—after the company went public when I was in high school—the darling of the NASDAQ. 

			It was a Tuesday during my senior year in high school—not terribly different from most other days—as my classmates and I counted down to graduation. My parents were hosting an induction ceremony that night for a newly endowed chair of sociology, Dr. Lesley Singer, a well-known Jewish scholar recently recruited from Brandeis. From the third floor, I could hear the murmur of the crowd below, the clinking of crystal water glasses and China that had been carefully set out hours before by the house staff, another perquisite of my father’s position. 

			
			

			That morning, my father had been practicing a toast in Hebrew as I came down to the kitchen for breakfast. “No, do it again,” my mother said. My father looked up sheepishly, a response that wasn’t so easy to elicit in him. 

			He was stumbling over the toast. “Try again,” my mother said. I watched as he fumbled over the words again. “A German Jew, and you can’t speak Hebrew,” she said, winking at me as she spread jam on a single piece of toast.

			“It’s been a while,” he said, deflecting.

			“Apparently,” my mother said. My father looked at me, smiled and shrugged, one of his rare acknowledgments that he was failing at something, even if relatively unimportant in the scheme of things.

			Just then, accustomed to finding solutions to problems, Dr. Bosco had an idea and turned to my mother. Like in a cartoon, a light bulb had gone off above his head. “Why don’t you give the toast? You could do it in your sleep. Plus, I like the optics.” 

			My mother smiled. “So, you want me to be the real Jew tonight?” she asked, the biting question made slightly less stinging by the bright smile and sparkle in her eyes.

			My mother was cut from the same cloth as the new sociology professor. Anne Bosco, aside from being raised in rarified circles, had a strong academic pedigree. Her parents sent her to the finest Jewish Day School in New York, The Ramaz School, and after attending college at Wellesley, she had earned her MFA at Columbia.

			“I’ll do it. I’ll give the toast,” my mother said, enjoying the moment of superiority over her husband. “It’ll be better than listening to you butchering the Hebrew.” 

			My father smiled, pleased at being able to take at least one task off his plate. “Done,” he said and gave his wife a kiss on the forehead as he walked out of the kitchen and off to work. “Joe, hope you noticed the teamwork your parents just displayed. Something for you to emulate.” He squeezed my shoulder as he walked by. “And pay attention in school today—be the best.” It was the same thing he said every morning.

			After my father left for work each day, taking the short stroll to his office on campus just a few blocks away, my mother and I always had a few minutes alone. These brief moments were fleeting though, given her busy calendar filled with obligations as the president’s wife. These included a series  of fundraising calls in the morning, lunches with Garden District socialites, afternoons spent preparing for the evening events she hosted at our house. 

			“What did you read last night? If you could get any reading done with all the party noise,” my mother asked as I sat at the kitchen table. I began to inhale the cereal, toast, and orange juice that was left by one of the staff. 

			This is how my mother started most of our conversations, signaling the start of our own two-person book club. Her love—and knowledge—of books was boundless, surpassed only by her interest in having me as well read as she was. “James Baldwin. One of his stories. ‘Sonny’s Blues.’”

			She nodded as she picked up a piece of freshly cut cantaloupe with her fingers. She approved. “Good choice. Especially relevant to where we live now.” My mother always spoke as if we had moved to New Orleans from Boston last week, even though we had been there nearly five years. I could tell the city still felt new to her, foreign, and perhaps it always would. To her, we would always be pioneers out on the prairie. “Baldwin captured so well the emotion of the Black community in that story, at least at the time he wrote it.” 

			She was about to delve more into Baldwin’s work. I knew it was coming. But just then, Shirley walked in, putting her purse in one of the cabinets, from which she fetched a white apron that she tied around the bottom of her light blue uniform.

			“How my young man, this mornin’?” Shirley asked. 

			I stood up, smiled broadly, and hugged her tight. “My bubba,” I said, circling my arms around her considerable girth. My mother looked up at us for a moment, as if somewhat puzzled, before she went back to her bowl of fruit.

			“How are you this morning, Miss Shirley?” she asked. 

			Shirley looked up and straightened her apron. “Fine, Miss Anne, fine. It’s a glorious mornin’ the Lord gave us today.” 

			My mother forced a smile. “Yes, I suppose so. Bravo for Him.” Shirley furrowed her brow and then pivoted to face me. “You need to be going now, boy. Get on.” 

			She swatted me on the behind with a kitchen towel, and I went on my way.

			I waited as the streetcar approached, slowly making its way to the stop that was located right in front of our house. The streetcar—called a trolley by the tourists—rumbled up and down St. Charles Avenue, stopping every  few blocks to either let someone off or pick someone up, running on an indiscernible schedule, opaque to even those who used it regularly. I liked to take it the mile or so to school, a leisurely way to start the day. I would sip ice coffee and stare out the window at the mansions on St. Charles as the streetcar lumbered its way down the avenue. 

			The route took me by Temple Sinai, my family’s synagogue, the preferred temple of the city’s robust multigenerational Jewish community, a community that, if not entirely welcoming of the Bosco family from the Northeast—and in my father’s case, Cambridge by way of Germany—was at least respectful of my parents’ power position. We were Jews, that was undeniable, but not New Orleans Jews, who were less “Jewish,” my parents thought when we moved into town, more assimilated. My mother described the local Jews as “Jewish-ish.” 

			New Orleans, whether Jewish or Gentile, had a certain order to things, based not on what one had accomplished in life, but more about family lineage. Who was your mother? was a common question folks asked when meeting someone for the first time. And the natives didn’t mean your mother or family from somewhere else. They meant your New Orleans family, because that’s all that mattered. During the time I was growing up there in the 1990s, it was still the New Orleans of the 1890s: no one of any importance either moved into the city, or out of it, as native son and author Michael Lewis once said. 

			The school I attended, the Isidore Newman School, was one of the city’s most established institutions. Founded in 1903 by a Jewish philanthropist who set up an orphanage in the school’s original building, Newman was elite, the school of choice for Jewish families, but also for those in the WASPy set who wanted their kids to have the best chance at getting into a good college. 

			I started at the school in the eighth grade when we moved to New Orleans. Newman was a good fit for me—socially, academically, athletically. Although I would never feel like one of New Orleans’ own, I was more than making do.

			
			

		

	
		
			Three

			Grace was outfitted in her usual: black aviator sunglasses, a loosely fitting white cotton button-down blouse, and a short skirt that showed off her legs. At nearly six feet tall, she and I were about the same height, something Grace pointed out as convenient when we were making love. 

			“How’s it going?” she asked. 

			“Good. Looking forward to the weekend,” I said. It was a Friday in spring-time. The music festivals were in full bloom around town, and each weekend held the promise of great music, food, booze, and perfect weather, a prelude to the oppressive summer heat that was certainly coming. Basketball season had ended a few weeks earlier, so I was free to drink and hang out with Grace all weekend. 

			A few steps inside the school’s front door, Grace gestured down a hallway to her left. “Got to get to fucking English,” she said. 

			“Don’t let my mother hear you say that,” I said. 

			Grace nodded. “Oh yeah. The Book Goddess. Speaking of which,” a smile crept across her face, “what are your parents doing this weekend?”

			“And why do you ask, young lady?”

			“Well, I wonder if I might see that third floor of yours.”

			“You’ve seen it before,” I said.

			“I want to see it again.” She paused, taking a quick look around the hallway. “Do you not want me to see it again?”

			I pretended to think about this for a few moments. “Yeah, I guess that would be okay.” I nodded to one of my basketball teammates as he walked by. “The parentals are at Antoine’s, hosting a dinner for someone. For something.” 

			Grace flashed a smile. “Then I’ll be there. To see the third floor.” She started to walk toward her class. “And, Joe, can you clear all the staff out?”

			“Already done. The president gave them the night off since they were going out.”

			“Well done, President Bosco.” She waved, then turned her back to me. 

			
			

			“Go learn something, will ya?”

			Grace shot me the middle finger behind her back as she sauntered into creative writing. I took in the view for another moment before heading off to molecular biology.

			I got home from school that afternoon, grabbed an apple and a Diet Coke from the fridge, and went up to the third floor. I put my backpack down next to the desk that overlooked the Avenue and sat down on the couch. There was a stack of books on the coffee table, some that had been there a few weeks and some others just recently added by my mother. I had finished the Baldwin story the previous night and was ready to move onto the next one. Maybe a novel, I thought. 

			The Moviegoer by Walker Percy, strategically chosen by my mother because it was set in New Orleans, had won the National Book Award in 1962, and Percy was a trained physician, something my mother knew was my destiny as well. The book’s protagonist, Jack “Binx” Bolling, was a young stockbroker who lamented the decline of tradition in the American South and whose own traumatic experiences in the Korean War had left him alienated from his own life.

			I decided it was a good choice and laid down on the couch, propping my legs up on the back of it, and began to dig in. 

			I had been reading for a few moments when I heard creaking on the stairway that led up to my sanctuary. “My baby?” Shirley called out. “You up there?”

			I sat up as Shirley came into the atrium. She smiled at me. “Always reading.”

			I looked at the book on the couch. “Yeah, I’ve got to keep up with my mom’s list. It keeps growing.”

			“My baby so smart—and handsome.” She came over to hug me. Shirley was big on hugs. “Gone be a famous doctor one day, just like your daddy.” We embraced for a few moments. 

			“Yeah, maybe.”

			Shirley leaned back and looked at me. “If that’s what you want…” Big “if,” I thought. A doctor? Yes, probably. Just like my father? Well, no…

			
			

			I had already decided that when I went off to college the next year, I would be premed, if for no other reason than because that’s what my father wanted. No, expected. My mother secretly wanted a more creative life for me, perhaps as a writer or part of the publishing industry in some capacity. But Dr. Peter Bosco’s only son wasn’t going to spend his time writing the Great American Novel. He’d be a doctor—and preferably a physician-scientist who, like him, would make great discoveries, have an investigative career that would bring acclaim. Maybe not the Nobel, but Peter could still dream of a father-son duo who had managed to claim the grand Prize. 

			But this night, I had other things on my mind, namely a tall Garden District strawberry blonde who was waiting for the president’s house to clear out.

			“Grace’s coming over later,” I said to Shirley as she instinctively tidied up the atrium, neatly arranging the books, moving my basketball aside so she could empty the trash can.

			“Want me to stay, keep you kids company?” She smiled. 

			“No, that’s okay, Bubba. You go on home. You’ve had a long week.” I put a hand on her shoulder, a fake sincerity that we both understood. 

			“Hmmm, uhm.” Shirley smiled, flashing her gold front tooth. “Well, I’ll go then. You tell Miss Grace hi for me.” And as Shirley headed back down the stairs, she yelled up the stairs, “And y’all be careful. Ya’ll too young for any lil’ children.”

			I shuddered at that thought—a real buzzkill—then went into the bathroom to take a shower while I waited for Grace.

			“Dr. Bosco?” Grace had let herself in and yelled up from the stairs to the third floor. 

			“Paging Dr. Bosco!” She walked up the stairs with takeout from Cote Sud, a French Bistro on Maple Street near Tulane that had the best pizza in town. The crust was freshly made each day by its owner Francois Ardid, whom our family befriended soon after we moved to New Orleans. 

			I was reading on the couch, this time from a book by the eighteenth-century British surgeon William Cheselden. “Listen to this quote: ‘No one ever endured more anxiety and sickness before an operation, yet from the time that I began to operate, all uneasiness ceased…I was never ruffled or  disconcerted and my hand never trembled during an operation.’ Amazing insight, huh?”

			“Yeah, I can see why you want to be a surgeon so badly—sounds fun. A real mind fuck,” she said. 

			Undeterred, I continued on. “I guess his point is, once in the operating room, the patients aren’t people anymore to a surgeon; otherwise, he’d be too scared to cut open a real person.”

			“She’d be too scared…” Grace said. 

			“Yeah, she…that’s what I meant,” I said quickly. Grace punched me a bit too hard in the chest. “Ouch,” I said, rubbing the spot. “Fuck.”

			“That will come later. First, let’s have a couple of beers,” Grace said. She got up and pulled two Abita Lagers from the mini-fridge that I kept stocked with an assortment of drinks for third-floor visitors. “What about dinner?” I asked, eyeing the pizza box. Grace took a long pull from her beer bottle. “After…”

			I drank up as well. “Whatever you say, boss.” She smiled and sat next to me on the couch, beer bottle in one hand, while her other hand went for the drawstring of my shorts. “No small talk? I’m feeling cheap,” I said. Grace put her bottle on the coffee table, freeing up both hands.

			“We’ll talk later.”

			We stared at the ceiling, the rumbling of the passing streetcar the only sound between us. “When are your parents coming home?” Grace asked. 

			“Late, I suspect…” 

			“Wow, a late Shabbat dinner? Who knew your people were such partiers.” 

			I looked at her. She was making a joke that I didn’t love. “They’re at a work dinner. At Antoine’s. Where your people go to celebrate themselves during Mardi Gras.” 

			This was familiar jousting that we engaged in—my Jewishness, her high society family, my pursuits of the mind, her pursuit of being anointed the Queen of Carnival. Grace would soon be making her debut, then perhaps, be on the Rex Court, or maybe even its queen, if her father played his cards right. When I really wanted to have some fun, I called her Princess Grace, Queen of the Uptown Degenerates. And I once told her, after we had a few too many, that she didn’t fuck like royalty. 

			
			

			“How would you know?” she had asked. 

			“Well, there was that one time with Princess Di…” I said. 

			Although I wasn’t looking forward to going through the deb season and the Mardi Gras Balls with her, I knew it was part of the deal. That was all still a year away, so I had time to come to terms with it. 

			“You say you hate all the social stuff, but you love it,” she said. “The regular life of the party…when you want to be.” She elbowed me in the ribs under the sheets. “Unless you’d rather spend time with your books…”

			I rolled on top of her. “Have another go at it, Your Highness?” 

			Grace waved her hand in a queen’s wave. “As you wish, my loyal subject…” She pulled me in close, wrapped her legs around my waist, and, in that moment, I felt I was right where I should be, on the third floor in Grace’s arms.

			
			

		

	
		
			Four

			As the spring turned into summer and the heat and humidity enveloped the city, it was time for graduation. A string of parties leading up to the big day, typically backyard pool parties with plenty of drinking and loud music, were held at my classmates’ houses. At other times, the venue changed to local bars where our friends took advantage of the lax New Orleans stance toward underage drinking. 

			The school demands became a thing of the past; the students knew it and the teachers knew it. College acceptances had already been passed out, and short of committing a felony that one of the group’s parents couldn’t fix, nothing we did would change where we would be going to school. As a result, senioritis was in full swing.

			Grace and I had known for a long time that we were on a different education track. She would be going up the road to Louisiana State University, where she would soon join a sorority and spend most of her college years at football games and traveling the sixty miles from Baton Rouge to New Orleans for Mardi Gras, Jazz Fest, and debutante parties. 

			Given my academic record, I had a wide range of college options and had even been offered a basketball scholarship to a few of the Ivy League schools. Ultimately, I chose Harvard, partly due to its obvious academic excellence and door-opening network, but also because I still felt connected to Cambridge, given that I had spent my youth there. My parents didn’t object, of course, and were pleased if understated in their congratulations when the acceptance letter showed up at the president’s house. In fact, the only one who seemed impressed at all was Shirley, who not only put me in a bear hug when I showed her the letter but even shed a few tears. “My baby. Goin’ to Harvard. So smart—and handsome, too,” a go-to line of one of my biggest fans. 

			When Grace heard the news, she had a different response. “All those geeks in the library. And the girls with big sweaters on,” she laughed. “Maybe you’ll take a liking to fat chicks.” 

			
			

			“Not real likely,” I said, my arm around her waist one warm spring night in front of Fat Harry’s, an iconic Uptown bar with pool tables, dim lighting, and five-dollar pitchers of beer. “Plus, you’ve got the summer to convince me not to stray.” 

			Grace laughed. “Convince you not to stray? You would never cheat on me.” She looked around the bar to see if anyone was looking. “Not on this…” as she ran her hand down her stomach toward the front of her jeans.

			Can’t argue that point, Princess Grace. 

			My mother and I sat in the kitchen one spring evening during the last bit of my senior year. Shirley had left for the day and my father was in the Bay Area for a fundraising event.

			“Getting excited to start college?” my mother asked. 

			She and I didn’t have as much time to talk these days, just the two of us, like when I was a boy. I was busy with school, sports, and hanging out with Grace and my friends; life was moving fast. My mother had an endless stream of social functions and university official events, a calendar that was full and, for her, exhausting. A natural introvert, she would have been happier with a less visible life, but by being married to Peter Bosco, that was never going to be in the cards. A public life was what my father wanted. A natural inevitability, he thought, of a productive life.

			“I am going to miss it here, my friends, you guys, but I’m ready to get up there. A new adventure.”

			“That it will be,” she said, running her finger around the rim of a wine glass filled with chilled Sancerre. “But you should embrace that. Take full advantage of all of it—and not just the academic part.”

			“Have you talked to Dad about that?” I laughed. “Seems like his vision for my college experience is a little different.” I conjured up his German accent and stood, back straight, chin out, just like my father would. “Pay attention to what you’re doing, son, ass in ze chair.”

			My mother’s eyes sparkled at my perfect imitation. She took a sip from her wine glass and waved her hand. “Your father…he needs to relax a bit. Such a typical immigrant…”

			“I won’t hold my breath for that. A chill President Bosco is a bit hard to imagine.”

			
			

			“Well, you do what you do. His expectations, try not to worry about what he wants for you so much. Go for happiness…that works,” she said, nodding to affirm her advice.

			“I think he wants more from me than that. Happiness has never been part of our discussions.”

			“It should be. Not every move you make is a reflection of him. Or me, for that matter. Your life is your life.”

			“I don’t think he sees it that way,” I said. 

			“Well, I’ll let you in on a little secret. All his success, his striving, his wanting to prove himself constantly—it hasn’t made him so happy. Don’t make the same mistake. There’s more to life than some imaginary scoreboard keeping track of all one’s achieved.”

			I got up and gave my mother a hug. She put down her wine glass and patted my back. In a family that didn’t show affection much, it was nice when we did.

			“Now, I’m going to step outside for a minute.”

			“To have a cigarette?”

			“Yes, my son, the future doctor, to have a cigarette. Only my second of the day. Morning coffee or evening wine without one, well, it’s not a life that’s worth living.”

			“I just want you around. You might have heard about this lung cancer thing…”

			“So people say. I come from a long line of relatives living into their hundreds. I’ll be fine.”

			“Don’t push your luck, Mom. We still have more books to talk about.”

			“That we do.” She walked past me and pushed back my hair. “And we’ll start tonight. Right after my cigarette.”

			I watched her walk outside into the garden. She lit her cigarette and took a long draw and slowly blew out the smoke, her head tilted toward the sky. She looked so elegant when she smoked, the way she twirled the cigarette with her thumb and middle finger, I had to admit. Or when she did anything for that matter, or nothing at all. 

			And it made me think, not for the first time, that she was every bit a part of me as my father was, but everyone just assumed that I was my father’s kid only.

			But I wasn’t. And didn’t want to be. 

			
			

			The summer went by in a blink, a blur of drinking and hanging out that was the last gasp of high school. Grace and I were inseparable, spending time in each other’s houses, waiting for one set of parents to go out of town before we decided where to be together. We even squeezed in a few quick trips to the Florida Panhandle, spending all day on the beach, watching the sunset with frozen margaritas in hand, then going to the local seafood shack overlooking the Gulf for dinner and a night cap. The long, lazy days were capped off in bed, the sliding glass door of our rented condominium bedroom left open so we could hear the soft churn of the water just a short distance away. We fell asleep each night to its sound, tanned skin next to tanned skin, looking forward to the day—and life—that lay ahead of us, a life we both thought we would spend together.

			Just as we were about to fall asleep on our final night on the coast, the soft sound of the surf crashing below our room, I whispered, “I love you. More than anything.” 

			We stared up at the ceiling fan, slowly turning in mesmerizing revolutions. “I love you, too,” Grace said, as she put her hand on my bare chest and leaned over to kiss me. “My hero…” she said, in a barely audible voice, words spoken in the space between awake and asleep.

			My eyes opened wider, more fully considering her words. I soon heard Grace’s slow, deep breathing as she fell fast asleep. And my last thought before I closed my eyes for the final time that day was how nice that sounded—my hero—how wonderful it felt, how much I needed to hear that, how little of that I got from my father. I wiped a tear from both eyes as I rolled over to get some rest. 

			On my last night before leaving for college, my parents had a function to attend, a Tulane fundraising event at the City Park Museum of Art. While I was getting dressed to go to Grace’s for dinner with her family, I heard my mother complaining about having to go out yet again. 

			“How many times do you expect me to manufacture a smile over and over again?” 

			“Part of the job,” my father said without further elaboration as he knotted his tie. A smile came across my face as I shaved. I had heard dozens of conversations just like this over the years. After I finished dressing, I went  downstairs, stopping off in the living room where my father was having a “personality drink,” as he called it, while he waited for my mother to finish getting ready. 

			“Headed out, son?” 

			“Yeah, in a minute.” He didn’t ask what I was doing this last night in town, but as I was leaving, grabbing my car keys from the kitchen, he told me to stop by his second-floor study when I came home. “I want to talk about a few things before you leave,” he said. I could only imagine what that meant.

			I spent my last night at Grace’s Garden District home at First and Prytania. The Garden District was the first suburb of the city, a place where rich folks lived back then if they wanted to escape the French Quarter hustle and bustle. The house the Charbonnets lived in had been built in the 1830s by a rich merchant named Nathaniel Gravier, who had summoned dozens of slaves from his other house, a plantation near Baton Rouge, to do the construction. The mansion had been in the Charbonnet family since Reconstruction, a family heirloom that was the site of so many social functions—holiday gatherings, dinner parties held in the huge dining room, and Mardi Gras late-night affairs. I had attended most of these events throughout high school, enjoying the exposure to a social sect that I hadn’t experienced before. But I especially liked the dinners at the house when it was just Grace’s family and me. 

			Grace’s mother, Celia, was an elegant woman in her late forties who looked like an older version of Grace, same high cheekbones and beautiful smile wrapped around a welcoming, and slightly flirtatious, personality. She had grown up only a few blocks away in a similar Garden District mansion, the youngest daughter of a father who owned a company that built and operated shipping vessels that went up and down the Mississippi River and a mother whose main claim to fame was being his wife and the former Queen of Proteus, one of the city’s oldest Mardi Gras Krewes. 

			Grace’s father, Clay, had also grown up in the city but in a working-class section of town. He earned a football scholarship to LSU and would eventually run a successful investment firm that he started with some of his college buddies. Now, he essentially managed his family’s own sizable portfolio, much of it inherited wealth from Celia’s side of the family, and those of a few of his closest friends. Clay generally liked me, or at least he tolerated the guy sleeping with his teenaged daughter.

			
			

			But this night was all about the Charbonnets seeing off their youngest daughter. There were drinks all around; New Orleans jazz playing in the background; a dark, delicious gumbo served up by the family maid, Betsy. When she came behind to serve me, Betsy put a hand on my shoulder as she leaned in and spoke so softly that only I could hear her, “Sho’ liked seeing you around here all these years, Mr. Joe.” She smiled, flashing a beautiful row of bright white teeth and nodded toward Grace. “You the light of that lil’ girl’s eyes.” I put my hand on Betsy’s right one that still rested on my shoulder and just then felt the gravity of the night, a night that felt like a turning point, a feeling that things would never be quite the same—with this family, with Grace, with this city that I had grown to love in my five years here. I was leaving my home, my love, and going off to fulfill my dreams—and my parents’ expectations. 

			Grace’s older brother, Teddy, and sister, Ella, both out of college and living in apartments nearby, stopped by the house after dinner to say goodbye. Teddy and I were not close but friendly, occasional tennis partners at the country club the family belonged to. After he gave Grace a tight hug, Teddy came over to shake my hand. “Best of luck, doc. Look forward to seeing you at Thanksgiving. We’ll go hit some balls when you’re back.”

			“Thanks, sure thing.” Ella then came over and gave me a kiss on the cheek, holding me a bit longer than was comfortable. I blushed and shot a quick look at Grace, who didn’t look amused. Ella was a ravishing beauty, a tall blonde with her mother’s bright blue eyes. “Don’t be a stranger,” she said, “or run off with some smart Wellesley girl.” 

			I smiled and nodded to Grace. “Not bloody likely. I’m happy with my LSU girl. Go Tigers.” Grace smiled and gave me two thumbs up. Then Grace’s mother interrupted, “…and the future Queen of Rex.” 

			Clay held up his hands and said, “We’ll see. Let me work my magic.” 

			Mr. Charbonnet was a long-standing member of Rex, the prestigious Mardi Gras organization—the most selective and certainly the most blue-blooded. Among other Rex members’ daughters, Grace didn’t have much competition in the Queen derby. The Charbonnets were the most socially connected, wealthiest, and—not to be underestimated—the best-looking family in the Mardi Gras sect. They were the elite family among all other elite families. 
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