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“Hypnotic … Tranter pays homage to Henry James’s A Portrait of a Lady while offering a suspenseful story line worthy of Patricia Highsmith.… She raises some wickedly keen questions about art world wheeling and dealing.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred)


“Part love story, part psychological thriller, this brilliantly written and captivating debut heralds a bright new talent.”


— Daily Mirror (London)
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For Danny




One writes, that “Other friends remain,”


That “Loss is common to the race”—


And common is the commonplace,


And vacant chaff well meant for grain.


That loss is common would not make


My own less bitter, rather more:


Too common! Never morning wore


To evening, but some heart did break.


Alfred, Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam




A


COMMON


LOSS




1
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The surprising weight of the animal is the thing that strikes me most. My shoulders, neck, arms, all strain with the effort of trying to lift it even an inch or two off the road, enough to get any traction. I exhale, loosen my hold, and try again, but it won’t budge. Patches of its fur are bright in the surrounding darkness, as though spotlit, as though the car headlights are still on and bearing down on it, but that can’t be right. A sense of panic edges in as I contemplate the impossibility of the task. It is too heavy. But if we leave it here, someone else will crash into it. We have to move it. This might be a conversation that actually happens with one of the others, or an exchange of reason and reluctance inside my own head.


Another set of hands takes the deer, helping me, and suddenly it feels lighter by a tremendous degree. We lift it together, with effort, but nothing like the impossible, body-breaking strain of before. I feel a surge of gratitude and relief. Its neck hangs down at a lifeless angle, pale and spotted. We carry it off the road, dragging it up the low embankment and a few feet farther than we probably need to, just to the line of trees, and let it down slowly: haunch, torso, shoulder, curve of neck, head, and the legs and hooves, while a scattering of leaves and pine needles cushions it against the ground. The other hands brush against each other as though rinsing it off. They’re Dylan’s, of course, olive-skinned and finely shaped, and I find myself wondering at the strength contained in his slim body, the strength that helped me lift the deer, which is still strangely luminescent. I look up to thank him, and that’s when I notice the blood on his hands—his own or the deer’s, I can’t be sure—and the trickle of it on his face from his temple to his jawline, and meet his expectant gaze.


I’m aware of the crunch of feet on dry leaves—a heavy tread, uneven, stumbling—and then the sound of the car horn wakes me and I realize it’s the blare of the alarm clock, and I open my eyes to find my room silent, the clock showing an hour or two earlier than I need to be awake.


I think the others struggled with dreams about the accident, too. Every night for the first week afterward, several times I’d be hurled awake by the sensation of the car turning over and crashing to a stop: the last second or two that I couldn’t consciously recall when I was awake. All the rest I remembered in maddeningly complete detail: the pale flash of the deer’s body and face on the dark, empty road, my relief that Cameron was braking, not swerving, as the driving instructors had always said to do; panic as Cameron’s instinct to avoid the animal kicked in and the car began to turn, his hands on the wheel trying to correct; and then the long moment when the car left the road, traveling fast, launched into the air, and rolled—once, twice. It landed upside down. That’s the part I don’t remember, the landing, but I do remember having to climb through from the backseat and out the open front passenger window with a sense of it being strange to do so with everything pointing wrong way up.


Shock does that, activates some part of the brain that records every minute detail of experience and sensation, and at the same time shuts down others. The contrast has always seemed bizarre to me, the way that a complete blank is immediately preceded by that acute sense of detailed recall where time is slowed down, virtually reshaped, so that the passage of two seconds takes five times as long to move through in memory as it did in life. Hyperconsciousness followed straight away by something like loss of consciousness.


I didn’t lose consciousness in any literal sense. I don’t think any of us did, except perhaps Cameron, who might have been out for a moment after the impact. But by the time I pulled myself out of the car, the others were all out as well, or in the process of getting out. I followed Brian, who had been sitting in the back with me, with Tallis in the middle seat between us. Brian waited for me, and we walked over to the others a few feet away, Cameron sitting with his head in his hands, Tallis lying down with his knees bent and feet on the ground, and Dylan standing, swaying slightly, with that trickle of blood down his face.


We’d come to a stop in a small clearing, surrounded by tall, old pines that we had somehow, miraculously, avoided crashing into. I stared at every one of those trees, imagining the car crumpled headfirst against the trunk and all of us trapped and injured inside; but we weren’t and I wasn’t. I was out of the car, not trapped. I was numb with adrenaline, in no pain.


The dreams about the actual impact—if I could call them that, since they weren’t accompanied by images and consisted solely of those one or two seconds of bodily sensation—stopped coming with such regularity after the first week. The dream about the deer didn’t come until weeks, or maybe even months, later. The weird thing is that I don’t actually remember carrying the deer away like that.


My recall of what happened after I pulled myself out of the car is patchy and unclear—the other more predictable aspect of shock once the trauma is over. I remember sitting and trying to figure out exactly how much my neck hurt, and looking at the others to make sure they all had use of their limbs and were conscious. I don’t know if any of us spoke.


Cameron made it to the road and a car stopped for him. The driver, an older guy with long, thin hair pulled back in a ponytail, happened to be a nurse. We wanted a ride—I think that’s what Cameron tried to explain to him—but he looked us over and pulled out his phone and called an ambulance for us. I lay down. Cameron lay down next to me after the nurse guy told him to.


I don’t remember there being a dead deer by the side of the road when we went over to meet the ambulance, but that could just be memory omission. Sometimes I think back and picture a dark, formless mass where the tarmac ended and the dirt began. Maybe I did move the deer with Dylan’s help. Maybe we never actually hit the deer at all; maybe Cameron’s swerve that nearly killed all of us actually saved the life of the deer. Sometimes in my memory of climbing out of the car there’s a massive crack in the windshield, a spiderweb of fractures, but that could have been made, I suppose, by Cameron’s head, or Dylan’s; I don’t like to think about it.


I thought about asking them, Dylan or one of the others, whether we hit the deer, whether we moved it, whether it was lying there when the ambulance came, but it was harder to do that than you might expect. We didn’t talk about the accident, although there were times during the first two weeks afterward when each of us said something about how it was hard to stop thinking about it, and how much we wanted to forget it. I mentioned the body-hurled-through-space dream to Tallis and Brian when we were walking together one night through campus, and they both nodded as though they knew what I was talking about. But apart from that, it wasn’t a common topic of conversation. The question of the deer didn’t seem all that important.


At some point much later I started to think that whether or not it was based on any actual event, the dream showed something about my relationship with Dylan and his signal ability to provide thoughtful forms of assistance, my dependence on him. It seemed to encapsulate all this in such a perfect, crystalline form that I became unwilling to mention it to anyone else, afraid that it exposed too much.


The flashlit form of the deer in the dream is, most of the time, exactly consonant with how I remember seeing it from the car, its head turned to face us in the frosty New England night. I call it a deer, but it should properly be called a doe; a female, perfect as a statue, beautifully colored in tones of grayish brown and fawn and white. It’s so still, and its expression so blank and calm, that it radiates diffuse symbolic potential: innocence, nobility, iconic femininity, something virtuous, something wild and sacred and out of bounds.


I felt that even at the time of the crash, and I remember swinging in and out of a state of superstitious paranoia as we waited for the ambulance, as though we had all been involved in a crime that would require ritual forms of punishment or atonement. We were driving a Saturn, or was it a Mercury? Cars with the names of gods and planets. A sickle moon hung above the trees; it looked cold and malevolent and I thought of Diana, the huntress, the goddess associated with the moon (I must have been reading Elizabethan poems or plays in my literature course at the time), unable to shake the idea that we had violated some arcane taboo.


We had all been drinking that night, more or less, and I must have been processing the fact that it was a bad thing for Cameron to have wrecked his car in those circumstances. Dylan had drunk the least. He was on antibiotics for a chest infection, a ragged cough that he’d been joking about for a week or so, saying that it made him feel like John Keats and then reciting lines from the ode about being half in love with easeful death—melodramatic, self-mocking. So he wasn’t supposed to drink, and he’d stuck to ginger ale or Diet Coke for most of the night.


I didn’t think about any of this while we were sitting there. But when the ambulance arrived and Dylan staggered over to the doctors or EMTs or whatever they were and said, “I’m the driver,” his voice firm and edged with guilt, I understood what he was doing after only a brief second of wondering whether my memory was even more screwed up than I suspected. It didn’t shake me out of my superstitious state of fear, though; instead it seemed only to drive it further in.


I dimly registered that people in uniform were asking him to breathe into a machine that tested the alcohol in his blood, and I looked away. One of the ambulance people made a comment about how lucky it was that we were wearing seat belts. A sense of what could have happened started to dawn on me then, and nausea slowly rose. It was difficult to adjust to the idea that we were all alive, that this wasn’t a trick of some kind, that we hadn’t landed in an uncanny sort of afterlife that looked a lot like life but felt like something else altogether, numb and surreal.


And then we were in the ambulance, with Cameron laid out on the stretcher, his head supported by bright blue foam blocks, smiling wearily and saying that he was fine, just his neck and head were aching, and his arm, maybe. … The sickle moon was gone from sight and all the mysterious significance of the night evaporated, leaving me with just a sickening hope that Cameron really was OK. We drove away, and soon all I could think about was the growing ache that radiated out from between my shoulder blades as the immediate anesthetic of the shock wore off.


I never thought of myself as the center of the group; does anyone ever think that? I don’t know. I wasn’t. As an outsider you can sometimes judge fairly quickly where the center of gravity is in any given group of friends, the person who provides the glue that keeps everyone else stuck to one another, the leader. I don’t think it would have been that easy to pick the leader from among our five. Tallis, maybe, would have stood out as a contender, with his height, his breadth, his sunny, easygoing arrogance, but that wouldn’t have been quite right.


An onlooker might have picked Dylan. He was the most charming, and good with people. He didn’t fit the profile of a leader exactly; he didn’t hold us together by setting an example we wanted to follow or being someone we had to impress, but he did perform a kind of mediating role. That was part of his charm, I suppose, the ability to defuse a situation, to turn a conversation away from a direction of conflict and back toward amiability without anyone even noticing. It was only later, when you tried to remember who had won the argument, that you realized it had never been resolved at all but had been replaced by a conversation about something else, something tangential that had seemed relevant—essential—at the time.


If any one of us had gone like that, died suddenly the way that Dylan did, it might have had a similarly disruptive impact on the shape of what was left of the group. Each of us played a different role, and the disappearance of any one of us would have made its own pattern of explosion, dissolution, fracture.


It happened ten years after we graduated, another accident involving a car, this time on a city street. A city expressway, slick with January rain; the standard case of a big car traveling fast and not seeing the bicycle in its blind spot before it speeds up to change lanes or make an exit …


By March, we were all still dealing with the aftershocks of grief, its strange and unpredictable stages and effects. That’s how I explained to myself the difficulties of dealing with my friends as we prepared for our annual visit to Las Vegas in spring break. We’d been making this trip every year since leaving college, a reunion of sorts, and none of us had raised the possibility of canceling it this time. If anything, it seemed more important than ever to go. But as the intended time grew closer, tensions between us worsened. Arguments over dates, hotels, petty details. I dreaded the phone calls, the emails; I dreaded the visit itself.


Natasha was the first person who seemed to understand something about why Dylan’s death had the effect that it did, of pulling us apart at the seams. At the time I knew her only as a friend of Elizabeth, who had been hired as a junior professor the previous year, like me, and had an office on the floor below mine, in the art history wing of the building. Natasha was Russian, with dark hair and long bangs that were always falling into her eyes. She knew Elizabeth through some connection with Elizabeth’s long-distance lover, a recent PhD on a fellowship at a university in California. We were all eating lunch at the café on the ground floor of my building, the humanities block where I teach in the English faculty. I was complaining about how impossible it was becoming to organize the trip, how exhausting it was to handle my friends and their increasingly annoying issues, venting all my resentment, being petulant and self-pitying about it.


“I thought something like that would bring you closer together,” Elizabeth said. “With some of them at least. How many of you are there? Five?”


“Four,” I said. “Now, that is. There’s four of us.”


“Of course,” she said. “Sorry.”


Natasha shrugged. “I get it,” she said. “It all falls apart.”


“I wouldn’t say it’s fallen apart,” I said, alarmed at the idea. Losing one of us had made me dwell more often on what it would be like to lose anyone, everyone.


Natasha twisted her mouth regretfully, a small movement, and shared a look with Elizabeth. She irritated me; it was impossible that she could even really see out of her right eye, the way her bangs fell over it. I was even more irritated by the desire I was fighting, a desire to brush her hair away, a gesture that seemed to hover disturbingly halfway between a shove and a caress. My hands felt heavy and strange. One rested on my thigh and the other held on to my plastic fork.


“It’s early days,” Elizabeth said. “You’re still grieving. It could still work out between all of you.”


She brushed some crumbs off her folder of slides with a delicate hand. She studied Renaissance gardens, and the walls of her office were filled with beautiful architectural drawings. But no plants or pictures of plants, I’d noticed.


She’d assumed a sort of maternal attitude toward me after Dylan’s death, always offering to have conversations about him if I wanted to talk, inviting me to lunch and drinks with other people every week, as though it was her responsibility to make sure I wasn’t withdrawing into a cave of isolation and grief. I found myself willing to accept the attention, although I never wanted to talk with her about Dylan.


It was too hard to explain the weird coherence of the group, the way it seemed to exist properly only as a collective of five and just didn’t make sense in the same way when there were fewer. I couldn’t help wondering what it would have been like if it had been me who had died. What would have happened then? Perhaps my disappearance would not cleave the group apart but would leave a gap that simply sealed up with time, like skin closing up after a minor wound, leaving only a tiny scar and, eventually, no real sign at all.


I suppose I saw myself as marginal to the group, never quite knitted into it in the same way, or as intensely and uncritically, as the others. This was probably part of a desire to see myself always as the detached, intelligent observer. I grew into being comfortable with that position, especially as time moved on and I made other friends after college. But when I thought about what this distance meant, finishing my meal with Elizabeth and Natasha that day, it bothered me. If I was less knitted in, I could be more easily, more painlessly, excerpted than any of the others.


It wasn’t a comforting idea. My first response was a rush of fear. I felt myself to be, for a moment, invisible, immaterial; for one irrational second, my companions at the table, the whole small café, the building, the campus, seemed impossibly dense and solid, and I was impossibly not, as though I had become my own ghost.


The feeling passed. Natasha kicked me under the table, accidentally it seemed, although I wondered. A desire overcame me to talk with my friends, with Brian or Cameron or Tallis, to prove to myself that I meant something to them, and they meant something to me, after all.


I pushed my plate away. A sad quarter of a sandwich and a wilting slice of tomato and parsley garnish were left.


Elizabeth said, “Elliot, you need to eat. You know that,” appealing to Natasha to support her. But Natasha narrowed her eyes at me and didn’t respond.


“I want a cigarette,” I said. Since the funeral I’d taken up smoking again in a halfhearted way.


Natasha surprised me. “I’ll join you,” she said, and rose. “I need a refill first.”


She topped up a battered thermos with coffee from the stale-smelling urns behind us. Elizabeth said good-bye and stopped to talk to one of her students, who greeted her anxiously.


Natasha and I sat on a stone bench outside in front of the café windows. It was a cold spring, and the bench had been in shade all day. She pulled her black coat tight around her body. I was suspicious of her—that look she had given me a minute before made me think I couldn’t trust her at all—and didn’t offer anything to say. We smoked for a minute in silence.


“I lost a friend once,” she said.


I waited for her to continue. “A close friend?” I asked eventually.


She nodded. She lifted a hand, the one holding the cigarette, to her face and rubbed a spot above her eye, just on her eyebrow. It didn’t do anything to dislodge the weight of dark hair that fell back into place.


I wondered how it had happened. A variety of scenarios went through my mind—train wrecks full of people screaming, a surfer caught in a freak tide out at sea, a muted hospital ward with nurses soundlessly patrolling. A terrible car crash. Overblown, exaggerated scenes.


“Stabbing,” Natasha said simply. “That was back in Ukraine.” She smiled at me, a wry smile with half her mouth. She had an accent, but I had never noticed it so strongly before.


I hadn’t smoked much of my cigarette, and it had half burned down into ash. Natasha took a drink from her coffee thermos. My mouth felt dry, and I wanted to drink some, too.


I felt sure that Natasha’s stabbed friend had been really close, a friend of hers, belonging to her, not like Dylan was to me—one of a group of friends that had been close in college and since then had been going through the motions, keeping an idea alive beyond its proper expiration date. That’s what I thought, with a sense as keen as I had ever felt of the group as being dead and purposeless. The feeling of loss that came over me a second later was a complete surprise.


“Dylan died in a car accident,” I said, and corrected myself: “Well, a bike accident—he was riding a bike, he was hit by a car …” I had to stop, because my voice got stuck.


Natasha sighed, a small breath that barely moved her body, and gave a faint nod. It was nothing like the earnest sympathy Elizabeth had offered me over the past weeks.


We sat in silence for a moment, and I watched her cigarette burn down as she held it between her fingers with their glossy black nail polish. Words began to form in my mind, phrases ready in response to the questions I expected, the routine questions about where it happened, how long we’d been friends, how old Dylan was, but she didn’t ask for more details. The responses I’d been planning all dropped away. I wanted to tell her more but wasn’t sure what, exactly, only that it wasn’t like whatever I’d just been thinking about.


Two students approached the table close to our bench, dragging the metal chairs with a scrape across the ground as they sat down, and the moment was broken. One of them I recognized from a class I’d taught the previous semester, but she was too absorbed in conversation with her friend, or boyfriend probably, to notice me.


Natasha ground her cigarette under her heel on the concrete slab under the bench, brusque and detached. I was left with the sense that she had extracted a kind of confession from me without even trying.


But it wasn’t a confession that would have meant anything much to her. She stood and pulled the belt of her coat neatly closed, and gave me an affectionate smile—it was almost patronizing, and my awe turned slightly to indignant outrage. She raised her hand in farewell. “Bye, Elliot. Take care.”


I nodded and returned her wave. She strode away in her high-heeled boots, shoulders tightly lifted.


I went back inside and upstairs to my office. It was my second year at the college, but it still felt at times as though I was on probation and the place didn’t really belong to me yet. I closed the door, against the unspoken department policy that everyone’s door was always left ajar, and glanced at the stack of library committee reports and minutes in a folder on my desk.


I’d been sitting on the committee since the beginning of semester and had walked into a deeply factionalized argument over funding for various collections that had begun long before my arrival at the university. Lately those discussions had been pushed down the agenda, to my relief, by emergency talks over the fire-safety issues revealed by a recent report, which had recommended closing the research stacks to students altogether until major building work had taken place. No one wanted to close the stacks, or at least no one wanted to be responsible for closing them. Everyone wanted to keep the report as quiet as possible.


The report had given me a whole new, disturbing perspective on the shelves of books that lined the room. Since reading about the vivid scenarios proposed in the report (fire on the top floor that spread rapidly down, trapping students toward the back of the building with no exits; flames jumping from shelf to shelf as all that stacked and bound paper ignited), every time I sat at my desk I confronted a vision of the whole wall bursting into flame. Sometimes it was frightening or simply depressing; today was one of those days where the prospect was strangely exhilarating.


I picked up the phone intending to make the call I’d thought of making earlier, to one of my college friends. But my mind went blank and I couldn’t think which one of them I wanted to talk to. The receiver was in my hand as I turned the question around in my mind—which one, what time was it where they were, where were their numbers? I placed the receiver back against the telephone.


There was a picture of the five of us in a frame on one of the bookshelves. It was maybe three or four years old, shot somewhere in Vegas, by the pool at the Mirage, I seemed to remember, but I wasn’t sure who had taken it—had Brian set the camera to shoot automatically? We were sitting all in a row on a bench. The sky was pale and bright behind us, a white blink of sunlight in the corner of the picture. Dylan was in the center, wearing a sweet, knowing smile, brown hair grown long and pushed back from his face. High cheekbones, dark eyes, his features almost feminine from one perspective. You would have called him beautiful as well as handsome. The camera caught some aspect of his looks perfectly, crystallized it so that there never seemed to be a bad picture of him. For a while he had worked as a model, in his last year of high school. He’d found it demoralizing, he told me, and boring, and had recounted the strangeness of once sitting on the bus opposite a schoolgirl carrying a bulky homework folder that was covered in pictures of himself, cut out from magazines.


Dylan had always been attractive to men as well as to women. I’d never known him to be interested in that direction, but here in this picture I could see it more clearly than ever, the somehow universal aspect of his attraction, the absolutely seductive quality of his gaze, as though the camera were a secret lover.


Brian was on his left, one arm around Dylan’s shoulder, looking as if he was about to speak to someone outside the frame, mouth halfway open, face in profile. He looked relaxed, earnest as usual, but happy, too, his face lit up with energy; there was an easy swing to his legs, one crossed over the other, ankle on knee, and with his arm thrown casually over Dylan’s shoulder he looked almost athletic. On Dylan’s other side was Cameron, tired around the eyes, his smile close-lipped and ironic. It must have been the year the twins were born. He sat a little forward, elbows resting on his knees, hands loosely clasped. Tallis was at the end of the row next to Cameron, the tallest one, fair hair turned to gold in the sun, his face open in a wide, exuberant grin, almost blurred with motion. One hand was raised, holding a can of something, beer or soda. I was at the other end next to Brian, arms folded, the only one with glasses. They were my old pair, round lenses with thin tortoiseshell rims that appeared childish to me now. I bought a new pair when I got the new job: squarish, dark frames.


The ring of the phone startled me. I answered it. “Elliot West.”


“Hey, Elliot. It’s Brian.”


My heart lifted. We had a connection after all, it wasn’t a dead effort at friendship—somehow it seemed as though my desire to talk with him (with one of them) had reached him and been answered. This feeling sank just as quickly as our conversation progressed. Brian’s tense voice held virtually nothing in common with the relaxed person in the photograph on the shelf. He was complaining about the choice of dates for the trip, trying to enlist my support in talking Tallis into changing them yet again. Dylan had been a good mediator. I was crap at it, and yet somehow the task had fallen to me in these particular negotiations.


Brian had fallen out with Cameron two years previously, and now neither of them spoke to the other much beyond the simple necessities. It seemed as though neither wanted to be responsible for breaking the whole thing up, and neither wanted to be the one who withdrew. Pride, denial, attachment to the rest of us. They kept it civil most of the time, but it caused problems when we were organizing the details of the Vegas trips, which happened mostly by email. Brian would reply to the group but leave Cameron out every now and again, and the rest of us wouldn’t notice until it was too late and a whole round of negotiating about dates and details had already happened—then we would have to bring Cameron back into the loop, and he’d be irritated and argue over the dates just for the sake of it, and so on. Something like that had happened now.


“I don’t know, Brian,” I said. “Why are you asking me? I can’t do the Wednesday, I told you. The Thursday and Friday is better. Or the next week.”


“Why not? Remind me,” he said impatiently.


“It’s the dates of the break. I have a faculty meeting. I can’t miss it. I can’t get away until Thursday. Even that’s pushing it.”


“Right, right. OK. It’s just such a hassle, you know? Cameron’s being so rigid about it as usual—”


“Just talk to Tallis. I’ve given him my dates.”


“And let’s hope he doesn’t put us in some place like that fucking medieval theme park he got for us last time.”


I tried to be patient. I looked out the window as we talked, at the bicycle racks and trash cans down below at the entrance to the building, and across the narrow road at the scaffolded musicology building, which was undergoing a seemingly endless renovation.


Brian complained about Cameron and Tallis for a while more and then seemed to lose steam. We exchanged comments about how good it would be to see each other. I waited for him to let me go. There was a long pause, and then he spoke. “There’s something else, something I need to tell you and Tallis. For the booking and everything.” He paused again.


“What?” I asked.


“I’m bringing someone,” he said apologetically. “I’m bringing Cynthia.”


“Whoa.” My attention snapped back from the window, where I’d been counting the railings on the bicycle rack, noticing the bent ones. “Cynthia?”


“You know, this girl I’ve been seeing for a while. We’re moving in together at the end of the summer, it’s serious. She’s coming. She wants to meet all you guys, she’s interested in Vegas … I said it was OK.”


“But we have the rule.”


It was more like an understanding than a rule—there weren’t rules, exactly, but after all this time there were customs that felt like ancient law. We didn’t bring girlfriends. It was something to do with wanting the freedom to flirt with other women, but there was something else, too, the more intangible sense that the time we spent together there was about us, about the friendships, focused on one another rather than on the other significant relationships in our lives. It was a sure sign of aging when relationships got serious enough that the partner would have to be included in every social activity. We had all felt the pressure of these distant-seeming things since Cameron had got married and had children and made it all seem scarily closer and more possible, but for him there had been no question of bringing Marie and the girls. If anything, he’d become more enthusiastic about the trip despite his conflict with Brian, for the element of escape it offered from his overburdened life.


“I know,” Brian said. “But it’s all changed now, isn’t it? Now that Dylan won’t be there. Nothing about the whole trip will be the same. It’ll be a totally different thing.”


“But it’s the first time without Dylan,” I said, hating the feeling of saying it, acknowledging it. “I thought that would make it even more important for it to be just the four of us.”


“Come on, Elliot.”


I reflected on it, on my knee-jerk resistance to the idea, and wondered hazily where it was coming from, dismissed it. Wasn’t I the one who had been chafing against the annoying conventionality of the whole thing for so long now, complaining about the unchanging choice of venue, feeling myself detached and disinvested from the group, the experience, the relationships?


“You’re right,” I said. “It will be different, but that’s OK. Part of the whole moving-on experience.”


“Thanks, man.” Brian sighed with relief. “I knew you’d be the toughest to convince.”


“What are you talking about?” I asked. How would Tallis feel, I wondered, about a female witness to his endless chase of the cocktail waitresses of Vegas? And I realized that he probably wouldn’t care at all.


“Cynthia’s great, you’ll love her,” Brian said, ignoring my question.


“She’s interested in Vegas?” I asked, remembering his earlier remark.


“Oh, yeah. She’s a grad student. You’ll relate to that.”


I wanted to remind him, forcefully, that I was in fact no longer a student, despite having been one for more years than I liked to admit.


“Cultural studies, something like that. She’s doing some kind of research on imitation versus authenticity. I think that’s it. Anyway, she’s been wanting to visit Vegas—she wants to write a paper about it, or a chapter.” He chuckled. “She wants me to make a documentary about the place. I told her it’s been done. But seriously, you know, I can’t stop her coming if she wants to. She won’t hang around all that much. She wants to see those fake Eiffel Tower buildings and the Venice canals and all that stuff.”


“OK. I said it’s OK.”


“Well, good, that’s great.”


“Where’s she studying?” I asked.


“Boston U.”


“Can’t wait to meet her.”


“Great. Awesome. She’s gonna love you. The two of you can sit down and compare notes. Looking forward to seeing you, man.”


As I hung up the phone I looked back out the window and noticed a familiar figure walking along one of the paths that crossed the lawn outside. It was Natasha, returning from the direction she’d taken when we’d parted earlier. There was a man in a dark overcoat coming toward her on one of the other paths; he caught up with her and they stood for a moment, talking, animated, before walking off together.


It was hard at first to identify the feeling of resentment I had, watching them make their way up the low hill toward the other side of campus, where she worked in the physics department on a research grant. He swept his graying hair back from his forehead and gestured with one hand in an unmistakably European way as he walked. She turned her face toward him and slowed for a moment and looked as though she was about to kiss him. I knew the feeling then. It was jealousy, of course.
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This isn’t going to be one of those stories about a suburban boy seduced into a picturesque world of wealth and charm by a group of high-class eccentrics. I loved those stories, and in many ways that experience was what I wished for at college. But by the time of Dylan’s death, the group was out of tune with everything else that seemed important to my life, everything I aspired to. I told myself I didn’t like any of them much anymore. Their shortcomings and irritating habits were much more present in my mind than any positive feeling. I suppose I liked the idea of having friends from college more than I really liked the friends themselves. Having them, the whole group of them, seemed to confirm something to me about myself. That I was a likable person, I suppose; that I was part of something enviable, something that looked from the outside like a deep bond, even though I felt that it was shallow and contrived, or had grown to be that way.


Much of the tension between us stemmed from the fact that it was our eighteen-, nineteen-, twenty-year-old selves that had connected so strongly with one another, and the people we had become held less in common. Some groups of friends manage this passage of time with more success. I’ve seen it happen, over and over again, people staying friends with the people they met and befriended in high school, college, sometimes even elementary school, though the farther back you go the smaller and more divided the group usually becomes. It’s not that uncommon to find people who have friends they have known for ten, fifteen years; it’s rarer to find a whole group—five, in our case—that’s maintained a lasting unity.


The group came into being as a kind of aggregate of friendships. I met Brian in my first week at college at a coffee shop just around the corner from campus. I’d sat down to begin reading Clarissa, a set text that I’d just bought for a class in English, horrified at how long it was, unable to believe that it was, as it claimed, the abridged version. There weren’t any other tables, and when Brian glanced around, looking for somewhere to sit down, he caught my eye and asked if I minded, and I said no, go ahead. He hauled out a massive stack of photocopied pages bound together into a reader and set it on his lap, unable to fit it onto the little table along with the coffee cups and my overlarge novel, and we started talking. He was short by thirty-five cents for his second cup of coffee and I gave it to him from the change I had in my pocket, in dimes and pennies; he made a fuss about needing to go to the ATM but eventually just shrugged and accepted it. I knew him for months before I figured out how wealthy his family was and that he hadn’t wanted to refuse my money out of shame at being broke, as I’d assumed, but from being uncomfortable about how much money he actually had. He counted up the coins in little towers on the table and gave a grin when they added up to a dollar.


I ended up reading in that coffee shop a lot that first semester and so did Brian, and we often shared a table. I remember being embarrassed that four weeks later I was still reading Clarissa, until we worked out that it had more pages than his entire course reader for Intro to Film Studies and wound up in a conversation about whether it was harder to read Richardson or the article on Eisenstein that he was supposed to be reading.


“But it’s just a novel,” he kept saying. “Really, it’s just fiction. Even if it’s old-fashioned language, it’s still just a story.”


He wanted to know if there was a movie of it. He was unmoved when I made him read a few paragraphs, although he was both intrigued and suspicious when I explained that the whole thing was in the form of letters. This seemed to make it even easier to his way of thinking but decidedly less like an actual novel.


“I know it doesn’t seem that bad,” I said. “But it goes on. It goes on forever.”


That’s when he noticed it was abridged, and I didn’t feel as though I could keep complaining after that.


Brian met Tallis and Dylan at a Roman Polanski marathon one night; Tallis knew Cameron from high school; Dylan met Tallis and Cameron somehow, and seemed to know just about everyone anyway. Dylan was in my Introduction to the Novel class; I’d seen him once or twice in the lectures, and then he showed up in my section meeting for the first time three or four weeks into the semester with his copy of Clarissa (unabridged), complete with notes in the margins. He was the only other guy in the section. I watched as all the girls realigned themselves subtly the moment he sat down with his long legs stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles, jeans torn at the knees and in a spot just below his front pocket, showing a dime-size glimpse of his thigh.


The first time I remember feeling as though I belonged to a recognizable group, a distinct unit, was when all five of us got drunk together on a bottle of good brandy that Dylan managed to find in the back cupboard in the kitchen at a debauched Halloween party. Dylan was the only one of us with a costume, if you could call it that: a threadbare, beautifully tailored tuxedo and a red-and-black plastic pitchfork that never left his side. I think at some point during the night he borrowed a set of vampire teeth; I have a memory of him grinning wickedly, brandishing the pitchfork and raising a glass, or a can, in a toast. There was a perfectly shaped kiss in red lipstick on his neck that seemed to be part of the whole effect; it smudged and migrated to his collar over the course of the night.


By sophomore year Brian and I were living in the same dorm, across the hall from each other, and the group began to have real cohesion. We coordinated our weekend activities, wound up at the same parties, ate hungover greasy breakfasts with one another. At exam time or when papers were due we sometimes wound up studying in the library together at one of the big tables in the common rooms downstairs, Cameron and Tallis with their impenetrable economics texts and laptops, Dylan with his novels in French and history journals. That was the year I tried to learn Old Norse, and Dylan would laugh at my struggles with the syntax and then help me figure it out, with a maddening ability to quickly master grammatical forms.


It’s hard to remember what we had in common, exactly, before the accident; it’s not something you think about at the time. The rest of them watched games together, but that was something I couldn’t get enthusiastic about, having gone from being always bad at athletics (glasses, uncoordinated, bookish) to being stubbornly uncaring about any game except tennis, which I watch with my father when I visit my parents around the time of any major match. Tallis used to say that my apathy about sports was impressively “un-American.” He had grown up in England, and the games he cared about were all alien to us—cricket, soccer (or football, as he called it)—except for basketball and any game that involved women players. Our college had an exceptionally good women’s basketball team, and Tallis loved to attend their games, and even convinced me to go with him once when no one else could make it. I agreed because he was so aggressively persuasive, and spent a strange couple of hours watching him alternately shout and sulk, seemingly oblivious to my presence except when our college team scored the winning point and he slapped me on the back with a broad, relieved grin.


Dylan didn’t follow any sport with a passion but seemed able to talk about any kind of game with a conventional level of knowledge and enthusiasm, although I convinced myself that it was just a show, and that in reality he had more in common with my intellectual and academic interests. After college he wound up working in publishing, securing a job with a company in New York after years of internships at various presses and small magazines. I was envious of his career and grew more so the longer I stayed in graduate school, amassing debt in student loans and spending all my time in the library while he moved ever upward in the literary world of the city, inviting me to parties every now and again, where he would introduce me to intimidating authors and editors.


“It’s not too late, you know, Elliot,” he would say whenever I complained about the endless labor of coursework, dissertation research, and working as an underpaid teaching assistant. “There are plenty of people in publishing with PhD’s. You could always get a job like that when you’re done.” But after years in graduate school there was no way I could afford to spend several more interning simply for the value of the experience, as he had.


If I kept grumbling, he knew how to placate me, evincing interest in whatever research project or class I was taking or teaching, surprising me with little pieces of specialized knowledge: the reception of Thomas Middleton on the Continent, the significance of hotly contested aspects of Lutheran doctrine in late-Elizabethan court literature, the role of Philip Sidney’s sister in his literary career. He always talked with a sense of admiration for the rigor of academic thinking and a touch of regret that he hadn’t taken that path himself, and I would wind up encouraging him to apply to graduate school for a program in Renaissance studies or French literature, and he would shake his head modestly and tell me that I was the clever one, that he didn’t have the dedication to stick it out.


Dylan carried with him from L.A. a subdued West Coast aura (probably just an effect of his year-round discreet tan) and looked like someone famous: no one in particular, just the suggestion of possible low-grade celebrity. People often gave him a second glance as though they were trying to place him. I did it myself the first time I saw him, heading into class on a rainy morning, leaning his bicycle casually against a space on the wall, shaking the water out of his soaked hair, wearing a yellow raincoat that should have looked absurd but on him appeared deliberately stylish in an offbeat way. I found myself thinking he looked like a marginal character from a sophisticated teen TV show, but I couldn’t quite decide which one.


The first time I heard him describe his background I felt sure it was a lie, at least to some degree—it seemed so improbably glamorous, despite his modesty in the way he talked about it. His father, Leo, worked in the movie business as a film editor; this didn’t have the flashiness of a producer or executive but somehow had more dignity, more sense of artistic precision and seriousness. Leo had won an Oscar at some point in the early eighties, and it sat on a shelf in his cluttered office, surrounded by other statuettes and trophies I was less familiar with. Dylan’s mother, Greta, was a psychotherapist and a writer who had made a bit of money with a series of self-help books about using color to change your life—paint your room purple for prosperity, wear yellow for wisdom, that kind of thing. They lived near Laurel Canyon—one of the only L.A. neighborhoods whose name I was familiar with—only not quite in it but in the hills above it, which sounded even more discreetly fashionable.


Dylan came from relative wealth: his clothes and belongings and easy attitude to money, his lack of interest in it, showed that. But I couldn’t help thinking that his background must have been a cover story for some much less interesting reality: a banker and a housewife, or an accountant and a librarian or university administrator, something like that. I’m not sure why I doubted him. It’s easy to think that I picked up on the secret he was hiding about his real origins, but that would be overestimating my powers of intuition or observation. I probably wanted to believe that he was more like me than he really was. It wasn’t surprising that such charisma and style could be produced by money and Hollywood, but it was more comforting to think that it could equally have come from a background as mediocre as my own.


Dylan didn’t act as though his background was impressive. Instead he almost deprecated it all. “It’s not Laurel Canyon,” he’d explain apologetically; “He’s an editor, not a ‘producer’ or whatever, though he’s pretty senior, gets to work on some good things”; “The books are, you know, lowbrow. It’s not Freudian theory or anything like that. Although she does write more serious stuff—like, in journals. She keeps writing the color books because they do well.” Once when he got really drunk he admitted that the books had spawned a line of merchandise: colored desk accessories, candles, scarves.


I asked Dylan once if he was named after the singer and he nodded patiently, not embarrassed, as I would have been in his place. Like my own parents, his were old hippies. Unlike my parents, or my mother at least, his had grown out of it.


“What about you?” he’d asked a moment later.


“What about me?”


“Your name. Your parents poetry fans?”


“Oh, that. No. I mean, they are poetry fans. But that’s nothing to do with my name. And it’s spelled differently.”


“Of course. My mistake.”


It was a long while after that evening, a year or two later, that I watched him tell a different story about his name. It was the last class we took together, Autobiography and Memoir, in our junior year. I passed by him as everyone was leaving at the end of class and overheard a conversation with a girl he’d been flirting with all semester.


“No, the poet,” he said, readjusting the books under his arm. “Dylan Thomas.”


“Oh, OK.” The girl nodded. “That’s so cool.”


Her name was Tyler, or Riley, I could never remember. Maybe they were discussing what it was like to have a gender-neutral name.


“I guess my parents were big poetry fans,” he said, and shrugged.


It didn’t even occur to me to think that Dylan had been lying to me and telling the truth to Tyler, or Riley. I just assumed that he’d said whatever he’d thought would impress her the most, that he’d made it up, a line. Those words—lie, truth—seem too heavy somehow to even apply to something as minor as whether you were named after a singer or a poet. It was a small, meaningless thing. It was only later, that last time in Vegas, that I remembered that afternoon and his conversation with the girl and wondered with growing discomfort whether he’d been spinning me a line, not her; or whether neither of those things was true and there was no romantic origin for his name at all.


There was no reason I could think of that he’d choose one famous Dylan over the other when it came to fitting a line to me and my prejudices; I didn’t care either way. Or maybe I did, in a way that I wasn’t even aware of and that Dylan intuited with his instinct for understanding what it was that people wanted to hear, conforming to tacit expectations, crafting subtle and elegant fictions and half-truths. Even at the very end I couldn’t bring myself to resent him for that, exactly, even when I began to understand something of the extent to which I’d been taken in. I admired it; I envied it, probably.


After the crash, in the late fall of our sophomore year, that was the most obvious thing we had in common, but if we hadn’t already been knitted together somehow, I don’t know whether it would have had the bonding effect that it did. At times afterward I wondered why it didn’t have the opposite effect, especially at moments when I found myself thinking about it when I didn’t want to, and I found it harder to forget when any of them were around.


Cameron turned out to be fine in the end, as did the rest of us, although we all had whiplash from the impact and his seemed to be the worst, along with a fracture to his wrist. We were all complaining of sore necks by the time we arrived at the emergency room, and one by one we were wheeled into the X-ray room and zapped and then given instant coffee and Advil. After an hour or so my neck stopped hurting, or rather the pain became less distinguishable from the generalized ache that had started humming in my whole body.


The doctor looking after me and Tallis, a young intern with a row of colored pens in her coat pocket, said we could both go home and wandered off with her clipboard. Dylan was over on the other side of the room with Brian, having his face cleaned up by a serious young nurse. She seemed to be taking an unreasonable length of time about it.


I looked down and noticed that there was still a needle sticking out of my forearm, attached to a short, hard plastic tube that had been used for an IV, although I wasn’t sure what the IV had been for (generic “fluids”?) or when it had been detached from the needle. On my wrist, below the needle, was the stamp from the bar we’d been at that night, showing I’d paid my entry fee and had ID. Brian knew the guys in one of the bands playing there, a punkish rock-and-roll group with four guitarists, none of whom could really sing. He’d played with them in high school. The stamp was a graphic that looked like a sharp-angled maze. The greenish ink had bled into my skin, collecting in the tracery of fine wrinkles at my wrist.


Tallis stood by my bed, where I was still sitting, staring at my arm. “What is it?” he asked, his voice slow and tired. “Let’s find Cameron and get out of here.”


“Did you have one of these?” I asked him, indicating the needle.


“God, I don’t know. I think they took mine out.”


We looked around for someone to remove the needle, but the place was busy. There was a child vomiting a couple of beds over, doctors and nurses walking busily by with hands full of papers and bottles of medication and kidney-shaped bowls. The attendants behind the central desk were all on the phone or talking to doctors. I’d caught sight once or twice of the guy who had stopped his car for us on the road, the long-haired nurse, but he ignored me and the rest of us, as though he’d never seen us before.


Tallis shrugged. “Come here,” he said. “Shut your eyes.”


I did as he said, and there was a swift, tearing pain, and then a small clatter as the needle and its plastic attachment landed on the metal stand by the bed. He took a square of cotton wool from a pile on the stand and handed it to me, and I pressed it against the wound. It didn’t bleed much.
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