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IN THE CORONARY CARE Unit of Seattle’s Harborview Hospital, a woman identified as M. goes into full cardiac arrest. She dies on the operating table. With no vital signs—no pulse, no respiration—an emergency EEG reveals that her brain activity has flatlined. But the doctors and nurses at Harborview do not give up. They work frantically to resuscitate her and, even more remarkably, they succeed. They bring the patient back from a state of clinical death.


When she regains consciousness, M. tells the doctors that she could hear what they were saying the entire time, every word. She’d felt herself floating above the operating table, calm and at peace, had watched the doctors as they tried to revive her. She’d drifted upward into a tunnel of light—but was then pulled back down, into her body, felt the pain and panic return.


When she told them this, the doctors nodded. It was a common hallucination. The light, they explained, was a symptom of cerebral hypoxia: with oxygen cut off to the brain, peripheral vision goes first, closing inward toward the centre of the optic nerve, creating a distinct tunnel effect. The sense of calm would have come from a sudden release of endorphins. The feelings of separation from her body would have occurred as her brain’s parietal lobes shut down.


But it seemed so real, she said. I could feel myself lifting up, through the ceiling, above the hospital, I could see the roof, could see the ledge, the shoe in one corner.


The shoe?


Yes, a tennis shoe.


The patient described the shoe in detail: the frayed toe, the matted laces caught under one heel. I saw it, she said. It’s there, on the roof. The doctors exchanged looks, then sent a janitor up. They found it, tucked out of sight, exactly where she said it would be: a single shoe, on the roof.





PART ONE






THE WINE, THE BLOOD, AND THE SEA





CHAPTER ONE



THE ONE ALMIGHTY FACT about love affairs is that they end. How they end and why, although of crucial interest—indeed, agony—to the participants, is less important than that they end. Marriages might linger like a chest cold, and there are friendships that plod along simply because we forget to cancel the subscription. But when love affairs collapse, they do so suddenly: they drop like swollen mangoes, they shatter like saucers, they drown in the undertow, they fall apart like a wasp’s nest in winter. They end.


Thomas knew this, and yet . . .


There is a story, often told, possibly apocryphal, certainly apropos, of a seasoned skydiver who, in what can only be described as a monumental lapse of judgment, forgot to strap on his parachute before flinging himself from a plane. As one might imagine, he went through all five stages of Kübler-Ross in quick order, shock, denial, anger, dismay, until, in accepting his fate, he chose to embrace it. The skydiver spread his arms, turned pirouettes and somersaults while he tumbled, performing acrobatic death-defying feats all the way down.


But none of that makes the landing any softer.


Thomas was in his late twenties when he hit the ground. He’d begun his swan dive without realizing it, in an artist’s loft in Boston’s West End on a sleepy cirrus Sunday. A muted morning. The curtains were moving; he remembers that, the ripples of cream-coloured cloth: long inhalations, slow exhalations. Sunlight on the floor. A messy room (not his), lined with equally messy canvases. Oil paintings mostly: thickly textured renderings of angular faces spattered with stars. An overstuffed laundry hamper in one corner was spilling clothes like the world’s worst piñata. Bricks-and-board bookshelves, overdue art volumes splayed every which way. A telescope by the window, leaning on drunken legs, squinting upward into nothingness. Wine bottles on the windowsills, multicoloured candle wax dripping down the sides—still de rigueur among the university set. Wind and curtain and canvas. And now, this: the sound of church bells.


Amy, scrambling out of her dishevelled bed. Amy, dashing about, baffled by the very concept of time. She was always late, which was not remarkable in itself, but she was always surprised she was late, and Thomas found this both annoying and oddly endearing. She seemed to think that time was liquid, a substance that filled the available forms it was poured into, when in fact it sliced the air with a metronymic predictability.


Moments before, Thomas and Amy had been playing doctor, a favourite game of theirs, with Amy astride his lap, dressed in a man’s shirt—not his. (Where did it come from, this oversized shirt? Why did she have it? Was it a souvenir of other phosphorous love affairs? Best not to think about it.) She wore it loosely, like a pajama top, mis-buttoned, un-ironed.


He remembers the loose cotton. The warmth of her.


Amy, laughing. “Stop it.”


It would be the last happy conversation they would ever have.


“Stop what?”


“Stop that.”


Thomas is in a white lab coat with boxers pooled around his ankles. He slides a stethoscope down the inside of her shirt, and then slowwwwly across her chest. Pretends to listen.


Amy, voice hushed. “What is it, doc? Somethin’ bad? You can tell me, I can take it.”


Thomas frowns. A practiced frown. A medical frown. Listens more attentively. “Can’t seem . . . to find . . . a heartbeat.”


He was scarcely a year older than Amy, but looked ten years younger, as though his face had never grown up, as though it were still trapped in the first flush of postpubescence. It’s something she’d often commented on, how young he looked. Later, she would notice how old he had become.


So there they are, the two of them: Amy, with a raven’s wing of hair fanning across her shoulder; Thomas in his Sunday-morning stubble. Straw-blond hair that refused to hold a part, eyes so pale they were barely there. “Grey? Or blue?” Amy had asked this early on, studying him carefully before deciding. “Blue. Definitely blue.”


Our intrepid young medical student has now slipped the stethoscope further down, cupping Amy’s breasts, first one, then the other. She shivers at the touch of it. “Can’t you warm those up first?”


Now it was Amy’s turn.


She pulled the end of the stethoscope free, flipped it over, held it up to Thomas’s chest. A thin chest, almost hairless.


“So?” she asked.


He tilted his head, listened for his own heartbeat.


“Anything?” she asked.


“Nothing.” He looked at her. “That can’t be good. Can it?”


She laughed, a snort, really. “Are you sure you’re a real doctor?”


“A real doctor?”


She leaned closer, held him with her thighs. “I’ve heard rumours.”


“Rumours?”


“Med students, passing themselves off as physicians, taking advantage of impressionable young women.”


“I resent that! A slanderous accusation! Slanderous and scurrilous! Now then, take off all your clothes and say ‘Ahh.’ ”


Amy leaned in closer, whispered in his ear. “Ahhhhh . . .”


And then—and then, the goddamn sound of the goddamn church bells. Dull peals, distant but ever-present.


“We’re late! C’mon!” She leapt from his lap, hurried about, searching for underwear. She pulled on a pair, more or less at random, grabbed her jeans and hopped into them on the way to the bathroom.


Thomas fell back onto the bed, frustrated, annoyed, erect. He could see Amy brushing her teeth—or rather, chewing on the toothbrush as she unbuttoned the man’s shirt she was wearing. She tossed it to one side like a flag on the play, tried to disentangle a bra from a knot of laundry on the counter.


“Amy,” he said (sighed).


She packed her breasts into her bra like eggs into a carton, gave her teeth two decisive back-and-forths, spit into the sink, pulled back her hair with an elastic.


Thomas leaned up on his elbows, boxers still around his ankles. “Listen. About this whole church thing . . .”


She stopped. Stepped out of the bathroom with her toothbrush clenched in her mouth, glared at him. They’d had this conversation before.





CHAPTER TWO



NEW ENGLAND IN AUTUMN. Blue skies. Air as crisp as a celery stalk snapped in two. A dry wind, stirring the trees. Leaves spiralling down: deep reds and unrhymeable orange, twirling on eddies, layering the streets.


And above this calico quilt of trees: the sharpened spire of Our Lady of Constant Sorrow, marking the spot as cleanly as a pin on a map. Today’s field trip will be to an anachronistic remnant of pre-industrial Bronze Age mythology Hurry along, class. Amy was churning a trail through the leaves, with Thomas, as always, following in her wake. They passed a playground on the way with strollers parallel-parked out front, babies held on hips like plump packages by thumb-texting mothers. A grinning toddler wobbled across the grounds, giddily enamoured with the power of his own locomotion, pursued by a woman, presumably his mother.


Amy was worried they’d be late, but when they got to the church, a bottleneck of elderly parishioners with canes and walkers had formed on the steps. They filed in slowly, heads bobbing, bowing, as they went.


“We’re always the youngest people here,” Thomas complained as they waited to make their way through the heavy, medieval doors.


His gaze drifted back across the street.


A man stood on the other side. Ratty hair and a tangled beard, dressed in rags, he was holding up a sign written on a piece of cardboard. It read: I AM THE LORD GOD, SON OF MAN.


Thomas caught Amy’s elbow as she was about to step over the threshold. “Hey. I think I found your guy.”


“What?”


“You’ve been looking for him. Well, there he is.” He gestured with his chin toward the homeless man.


Amy scowled at Thomas, said nothing—loudly.


He gave her what he hoped was a disarmingly boyish grin, but she’d already pushed past him, had disappeared into the darkness, into that realm of incense and candles, of stained glass vignettes and matronly choirs. Thomas looked back one last time at the tatterdemalion saviour on the other side of the street.


I know you.


Thomas had seen that man before. Where?


It gnawed on him throughout the service. At one point, he leaned in closer to Amy and said, “That guy, the one outside, holding the sign. I’ve seen him somewhere.”


“Shhh.”


It was one extended session of Simon Says, these Catholic masses. Stand up. Sit down. Repeat after me. Incantations and swaying chains trailing smoke. The apostles and the martyrs, the miracles and the make-believe. Benedictions and exaltations. Homilies and parables. “We believe in the Seven Sacraments, in Christ everlasting.” Thomas stifled a yawn, shifted his buttocks on the pew. Numb enough you could perform rectal surgery on my ass without the need for anaesthetics.


The interior of the church was vast but largely empty, and the dwindling numbers and sea of silver hair added a funereal feel to the proceedings. Eventually churches will become little more than curiosities. It was a satisfying thought. “Can you believe what we used to believe?” This is what people would say, looking back at the hymnals and sermons of yesteryear. “Can you believe it?”


Amy had a rosary on her wrist. This was for meditation on the Fifteen Mysteries: Annunciation, Coronation, Crucifixion, the Agony in the Garden of Gethsemane, and so on. Of the Fifteen Mysteries, five are joyous, five are glorious, five are sorrowful. Thomas had tried to educate himself about the arcane intricacies of her faith, but he still couldn’t tell the difference of effect between an Our Father and a Hail Mary. One was liturgical, one devotional. And damned if he knew what that meant.


The sermon had ended and the silver-haired set were now shuffling out again, stopping to dip their hands a final time, making the Sign of the Cross over their body before departing. Spectacles, testicles, wallet, and watch. Several of the elderly parishioners clasped hands along the way. “Peace be with you.” “And with you.” The first time Amy had dragged Thomas to a service, he’d misheard the salutation as “Pleased to meet you!” and had gone about shaking hands accordingly.


Virgin and child. Sundry saints. The lacquer-like patina of history. A God that needed constant reassurances: flattery and praise, bribery and placation. Thomas was sitting alone on a pew. Above the altar, with arms outstretched somewhere between embrace and surrender, was Christ in crucifix. On the ceiling, rising into the sky, was Christ ascendant. And in a side alcove, illuminated in a liquid shimmer of candles, stood another Jesus, draped in royal hues: Christ returned, eyes downward cast, robe opened to reveal a heart enshrined in thorns. The Sacred Heart, radiating splinters of light. It reminded Thomas of the plastic overlay pages in his anatomy textbooks, where one could peel back the layers of the human body, one at a time: muscular, circulatory, skeletal. The world’s most thorough striptease. It brought to mind autopsy hearts and med school organs floating in formaldehyde, those pale grey lava lamps lit from below for the morbidly curious. It brought to mind cadavers as well. The wet weight of the human brain, the dark gravity well of the chest, the aortas and arteries that his instructors had pulled back in layers.


He could see Amy through a gap in the confessional curtains, on her knees, lips moving. You didn’t have to kneel, but she always did. Somewhere, he could hear music, even though the choir had departed.


She was a long time confessing, and when she finally came out, she hurried past him, buttoning up her navy overcoat and pulling her scarf in closer.


Thomas stopped her on the steps outside. “You didn’t tell him everything, right? The priest, I mean. It’s only been a week since your last confession. How much sin could one person possibly have gotten up to? Wait. Don’t answer that.”


Amy gave him an artfully enigmatic look. “Maybe I’m not confessing what I’ve done. Maybe I’m confessing what I’m going to do.”


“Ooooh. Sounds good. Are handcuffs involved? Because I warn you, I bruise easily.”


Amy rolled her eyes, almost audibly. Down the stairs, clatter and step, onto the sidewalk, quick-walking, kicking aside leaves as she went. I gave you a chance. I tried to warn you.


Thomas caught up with her again outside a corner-store pharmacy where the Coca-Cola sign had faded to pink.


“He’s still there,” Thomas said.


“Who?”


“The guy with the sign.”


She looked past Thomas, down the street to where the man stood, maintaining his vigil, silently proclaiming his divinity.


“Do you think he believes it?” Thomas asked.


“Believes what?”


“That he’s really Jesus. Or do you figure at some level he knows it’s a lie? I mean, medically speaking, religious delusions are basically a manifestation of—”


“Why does it matter so fucking much? Huh?”


Now, that was a showstopper. Amy so rarely resorted to profanity that Thomas had no idea how to respond.


“Why do you care, Thomas? Really. I want to know. Why does it matter to you what he believes?”


“Um. No reason, I guess. Just scientific curiosity.”


She gestured toward the man with the sign without actually looking at him.


“That’s a real person. That’s somebody’s son, somebody’s brother. Why does it— They aren’t lab rats, you know. You can’t talk about people like that.”


Her reaction seemed so disproportionate to whatever it was Thomas had been saying (he could barely remember what he had been saying) that he knew instinctively: This is about something else.


“Hey hey hey,” he said, voice laden with concern. “You’re talking to the original lab rat, remember? Listen. I’m sorry for whatever it is you think I may or may not have—”


“Don’t. Don’t do that.”


“Do what?”


“One of those jujitsu apologies of yours, where you try to turn it back on me. This isn’t about me. This isn’t even about him, okay?”


“Truth be told, I don’t know what any of this is about. All I said was—”


“Wait. Here.”


She entered the store on the angry jangle of a bell above the door, leaving Thomas outside, still baffled by her outburst. He looked back at the street-corner prophet. And . . .


Thomas laughed. I know who you are.


By the time Amy returned, on a less angry but still strident jangle of bell, Thomas had forgotten they were fighting.


“Hynes Station,” he said. “By the overpass, playing three-card monte. That’s where I’ve seen him! You know the game, where you try to pick the queen of hearts. ‘Find the lady!’ He takes sucker bets at the station. This must be his Sunday gig. Brilliant, don’t you think?”


Amy wasn’t listening.


“Are you okay?” he asked.


“Can we go? Please?”


There was a chill in the air. He pulled her closer as they walked. She resisted at first, then relented, and he threw one last look to the shyster on the street corner, his three-card Messiah, his trickster god. Find the lady.


Somewhere in the distance he could hear a siren, an ambulance from the sound of it.





CHAPTER THREE



OIL PAINT IS POORLY named. It doesn’t smell like oil—neither cooking, nor automotive—but carries instead the scent of licorice and furniture polish, with a hint of Vicks VapoRub thrown in. It’s a smell that is almost tactile.


It reminded Thomas of the balm they prescribed to burn victims. It was only when Amy splashed turpentine into jars and swished the brushes clean that the smell became overpowering. She’d keep the windows open, even in the rain, as she let the turpentine settle in her eclectic array of glass containers, pickle and jam, mainly. She would later pour off the clearer upper levels of turpentine for reuse later, would separate them from the silted pigments at the bottom.


“There’s a real science to this, isn’t there?” Thomas had said, assuming this was the highest compliment one could give.


He once watched Amy spend an entire afternoon searching for perfect blue. He’d been sitting on her futon, textbook open, trying to get through a passage on neurotransmitters, but he kept going over the same paragraph again and again. His eyes would drift off the page, would turn to Amy at her easel. She often grabbed whatever was at hand to act as a palette—a saucer, a plate, a piece of tile, even wax paper—and would at times work so frantically that she eschewed brushes entirely, smearing the paint directly onto the canvas with a palette knife, thick impasto textures, wet into wet.


“I have this blue in mind,” she said, “but I don’t know if it actually exists.”


She started with titanium white and Prussian blue, added a hint of yellow. Too bright. So she added a dab of raw umber, blended it with Payne’s grey, created a more stormy blue, richer, almost smoky. But now it was too dark. So she mixed in translucent green and a softer shade of white and added a touch of alizarin red. But still it wasn’t right.


She wiped her knife on a rag, started in again, this time with cerulean blue, adding more green, less umber. A daub here. A tad there. Ochre and eggshell. Burnt sienna. Cobalt blue. More cerulean, less alizarin. But every time Thomas thought she was finished, she would step back, shake her head, and begin anew. Thomas watched her as she eased colours out of the crusted tubes—Amy squeezed her paint the way she squeezed her toothpaste: unapologetically, right down the middle—looking for that one shade of blue among all the endless variations. There seemed to be more alchemy than chemistry involved at this point. He’d gone over to her with a cup of tea—black currant, scented like spiced wood; it tasted the way cedar chests smelled—but she let the tea go cold in the cup. Amy never found it, that perfect blue, but she kept searching.


Thomas had never uttered The Word From Which There Is No Return, that one word, that single puff of a syllable on which so much turns. Thomas knew full well that to be the first to say The Word out loud is to cede advantage. It was a bloated word, that puff of air, one that telegraphed itself in pop songs and poetry; when you heard “up above” or “like a glove,” you knew what was coming. A breathy insubstantial abstract noun, a transitive verb, a chemical imbalance in the brain: four letters signifying nothing (and everything). He’d never spoken it, but he came awfully close that afternoon as she searched for her elusive blue. In the end, he didn’t speak it but held it instead in his mouth, felt it dissolve on his tongue like a sugar cube, doomed and sweet.


Thomas could map Amy’s body by scent alone.


The vinegary tang of turpentine may have clung to her chapped hands, but the corners of her mouth tasted of herbal tea and toothpaste—a strange mix of hibiscus and mint, the essence of Amy—and her earlobes smelled (faintly) of soap. Dove’s moisturizing, to be specific. (She never rinsed enough behind her neck when she took a shower, was rather slapdash about the whole thing, if you asked Thomas.) She couldn’t cook, either. Early on, she’d invited him over for lasagna and he’d pictured layers of parboiled pasta laid down in succulent strata of spinach and eggplant, diced peppers and cottage cheese. Instead, she’d produced a box of Hamburger Helper’s “Olde-Fashioned Home-Style Lasagna�” which she then proceeded to overcook while chattering away about art school. Only in the most ironic sense could it have been dubbed “lasagna.” From a young age, Thomas’s education had included cuisine; he could blend spices and caramelize Spanish onions with an undeniable élan. So when Amy dolloped her rendition of a home-cooked meal onto his plate, he was perturbed, to say the least. “I made it just for you,” she said. It was the best lasagna he’d ever tasted.


As Amy and Thomas walked back through the fallen leaves, he said, “Let’s go for lunch. My treat. Thai?”


But when they got to her studio, Amy headed straight for the bathroom and Thomas was left to wait around, bored and vaguely curious. An industrial loft in an industrial building, Amy’s apartment featured elaborate arrangements of beams and joinery. And windows. Lots of windows.


“You’re the only girl I know who owns a telescope,” he shouted, but the bathroom door was closed and he wasn’t sure she could hear him.


Chipped china plates were laid out everywhere, blotted with paints that had dried and darkened, the reds turning to black, the whites to a muddy grey. She was the first artist he’d ever spent time with, and he’d been disappointed to discover she didn’t use a proper palette—the sort that painters in French berets and smocks might don. He’d never once seen her hold up her thumb or paint flowers in a vase, either. She didn’t even own a beret.


The walls of Amy’s studio were suffering from architectural eczema, flaking off in layers, revealing contour maps of failed colour schemes beneath. Here’s a suggestion! Maybe use some of yer paintin’ skills to slap on a coat of latex, spruce the ol’ place up a bit.


Photographs of her family were lined up along the fireplace, a fireplace he had never seen lit. The usual collection of images: Christmas trees. A lake. Someone’s graduation. One photo stood out, though: it was of a young priest smiling at the camera as Amy’s head rested softly on his shoulder. A priest with Amy’s eyes.


“How come I’ve never met your brother?” he asked.


No response.


“Is it because I’m a heathen? Invite me for supper. I promise I’ll behave. Won’t utter any blasphemy until at least the second course.” He looked closer at the photograph. “Does your brother take confession as well? We couldn’t really tell him what we’ve been up to, though, could we? Might be awkward.” How many Hail Marys does it take to erase a double-fingered G-spot massage to completion in front of an open window? “I know a nun,” he said. “I ever mention that? Kind of a miserable old woman, but she knew my mom. Used to babysit me when I was little. She was like the anti–Julie Andrews.”


Thomas began flipping listlessly through her leaning stack of canvases, 24 by 36, mainly. Thickly rendered images, more cut from the paint than coaxed. He stopped at one, looked closer. It was a thin, pale face. Sharp angles and empty eye sockets.


“Is that me?”


It was.


At which point the bathroom door opened, throwing a secondary source of light across the paintings. Thomas turned to say something glib—but the smile drained from his face. Amy was standing in the doorway, backlit by the bathroom. One hand was clasped loosely over her mouth, the other was at her side, holding a home pregnancy test.


He didn’t need to ask.


“Wait. No. Listen,” he said. “Listen.” He took a step, stopped. Tried to breathe. He would later recall that it felt as though he were falling. “I can’t. Not with everything that’s going on in my life right now, with school, my father.” And then: “I can take care of this, Amy. I know a guy. Your brother, your family—they never need to find out.”


Thomas wasn’t so much propelled from Amy’s apartment as flung. His lab coat and stethoscope followed, sailing out like a parachute and a toy-store rubber snake, after which her door slammed shut.


“Amy, wait!”


Silence from the other side.


“Amy.”


The door opened halfway and Amy’s arm appeared. She handed Thomas his toothbrush and then slammed the door closed again. He could hear the locks going up inside.


“This isn’t even my toothbrush. It’s the one you used to clean between the tiles.”


In the hallway, a security camera peered down at Thomas from behind its dark plastic dome. He could see himself reflected like a figure in a fun-house mirror, and he realized that this moment was being captured and recorded, was undoubtedly being stored on a hard drive somewhere. How long do they keep security tapes before they erase them? He could hear music playing, a faint aria from somewhere else. He quietly retrieved his lab coat and stethoscope. As Thomas walked down the hallway, he could feel the camera on his back the entire way. He tried to take comfort in the fact that this entire scene was probably playing to an empty room. He just couldn’t decide which was worse—that someone was watching, or that no one was.





CHAPTER FOUR



BERNIE ON THE PHONE, out of breath. Traffic in the background.


“Where are you?” Thomas asked.


“Don’t know. Somewhere. Downtown, I think. What’s going on? Don’t tell me there’s trouble at the lab. I sent Igor out for a brain ages ago! That asshole should have been back by now.”


The reference to Frankenstein was a running joke of theirs. Bernie was Thomas’s unofficial lab partner, fleshy faced and rounded at the corners. Even his glasses were round. He reminded Thomas of a cherub that had eluded its fate and grown up. “Cherub and the scarecrow” is how Bernie described their partnership. They’d been running tests on brain tissues, dying them various colours, trying to trace patterns of thought in the neural pathways, and it wasn’t going well. They’d taken to blaming every setback on their imaginary and highly culpable assistant Igor.


“I’ll be in tomorrow,” said Bernie, still out of breath. “We’ll sort it out then. There’s a problem with the protocols. I swear there’s a step missing. Talk to the lab tech, she’ll know.”


“I’m not at the lab,” Thomas said. “I’m standing in front of Amy’s building. Her lights are still on, but she’s not answering the phone. I walked an hour, ended up back where I started.”


“So what happened? She finally smarten up and dump your sorry ass?”


There was a long pause.


“Oh, shit. I’m sorry. Look, let me wash up. We can meet at O’Malley’s. We’ll get drunk, diss the bitch. You can say, ‘Fuck it, I’m better off without her’ as many times as you like, and I’ll say, ‘Amen to that!’ every time. We’ll stagger home and you can sleep it off. It’s a time-honoured prescription. Goes back to Hippocrates, I believe. Up there with ‘First, do no harm.’ Thou shalt drink away a heartache. It’ll do you good, Thomas. I could use a drink as well.” Bernie could always use a drink.


And so they met, and so it went.


The night unfolded exactly as predicted. Bernie was in fine form, mocking their profs and fellow med students with equal aplomb (the students above them were all idiots, the ones below them all morons), while raising toasts and laughing large. They drank until the tavern began to turn, slowly at first, like a dimly lit carousel, then speeding up as the night went on. Bernie leaned in, caught Thomas as he was going by, shouted at him through the haze, “You’re too good for her! You’re practically a celebrity! I always told you, ‘You’re too good for her.’ Didn’t I always tell you that?”


“You did.”


“So why are you pining away over some second-rate, pissant artiste?”


At this, Thomas protested. “No, not second-rate. She’s good. Good painter.”


“Really? And what the hell do you know about art?”


“Not a goddamn thing.” But that wasn’t true. Thomas had once been an artist, as have we all: Finger paintings. Play-Doh figurines, squished into shape. Watercolour portraits of imaginary friends, paintings disappearing from the playroom—very strange—then reappearing later on.


Bernie turned, called for more drinks in much the same manner as one might call for a medic.


The heightened jocularity of the evening rambled on, self-consciously loud as though performed for an audience. The façade fell away only for a moment, when Bernie said, “At least you have someone.”


“Had someone,” Thomas corrected.


“Better to have loved and lost, right?” It was a snatch of poetry from Bernie’s youth. He left the coda unstated: Than never to have loved at all.


There was a sadness there that Thomas chose to ignore. “Did you know,” Thomas said, slurring his words as well as his sentiments, “that rats dream about mazes?”


“What?”


“Is true. Rats dream about mazes, birds dream about singing.”


“How could you ever know what a bird is dreaming?”


“Lissen. When a rat runs a maze, the location synapses in the . . . in the . . .”


“Hippocampus.”


“Right. Inna hippocampus. Those synapses fire in sequence. Every time the rat retraces the maze, same sequence. An’ when he’s sleeping, guess what? The same sequence fires in his brain. He’s replaying the maze in his dreams, over and over again, trying to figure it out. With songbirds, when they’re sleepin’, the same muscle tensions in their throat occur as when they’re singing. Is true. They dream about singing.”


“And cats?”


“Cats dream about fighting. Is true. If y’remove the—what do you call it?—the inhibitory centre from a cat’s brain stem, that cat’ll go wild when it’s sleeping.” The inhibitory centre causes sleep paralysis; keeps cats and humans and other mammals from sleepwalking or flailing about at night. “Remove that and the cat will arch its back when it’s asleep, will hiss and claw and bite. They’re playing out battles in their little feline brains.”


Bernie took off his glasses, cleaned them on a damp pull of sweater (which only made things worse; his glasses were permanently fogged), and the drinks kept coming. Thomas downed another, then another, shouted into Bernie’s ear, “To hell with her, right? Dozen madder. Emotions, who cares? Dozen madder, right? Just neurochemical pathways in the brain. I need to cauterize ’em, is all.”


“You said it, brother. We’re all just molecules.”


“Damn straight, ’m better off without her.”


“Amen to that.”


They left O’Malley’s and stagger-walked to Thomas’s apartment building, a tony two-storey arrangement of brick and vine, set amid the requisite tree-lined avenue. With one final shoulder-clasping back-slap, Bernie sent Thomas up the front stairs, and when Thomas reeled about to say “S’long,” Bernie was already gone.


It took several tries, but Thomas eventually got his key into the front foyer door. Inside, four separate townhouse-style apartments faced a central hallway. Professional people, for the most part.


Thomas entered his own apartment in a swirl of darkness, groped around for a light switch—the switch was apparently of a migratory nature—before giving up. He stumbled across the living room, opened the blinds to let the moon in. He could see the distant silhouette of Constant Sorrow, a spire with a smudge up top that must have been a cross. X marks the spot.


Thomas turned, faced the empty room.


“My sanctum sanctorum,” he said with a flourish—and a sigh.


Sharp corners of silver and chrome caught the moonlight. Thomas had spent a small fortune outfitting this open-concept space with the latest European home décor, only to have everyone who entered say, “Hey! Ikea!”


“No,” he would reply, testily, “it’s Finnish.”


“Exactly! Ikea.”


“Ikea is Swedish. This is—” Oh, but what was the point. (Amy’s furniture, meanwhile, was little more than a collage of thrift store finds and second-hand giveaways, even—egads!—at least one curbside rescue operation. After she told him—proudly!—where she’d found it, Thomas was never able to sit on that swaybacked, threadbare corduroy couch again. “It was just there by a dumpster! Can you imagine?” she’d asked. Yes. Yes he could. He could imagine it vividly. Who knew what sort of guest, rodent or microbiological, what sort of trace DNA those cushions might host. As far as Thomas was concerned, that couch was little more than a petri dish with side cushions, and his flesh itched psychosomatically for days after sitting on it. “You remember Lars?” she’d asked. “From the gallery? He helped me carry it up.” You’re a better man than I am, Lars from the gallery.)


“And I’m better off without her,” Thomas muttered. Any mantra, repeated often enough, becomes true. That was the theory, anyway.


Staggering through his modular Finnish world—and aren’t those clean corners ideal for the hitting of one’s shins?—he gave a desultory pull on his desktop lamp, shoved some papers out of the way, flopped down on the chair, rolled himself backward.


“Hello, Sully,” he said to the skeleton dangling in the corner. “Nice hat.”


Sully was wearing a novelty store pilgrim-style cap, green with a large tinfoil buckle: a souvenir of Saint Patrick’s Days past.


Thomas’s room was cluttered with medical charts, files, textbooks. (“I love it!” Amy had said the first time he’d brought her back to his place. “You’ve got this whole mad-scientist thing going on.”) A microscope, a box of glass slides, chemical dyes. A real brain floating in a container on a high shelf. Another, plastic brain being used as a paperweight. The plastic brain had hinges, and Thomas opened it up like a book. Each layer was carefully labelled: the reptilian brain stem and cerebellum; the mammalian limbic system in midbrain; the convoluted outer cortex of our higher functions. Slice a brain in half and human evolution reveals itself to you, like the rings in a tree, from the higher-order primates of the outer cerebrum to the lower-order mammals in the middle to the dark serpentine appetites coiled in the core. It was all there, our past, our present, ourselves. Snake, vole, ape.


“And what evolutionary purpose,” he asked Sully, “does love serve? Temporary madness, when all is said and done. Good to be rid of her.”


He closed his eyes and turned a slow dervish twirl in his chair. He might have slept like that, head back, mouth slack, had someone not started playing music in the next room. Faint, but clear.


Who the hell plays church music at this time of night?


Then, below the music, a whisper, a warning: “Thomassss.” He jolted awake, looked around the dull confines of his room.


But there was no one there. Only Sully and the darkness.





CHAPTER FIVE



CONFRONTING YOUR EX AT their workplace is never a particularly good idea, less so on four hours’ sleep whilst sporting an apocalyptic hangover and dressed in the clothes you slept in.


Undaunted by the ravages of dehydration, and with residual alcohol still sloshing about in his bloodstream, Thomas made his way with a grim determination, past the winos huddled in doorways beneath their oily sleeping bags, past shopping carts filled with worldly goods. Refugees from Tent City.


Down here. That was the neighbourhood’s unofficial name. Rents were cheaper down here, hence the proliferation of dollar stores, payday loans, pawnshops, and—equally insolvent—artist’s studios. But a larger gentrification process had already begun, and the gallery Amy worked at was just edgy enough to be hip, and just hip enough to be expensive.


She was holding up a Cubist painting by a Cuban artist (“Cubanist,” as it was known) for a local dowager to consider—“This would go well in any room, really”—when she saw Thomas coming directly at her, like an arrow.


Poor Thomas. In the instant their eyes met, his determination collapsed. Instead of striding forth with a confident air, he rushed headlong into it, spilling out his words unchecked.


“I texted,” he said, voice unnaturally high. “I called and I called and I texted, and I waited outside your building and you never answered. We need to talk.”


“No,” she said. “We don’t.”


She turned to leave but Thomas blocked her way. The customer, caught in the crossfire, slipped aside with an embarrassed look. “I’ll, ah, come back later . . .” she said.


Amy tried again to slip free, Thomas again stopped her. He could see the doors closing, one by one, in her eyes, behind her gaze. “Please,” he said. “Not like this.” He tried to explain (to her, to the others, to himself most of all) that what had happened was only a misstep, a hiccup, not fatal. “There’s nothing between us that can’t be fixed.”


He was remarkably handsome, the man who stepped between them. Streamlined facial features, artfully tousled hair. A fucking turtleneck, no less. Who the fuck wears a fucking turtleneck? He worked at the gallery with Amy. What was his name? Larry? Lewis? Something forgettable, anyway.


The man put his fingers, lightly, against Thomas’s chest. “Easy now . . .”


Thomas caught the trace of an accent. German? Dutch? Something insufferable. Even his haircut had an accent.


Thomas talked past him. “Amy, we need to work this out.”


“No,” she said. “We don’t. We really don’t.”


Thomas tried to get closer, but the handsome man blocked his way. “Relax, okay?”


“You relax.” Not the best retort, admittedly. What Thomas might have said, should have said, was Hey, dickwad, why don’t you transfer your sexual inadequacies onto someone else? She doesn’t need rescuing. But instead he pushed on, pleading his case—badly. “Amy, we need to talk about the baby.”


At this, the other man’s arm dropped away. Even he was taken aback by this.


Amy stepped in, face distraught. “There was no baby. Don’t you see? I drew it, with a pen. The blue line on the— I had to know. And now I do.”


Thomas felt his knees give out. She kept talking but he couldn’t hear. It was the ocean in a conch shell, the static between stations. He turned away, drunkenly, left the way he’d come. If a plane crashes on the border, where do you bury the survivors?





CHAPTER SIX



YOU DON’T BURY SURVIVORS.


It was a riddle from Thomas’s youth, one asked of him by men with clipboards who nodded approvingly at his answer.


But that was a long, long time ago. Today, a cartoon sun in sunglasses was giving viewers a cheery thumbs-up. “Good morning, Boston! Your local forecast is next. Warm fall weather is on its way!”


Thomas always wondered why cartoon suns wore sunglasses. It made no sense. The winter forecasts featured a snowman with a scarf. Rain was a duck with an umbrella. Snowmen might get cold, and ducks might get wet. But a sun radiates light. Why would it need sunglasses? He never could figure that out.


Thomas was waiting in the muffled silence of City TV’s morning show. It had been years since Thomas had been inside a television studio, but it was still a familiar world. He was always struck by the empty intimacy of such places, cavernous and crowded at the same time. Thomas hung back, beside a wall of television monitors. Various feeds showed interchangeable reporters standing by. No sound. He looked for a volume control, but found none. Illuminated in the liquid glow of television screens, he watched as the monitors rolled over, one by one, onto a single image: a well-dressed gentleman with stone-cut features, heavy brow and greying hair, a lapel mic, pinned appropriately. Here was a man awaiting his moment. Here was a man sitting imperiously, posture perfect, back straight, without a flicker of doubt or a fidget of worry. A title appeared on the screen: DR. ROSANOFF, author of “The Good Son.”


A predictably perky blonde with bulletproof hair was reading an intro off the teleprompter. She turned to Dr. Rosanoff with a practiced smile and Dr. Rosanoff began to speak. Thomas turned his attention away from the monitors to the studio itself, but he still couldn’t hear what was being said. The host and her guest sat ringed by a circle of light, and Thomas could catch only the occasional interjection from the host, delivered with more punch than necessary. “Really?” “Wow!”


The floor manager walked past, a balding man with headphones; every floor manager that ever lived. When he spotted Thomas, he hurried over.


“What are you doing here? We’re live. The greenroom’s that way. We’ll call you when it’s time.”


“I’m not a guest.” Then, referring to the monitors: “How do I get sound?”


“What? No, no, no, out you go. I don’t know how you managed to get in, but—” He was interrupted by the voice of Dr. Rosanoff echoing behind them.


“Tommy? Is that you?”


On set, they’d gone to commercial and Dr. Rosanoff was peering through the darkness, shielding his eyes with his book. “It is!”


Thomas stepped into a pool of light, lifted his hand in greeting. “Hey, Dad.”


And that was when the floor manager realized who he’d been hectoring. “Oh my God. If you’re his son, then you must be the . . .”


Dr. Rosanoff was calling to Thomas, eyes still shielded. “We’ve got one more segment. It won’t take long. It’s good to see you.”


They began the countdown out of commercial. “Five . . . four . . .” and then, silently, on fingers, three . . . two . . . one.


“And we’re back!”


The floor manager sidled closer to Thomas, whispered breathlessly, “So you must be . . . You’re the . . .”


“You can say it.”


“The Boy in the Box. My God, I feel like I know you. Don’t go anywhere. I have a copy of the book, it’s right here. One of our giveaways.” He fumbled with the same heavy book that Thomas’s father had been holding up: The Good Son, by Dr. Thomas Rosanoff, PhD. His father’s face filled the entire front cover. The floor manager clicked his pen at Thomas, smiled awkwardly. “Would you mind? Murray. That’s my name. My wife and I, when we had the twins, this was like our Bible. Would you write something?”


Thomas signed the book while barely looking. Later, when Murray checked what had been written, he would find the following message: “Dear Murray, Fuck off. Best wishes, Thomas.”


Sound was leaking out of one of the monitors, faint but audible, and Thomas leaned in to listen, so closely that the image on the screen became pixelated and began to break up.


The host with the helmet of hair was asking, “It’s been twenty years since the first edition. Ten years since the second. Does it feel that long? Or do you figure, ‘What the heck, I’m not going to worry about—’ ”


“And still in print,” Dr. Rosanoff noted. “Twenty years and still in print.” He smiled, teeth brilliantly white in the studio light. Nice teeth. Expensive teeth. “It’s been revised several times, of course, but overall, the crux of the matter, the approach to early childhood development and socialization, that hasn’t changed. This new edition includes all the latest developments in the fields of nutrition, neurobiology, juvenile medication, and so forth. I’m quite pleased with how it holds up.”


“That’s the real test, isn’t it? The test of time. How does that make you feel? To know that you’ve written—well, a classic, really. And Tommy. How does he feel? It’s his childhood on display, after all.”


Dr. Rosanoff looked off-camera, to where he imagined Thomas might be standing, lost in the glare, and he smiled with fatherly—and academic—pride. “The success of young Tommy speaks for itself. I truly have raised ‘the good son.’ ”


The host turned back to the camera. “We’ve been speaking with renowned psychiatrist and author Dr. Thomas Rosanoff”—then, as a laughing aside thrown his way—“and I like how you worked the title in right at the end.” She smiled again at the camera. “We have two copies to give away. No? Only the one? Okay, we have one copy of The Good Son to give away, so don’t go anywhere! We’ll be right back after traffic and weather.”


The interview ended with Dr. Rosanoff caught in a close-up, still looking offscreen, still pixelated.


Later on, in the dressing room, Dr. Rosanoff would sit like an Easter Island rendering, head surrounded by a voluminous drape of cloth while the hair-and-make-up artist, spray-bottles slung about her waist, circled around him, wiping off his TV tan with soothing creams and hand towels. The mirror that he was enthroned before was outlined in prima donna lights. With Thomas standing behind the chair, they spoke to each other via the mirror.


“What brings you to this side of the river, Tommy? Studies going well, I trust? You look tired.”


“Well,” Thomas admitted. “That’s sort of why I’m here.” I can’t sleep, and when I do, I can’t dream. I can’t concentrate in class and I feel like I’m going to cry and I’m worried that if I do, I won’t be able to stop. It feels like there’s nothing inside me, not even emptiness. It feels like I’m on the other side of a wall, shouting to be heard. Like a dancer at odds with the dance. “It’s my thesis. I’m supposed to see Professor Cerletti this afternoon and, to be honest, I’m not ready.”


Dr. Rosanoff nodded. “Bio-psych is a tough field, Tommy. I pioneered it. I should know.”


“See, that’s the thing. I’m not in bio-psych anymore. I switched to experimental neurology. Lab work, mainly, but still—still med school. Unfortunately, it’s not going well, either.”
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