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For Mom and Dad,


and my brothers,


and for Robert, the boy on the mountain





part one


parents






so long, farewell


november 30, 1983


Mathilde’s father, James Spicer, had been the last person she’d known to use a shoehorn and a handkerchief, archaic tools gone the way of arrowheads and telegrams. He’d been an art dealer. Mathilde’s father, who’d been polite when sober, was square-headed with big and fat feet. Who’d worn a camel-colored coat and hat, which he’d always tip in elevators. Mathilde’s father, who’d smelled like ash, pastrami, and melancholy.


They had a routine. Every work evening she’d hear the door unfasten in their apartment. She’d yell, Daddy’s coming home! He’d say, hello, Boots, because of how he’d claim she was only as tall as the tops of his boots. Her mother, Judy Spicer, would hover in the next room like a minor character in a play.


Daddy’s coming home!, and he’d open the door, and he’d come home.


Boots, he’d say, what was the very best part of your day? He’d pull her onto his lap. He’d squeeze between the backs of her shoulders—the place where wings would have sprouted, if humans grew wings.


Mathilde would say, this minute. She loved him as fiercely as a daughter could love her father, even one who was acquainted with his flaws—such as the nights he came home knee-deep in his scotch, burping, and slurrily calling her Roots instead of Boots.


Daddy’s coming home!, and he’d open the door, and he’d come home. If she were lucky, he’d be sober. She wasn’t always lucky. Regardless, it was good to have a father in the house.


When Mathilde’s father suffered a Heart attack on the 2 train coming home from work, she’d been in the middle of a rehearsal. Mathilde was sixteen, and her father had been forty-four. She was Liesl in the Lycée Français de New York’s production of The Sound of Music. She was lucky because Jack Jetter was cast as Rolf. Rolf and Liesl were in love.


Mathilde had always fancied Jack, who was a grade older, but truly fell in an incurable love at their high school homecoming dance. This was four months before. The song playing in the background had been the Supremes. “Baby Love.” Jack had pressed his cheek against hers, half a head and a mouth taller. When the song was over, he kissed her forehead, sputtered a raspberry on her left ear. You’re going to make some man very lucky someday. I’m already jealous.


Someday a man would love her. Mathilde couldn’t imagine making anybody lucky, let alone a man. - Maybe he loves me, - she fooled herself. - Except why can’t he be that man? -


The next morning, Mathilde heard the same song on the radio, her favorite golden oldies station, counting the times Diana Ross sang baby. There were twelve different babys Diana crooned after the other, twelve babys clunking like pennies, waiting to be wishes at the bottom of a fountain. Baby baby baby, Mathilde shimmied, at home with the silvery superfluousness of her own voice. Twelve was the magic number. If Jack’s picture appeared in the yearbook twelve times, it meant he loved her. If she saw him twelve times that week in the hallway, it meant he loved her. But twelve was an unkind number, spare and rationed. In order to get to twelve, you had to go one and two and so on, and before you knew it, you lost it to thirteen.


Mathilde wasn’t sure if each baby referred to a different beloved, whom Diana must have loved at some point but now could not differentiate from the next baby, or to just one sweetHeart she felt compelled to repeat twelve times over. Some wheeling form of melodic echolalia sent infections masked as energies through Mathilde’s eardrum. Had Mathilde really fallen in love? Mathilde thought of each baby crying in her arms, twelve babies calling her a naïve little schoolgirl who should not even pretend to know what love was.


Jack fed Mathilde’s fancy the next four months during rehearsals, insisting they get into character by repeating dialogue that Liesl and Rolf would have said to each other but that wasn’t in the script, calling it method.


Liesl, Jack told Mathilde, I love you. Sometimes, if she really pretended, it was Jack saying it to Mathilde, not Rolf to Liesl.


Rolf, Mathilde told Jack, I can’t live without you. His eyes were bright and uncomplicated, like bridge lights. Every minute she loved him more.


They’d been rehearsing “Sixteen Going on Seventeen” the day her father died. It was Mathilde’s turn, to sing about how she needed someone older and wiser telling her what to do, and at last Jack sang, you are sixteen going on seventeen; I’ll take care of you. That was Mathilde’s favorite line in the play. Her father was dead. She had one hour left to find out.


When they finished, Jack pulled Mathilde aside and asked if she had time to go over the scene where Rolf, a member of the Nazi Party in the second act of the play, tries to shoot Liesl’s father, The Captain.


Practice your face, Jack told Mathilde. You don’t look convincing enough.


Mathilde tried to look forlorn, her teeth tingling as Jack studied her face. To limit her arousal, she thought of filth. A documentary of the Vietnam War that had been on TV the other night. Roaches the sizes of half-dollars. The girl in her grade who always said sorry for raising her hand in class, who smelled sometimes like clay.


Why are you smiling? lisped Jack, burbling like he would with a mouthful of pulp, what, is this part too cerebral for you?—the very worst of his insults. Jack’s opinions were immaculate.


It’s not like that, said Mathilde. I’m just punchy.


You can do this, Mathilde, said Jack. You have to. But the more Mathilde held it in, the more her pure and flustery pubertal love wanted to husk itself out of her.


They practiced the scene with Jack insisting he wouldn’t be leaving until they had no seams left. He ministered until their guidance counselor came in. Mathilde, your mother just called. Can you come into my office?





the mathilde who was not herself


1987


Of all the roles she’d ever play in her life, Mathilde’s most ambitious character was a lead in a Scottish play called Textbook Case. Mathilde was twenty, an acting major at NYU Tisch School of the Arts, studying abroad at the Wimbledon College of Arts in London for a semester. Mathilde was Milla, a damaged, rash, and unabashed orphan placed in foster care her entire small life. To perfect her role she shut herself in her flat for at least five hours a day, accessing her darkest parts.


For if she wasn’t suffering for her art, what was she suffering for?


She’d start by announcing, pleasure to meet you. I’m Milla. This was the ritual she’d repeat for all of her characters. After her introduction, she was jettisoned of herself, no longer Mathilde.


As Milla, Mathilde forced herself to think of her parents at their worst. The times when they’d be late to pick her up from school or parties. The moments she’d look into her father’s face and register an eerie nonentity. Not enough energy for love, or not enough prioritizing that love. His life was defined by more important things than his children. (Mathilde had a younger brother, Sawyer.)


Her parents used to have earsplitting fights, as loud as the Old Testament god. Her father would say to her mother, you have some set of morals, toots, resorting to sarcasm when livid. His worst words could have been misconstrued as sweet had they not been delivered with a tone that could make anyone suppurate—christening her mother sweetHeart, baby, precious, when their arguments were the dirtiest, forever ruining these words for Mathilde. Whenever anybody would call Mathilde by an endearing nickname, her feelings would be hurt, and she’d curdle a desire to squish her hands together.


It was too bad, for she was commonly nicknamed by innocuous octogenarians. Here’s your change, honey, a man holding a newspaper once told her when she was in her twenties. He looked like a retired firefighter or a Depression-wizened businessman who spent his life making money for his next four generations.


- Fuck you, - thought Mathilde but said, thank you.


Mathilde figured if the average person was about 50 percent selfish, then her parents had been 75 percent: the kind of people who probably shouldn’t have had children but did anyway, who did a halfway decent job but were by no means outstanding parents. Her father had vices—drinking, smoking, gambling. Her mother was more interested in being a wife than a mother. She was also greedy—the only person Mathilde ever knew who didn’t believe in charity.


Mathilde poisoned herself with her thoughts for hours. - My parents would probably rather have three million dollars instead of me. I have a life that only looks fine on the outside. -


The troupe toured Europe and America that summer. Mathilde played Milla to different audiences in different theaters and festivals, ending in a converted abandoned hotel theater in Manhattan. While the rest of the cast went their own ways, most of them back to Europe, Mathilde stayed in New York and finished college.


There’s this one part in Textbook Case where Milla asks another orphan, won’t you beat me, so I know I did something wrong? These words came back to Mathilde in quieted parcels later in life. On her twenty-fifth birthday, as she opened a gift, Mathilde thought, - won’t you beat me, so I know I’ve done something wrong? - At twenty-nine, when she accidentally set off her car alarm she thought, - won’t you beat me, so I know I’ve done something wrong? - Once, when she was in the shower washing her hair, Mathilde asked herself, - won’t you beat me, so I know I’ve done something wrong? - At thirty-six, as her mother lay in the hospital with a cancer quiet in her body, Mathilde thought, - won’t you beat me, so I know I’ve done something wrong? -





not a love story


    (though it tries)


september 10, 1988


As Mathilde grew up on the Upper West Side of New York City, Claudio was growing up in a wasteland suburb of Detroit. Mathilde grew up with a comfortable amount of money; Claudio with no money. When Mathilde graduated high school, Claudio was graduating the University of Michigan with a degree in business. The night of his graduation, he paid twenty dollars for a Greyhound to New York. He had four shirts, sneakers, sunglasses, three pairs of underwear, blue jeans, a well-deserved bank account, and plans to open up a vinyl store. He was sort of crying when he got off the bus, but he wore the sunglasses.


He’d been able to afford Michigan only through the scholarship he’d received. The bank account was a result of waiting tables throughout high school and college. The best part about going to college there was not needing to take out student loans or borrow money from anybody. One of Claudio’s true loves was music, which made sense after having spent his entire youth saving his money. Vinyls he could borrow and lend with friends. The songs caught in his head were free. He rarely made transactions for anything tangible—never clothes, nor meals in restaurants, nor tickets to elsewhere. - Music is air, - he thought. - You can recycle it. -


Claudio had neuroses about the amount of money he spent, feeling infelicitous if he thought about it too much. - Why the fuck did I buy that overpriced fish dish; why did I ask the bartender for top-shelf gin? - It always added up. To indulge himself, Claudio listened to music all the time—in the shower, as he slept, while he talked on the phone. Music made him wealthier.


Claudio grew a beard and hand-rolled his cigarettes and ate only black bread and trusted no one when he moved to New York. He wanted to appear older than he was but couldn’t help attracting college students as friends, who’d come to his store and pick out records for their parties. Eight-tracks had long been out, and CDs were new, but neither sounded as good, as emotionally reviving, as the records. Claudio banked on nothing being better quality than records for a long time, risking his whole fiscal life on this.


He’d never even been to New York before. - Get out, - he’d told himself. - Never come back. - He’d have to make his own luck, which was fine. He’d never felt at ease depending on others. He’d only needed to find some people he could employ for family.


How’d you guys meet? folks would ask.


Claudio always said, we made out at a party on St. Mark’s.


Mathilde always said, we met through friends.


What really happened was they attended a party in an NYU undergraduate’s apartment where vodka was dispensed through feeding tubes hung from the wall. The undergraduate, a friend of Mathilde’s, had bought a Hall & Oates record from Claudio’s store and thought that the way Claudio smiled with his tongue sticking out of his teeth while ringing her up was cute in a grainy way, so she invited him to her place.


Claudio drank vodkas because he didn’t know anybody. Everything around him started to look like glass. The apartment had two floors with a steel staircase in the shape of fusilli and narrow circular steps, which Claudio fell down, responding to his own plunge with Jesus H. His ass smarted. All over the wall were hundreds of cookbooks. Adjusting himself right side up, he noticed a pair of thin legs, then the woman attached to them. Have mercy. Mathilde looked mature. Maybe she’d be too grown up for such foolishness.


Nice rings. Claudio scanned her hands. She wore two rings, but the left wasn’t a diamond, so he could try his own hand with hope. Is that where you live?


I’m sorry?


Where in your body do you spend the most time?


Well, my head, said Mathilde. You? She thought, - won’t you beat me, so I know I did something wrong? - And then she thought about a line from a play she did two years ago, titled Pretend It’s a Party. The line was - I’m tired of you laughing at me. -


No wonder, Claudio said, you look so much in la-la land. Anyone in particular you’re thinking about?


Nobody too special, admitted Mathilde. She’d been thinking of Milla from Textbook Case, whom she’d left in her brain with the rest of the characters she’d played. Milla didn’t know how to read or write. She had no outlet outside of her head, and fear crowded her thoughts. Considerably speaking, Mathilde was much luckier than Milla. How she missed her!


Milla wouldn’t have been so shy around Claudio. By this point, Milla would have been touching Claudio’s arm, laughing at his jokes, feeling his swinish body hairs stand for her attention. Claudio would have thought Milla was more fun than Mathilde. A firecracker. - You’re making the wrong choice, buddy, - Mathilde felt like saying.


She was being classic Mathilde. Thinking of her characters as though they were friends of hers. How could she tell Claudio that the people she missed most of all weren’t real or that they were part of her?


Besides, Claudio would be sure to dislike her once he found out how juvenile she was. Mathilde had light-years of maturity when it came to cognition—she could probably hold court with MENSA members—but when it came to her kinesthetic sense, she was childish. She mixed up her right and left, cried during happy moments, laughed during sad ones, and didn’t know temperance when it came to corporal needs like falling asleep or needing to use the bathroom. Whatever she felt, she could not wait to do. Her body held all of her clout.


The party overflowed with people and expensive talk. Two a.m. in the city was like 10:00 p.m. anywhere else. You need some water or something? yelled Claudio. His word water came out as waw-duh. Lately and astoundingly he’d heard himself already start to have a New York accent, pronouncing forest farrest and almond ah-min.


Soft fingers of smoke curled around their faces, an effluvium infection of their hair and clothes. This was pre-Giuliani, a time when everyone smoked indoors and felt their surroundings made them stronger.


Mathilde suggested they find someplace quieter, and so they came across the fire escape. Claudio opened the window and pinched the loose skin between her pointer and middle finger. Hand fat, he joked. Mathilde stuck out her tongue.


Here, we can fit, said Mathilde.


You sure you’re relaxed? asked Claudio, watching his breath in front of his face. He felt like a cool smoker.


It’s New York, said Mathilde. You get good at being comfortable in tiny and risky places.


The time felt necessary at the end of the party for Claudio to ask Mathilde, do you want to go for dinner sometime this week? He squinted and shook his head, as though Mathilde had already rejected him, though they’d Eskimo kissed for almost an hour atop a pile of coats. The effort was there: Claudio made moves but let Mathilde feel like she had some control over the situation. And Mathilde minded Claudio, letting him touch the side of her back as he asked, letting his reticence fade. Touching her back felt firm, filling, sufficient.


Oh sure, said Mathilde.


Mathilde had no way to know this, but the word sure rubbed Claudio wrong. He thought it beget a lackluster quality, that people said it when they didn’t take things seriously. Maybe he’d made the wrong decision? - Oh, come on, - he thought. He never really dated in New York, just had girls he’d talk to, go to concerts with, and occasionally sleep with.


The last had been a lawyer named Viola. Viola with the barbed cheekbones and the body starry with moles. She ate his leftovers, held her own at parties, and they were a fit in terms of maturity: Claudio needed to feel older, and Viola liked to say she was born forty. Viola was okay. But for some reason he and Viola had always been in a fight. He didn’t know how—it wasn’t as if he ever looked for trouble. How did people go about having relationships? What kind of process was it, and how organic? He would’ve loved to date a girl had he known precisely how.


Cool, thank you, said Claudio to Mathilde. And don’t worry. You can always trust somebody if you meet him upside down.


Claudio took Mathilde to dinner the next night at a restaurant in the West Village. He unmercifully muscled over drinks as his inhibition eroded. He was careful at first not to talk too much about himself, to approximate the time he spent talking with time he spent listening and asking questions, to find that perfect balance between not sounding like he was giving a speech or conducting an interrogation. He suddenly realized before his third whiskey that he’d been talking about Brian Wilson for however long it took the people at the table next to them to sit down and order and get their meals.


I should just stop talking, he interrupted himself. Especially about music. What else is there to say about music? I just like everything.


No, marveled Mathilde, you’re fascinating. God bless Mathilde, and her face, which was old-fashioned, Claudio realized. Maybe it was the eyes, intuitive and weary. She looked like she could have been a product of one of the wars. Well, you got me started, he said.


Mathilde sparkled, her spectacular mouth making punctuation: a parenthesis, a befuddled backslash. When she drank water, her lips became ellipses. And how did Claudio’s mouth look to her, he conjectured, making all sorts of hideous shapes? Without a doubt like the qualm of a question mark in discordance with the assured crudity of an exclamation point.


Claudio set the rules for himself: - her mouth reminds me when to stop. - A smile meant continue: they were on the same page. A frown meant the same: he had to justify himself, explain, maybe allow her to retort. A period, lips closed and ineffable, meant she wasn’t interested anymore.


Over the course of the evening, Claudio discovered that Mathilde also loved music. Who didn’t? But Mathilde liked music that moved her. She didn’t just listen to it because it was there. Her favorite album was Joni Mitchell’s Blue, closely followed by Fleetwood Mac’s Rumours. She explained to Claudio how she wanted the qualification of being a person people thought of when they listened to certain songs.


Mathilde had a chimera cat named Penelope. Her favorite flowers were sweet peas. Her best outfit was her blue bell-bottoms, her grandmother’s mink coat, and a peasant blouse that she got in the East Village for five dollars.


Why that outfit?


Because I’d wear it anywhere.


Even to your wedding?


Even to my funeral. This dizzy chime, the urgent art of Mathilde’s laugh, overwhelmed Claudio in a safe way. Make sure I’m buried in it, will you?


I hope you’ve told some other people. Not because I anticipate not seeing you again. It’s just, you’ll probably outlive me.


Oh come on! She laughed like he was kidding. This is pretty morbid, for a first date.


It is? He wondered if Mathilde thought he was brave, deep, different. Or did he seem like a phony? Taking such a wonderful person out to dinner was a goddamn idiotic idea. If only he’d taken some sedative. Even a hit of weed would’ve made him more comfortable, brought him to an orbiting lull. The soft way Mathilde studied him made him feel like maybe something about him was off, like his eyes were too cocoon-shaped or his hairline too focused.


After drinks, dinner, dessert across the street at a bakery, and then a nightcap three blocks down at another bar (Mathilde aggressively ordered some specialty cocktail Claudio had never heard of before called an adios, motherfucker), Claudio offered to drive her home. Over dinner he’d found out that Mathilde lived with her mother and brother, Sawyer, on the Upper West Side and commuted downtown to her college classes.


I wanted to dorm, but my mom’s the cheapest rich person you’ll ever meet.


That’s too bad. My parents are poor, but they’re really generous. Sometimes too much for their own good.


You have a car? asked Mathilde. In Manhattan?


I mean, I sometimes even drive it to the grocery store, said Claudio. An old stretch limousine had been repaired, then for sale last year at an auto-repair shop in Holliswood, Queens. Claudio had had his eye on it for a month, buying it as soon as he’d sold enough records. It (or she, as he called it) was the first big thing he’d ever owned.


Claudio told Mathilde this, then all about how well his business had done in the past year, much better than he’d thought. How he spent all of his spare money on parking spaces for the car. Seems like a waste. Mathilde was truthful.


Well, there’s nothing I can think of that I’d rather spend money on.


Don’t you want to save it?


I wanted to own something larger than me, said Claudio.


What about buying property?


You’re kidding, right? asked Claudio. They laughed in a way only New Yorkers could laugh.


Yeah, I guess that makes some sense.


And on that note, let me drive you home.


You don’t have to, said Mathilde, in the laudable way girls speak, offering not to be taken care of. Earlier she’d also held out her hands as a gesture to pay for her half of the bill, but Claudio had said, my pleasure.


What kind of person would I be if I didn’t make sure you get home safely? clicked Claudio: traditional, bearlike.


Are you sure you’re good to drive?


I’m a tank, said Claudio. And I like living. I have some things I want to do before I die. But I get it: you don’t know me. You’re going to have to trust me.


I’ll trust you, decided Mathilde.


Mathilde took a toothpick and the restaurant’s business card while Claudio munificently tipped the coat check girl. A Muzak version of “It’s Only a Paper Moon” tolled. He opened the door, and they were hit by the city air in uprising swirls. Mathilde’s ears were touching the sky. Wasn’t perspective a glorious and mad thing?


Come, said Claudio. And Mathilde followed him.


He was thinking - she hates me. - Christ, she was tiny and hot. Parsley bangs snipped across her forehead, news-anchor skin. She’d gotten up halfway through dinner to use the restroom, and her shirt bottom swung up, a hint of split-upward unsweatered bare back just about killing his feral self. Her hip bones like monkey bars.


It took twenty minutes to walk to Claudio’s parking space, pay the parking lot attendant, and maneuver out of there. All the while, Mathilde had a slumbery feeling of the uncanny. Something about the situation reminded her of something else. As they merged onto the West Side Highway, Mathilde realized. The limo—how much like a hearse it was. Was it already five years that he’d been living under the ground?


- Not living, - Mathilde reminded herself. - Not dying either. Everything that could have happened already happened. - Sometimes Mathilde would even say out loud, he’s not cold. He can’t feel anything. She was always reminding herself.


You all right?


Yes, I’m okay, said Mathilde. Just thinking.


About what?


Um, Elvis. She didn’t want to mention her dead father, feeling like she had talked about him too many times. This tragic baggage had become part of her identity: the girl with no more father. She couldn’t help being born to him. It wasn’t her fault he’d died!


Most of the boys Mathilde dated before Claudio talked about how they were thinking about kissing her before actually kissing her. Claudio didn’t meander. She didn’t know what he was thinking as he kissed her before he even wholly stopped the car. It was an architectural and fancy kiss. And, would you believe it, he tasted sweet: sly, sexy, milkshakey.


Be careful. Mathilde laughed as he parked the car.


You don’t trust me? asked Claudio. Those fat blue eyes.


Can I? asked Mathilde.


Outside, a fugue of drunk twenty somethings passed by. Claudio saw one of them point at his limo and say to her friends, fellas, my ride is here.


My mom’s upstairs, Mathilde continued. Mothers generally liked Claudio, because he was quiet and handled gently. Though in this case, he didn’t know how he’d hold his own. He didn’t feel like himself. Perhaps he was high off Mathilde’s conditioner, which smelled like apple pie. He could’ve eaten her hair. Furthermore, she frenched the way she talked: kindly, kinetically.


This where you grew up? Claudio asked, hindering in front of Mathilde’s building, a high-rise on Riverside Drive. It occurred to Claudio that he hadn’t really asked Mathilde about her childhood. It was all about the present. See, he didn’t know about the things you were supposed to talk about during first dates.


My whole life, said Mathilde. That’s my doorman, Isaac, who was reading the newspaper. She wanted Isaac to look at her, grant some nod of approval or discretion. Isaac felt like a family member but one degree removed. She trusted him with secrets. He bore witness to the times she came home with rum spiced on her mouth, the boyfriends and girlfriends and joints she snuck up when her mother was out of town or sleeping.


I keep picturing you as a little girl, said Claudio.


Don’t, urged Mathilde. She told him to circle twice around the block, her way of continuing the night. Claudio kept driving east.


Where are you going? asked Mathilde.


We, not you, corrected Claudio.


He drove along Central Park, then stalled. They made out in the backseat. Mathilde had never done this on a first date before. She had what she called her jollies but had been decent at domesticating these thrills and chills, until now.


Do you come from the inside or the outside? he asked her. She had gorgeous everything, her slinky neck, even the pits of her knees.


Mostly inside, she told him. The moon curled down in a cleaving gibbous. The radio played music from the 1950s. Why must I be a teenager in love? the radio asked Claudio and Mathilde and the stars up above. Claudio and Mathilde didn’t answer, and neither could see the stars because they were in Manhattan. Claudio tried to remember what it felt like to be a teenager. But he kept mixing his own memory up with scenes from Grease 2, the movie that was on TV late last night, a reverent remedy to his insomnia. He didn’t think he’d ever been in love. He sniffed her around the shoulders like a dog.


What are you doing? asked Mathilde.


I’m trying to remember how you smell, he admitted recklessly.


Who are you?


Pepé Le Pew, he joked. A skunk. And you’re the girl who’s out of my league.


No, said Mathilde. Who are you really? Claudio studied her mouth. Her cheeks sucked in. Her stone-fox, infinity-shaped lips riveted him.


I’m Claudio Simone, he told her. Who are you?


Mathilde called her girlfriend the next day and told her that she had just met the man she was going to marry. And that’s that, she made up her mind, studying a love bite in the mirror over her wrinkling vocal cords. A small problem—a pox. She wanted to keep it for the rest of her life.


You say that about every guy you make out with. It was true. Boys fell for Mathilde, especially princely and brainy boys who liked music, aged eighteen to twenty-six. She had a history with them, taking them to her sorority formals and playing mind games with them and pretending their kisses between her legs didn’t tickle. All of Mathilde’s valves were open to love. She thought about how Claudio looked, with his arms like wooden spoons and eyes the color of the deepest sea. She said that they were going to get married. And have lots of children.


You don’t even know if he’ll be a good father.


He has nice arms. Good for picking up babies, Mathilde leaped, deal-sealing. He makes me relaxed. She thought about Claudio asking her if she came from the inside or the outside, how lovely it felt to answer. They had no problem talking about sex; that must’ve meant they could talk about probably anything. She felt humbly protected, like a baby inside of a house belonging to someone responsible, somebody who specifically made her to take care of her.


So, this won’t be a love story. Nobody is trying to tell you something about love. This will be a story about a family.





the claudio who was a brother


september 13, 1988


Mathilde stayed the following night on the corner of Tenth and Avenue A, in the apartment Claudio shared with his best friend, Zane. She asked Claudio the next morning, what do you want for breakfast?


Claudio garbled French fries, and then he said two front teeth. He opened his eyes and saw Mathilde, who was waiting for him to hold her. Man, how did I get here?


He jumped up and ran a shower. I’m a water sign. Cancer.


So am I! Scorpio. But it’s nothing I buy into. I only believe in science, was Mathilde’s certainty, though she did pay attention to the possibility of faith. Actually, she was a compulsive wisher. On dandelion skeletons, on pennies, in fountains or wells, on eyelashes, at 11:11 a.m. and 11:11 p.m., on birthday candles. She tried to split them up evenly into selfless and selfish wishes. She didn’t even believe in them coming true and still wished.


In the shower, Mathilde left speckled love-bites on Claudio’s neck and chest. He gripped her ass with both hands. A tear leaked down her cheekbone, and it tasted holy. Mathilde’s clean, enchanting body. Your body is an American wonder, he proclaimed. It’s better than water. Better than chocolate. It’s even better than hope.


Keep hope, said Mathilde. It’s good.


I never hope, said Claudio. And that’s why I’m still alive.


What does that mean? Mathilde couldn’t trust what Claudio said when it came to being alive. This was coming from a man who’d earlier said I’ve done every drug there is and it’s not in the cards for anyone in my family to push past fifty.


Instead of answering, Claudio walked to the kitchen and came back with a bag of chocolate chips, pouring a handful into his palm and holding his hand out to Mathilde. Mathilde asked, can we talk about something less gloomy?, for she was supposed to be the shadowy, sensational one. Claudio was supposed to be her balloon, pulling her out of her rumbling, showboating despair.


I guess, said Claudio. He too had been asking himself that question for twenty-three years. Let’s talk about your legs. He touched Mathilde’s left leg. Her wet, bald left.


What about them?


About how they just won’t quit.


Darling. You’re making me blush. Mathilde’s counter came out artificial-sounding, her voice emboldened.


I read a sad poem about legs, once.


By who?


My sister, Jane, wrote it and gave it to me for my birthday. It didn’t make a very good present, because it was so sad. But it stuck with me. I still have it.


Claudio hadn’t told Mathilde much about his sister, except for, she’s in a hospital. A disquieted Mathilde had asked him what illness she had, and he’d said, it’s not physical, so she hadn’t pried. Show me.


Claudio turned off the faucet and dried them both off, then walked into his room. He came back in a bathrobe, holding the poem. Okay, kid, he said. Droplets of water clung to his neck.


Fins


He said you could do a helluva lot with them. You could stick


a cigar up there, he said. You can wear them to bed


or to the ball. He said god must’ve been generous


with my legs but also that they were trouble. Long, unlonely,


unsalted pretzel sticks. There for decoration.


Put anything on them and they will stand.


Cover those cornstalks with boots, somebody else said.


Cover those thighs with chaps, cover those feet


with another pair of feet.


Maybe he was a religious man or something


but he kept mentioning god like he was in the room.


He said it’s like two or three of the best architects in the world


designed those legs. I didn’t know if he was still talking


about god then, I felt like a fool for not knowing.


He said he would play one like a piccolo


if I’d let him. When I looked down


at my legs then they appeared blurred


and drippy. Like the left one was leaking


or something.


When Claudio finished reading, tracing the words with his fingers, neither spoke. He always thought the poem was written to keep some other words from coming out of his sister, existing in a preventative way, like the Electoral College. Finally, Mathilde cracked the silence. I thought we were going to talk about happy things.


You’re right, Legs, said Claudio. Can I call you Legs? So I have a better association?


Boots, Mathilde mouthed but didn’t have the muscle to tell another sad story. She thought of her brother, Sawyer. She could tell Claudio a story about him, a lesser catastrophe, one to commiserate over.


This would be the beginning of Mathilde’s cheery, cheesecakey nickname and the predecessor to Mathilde’s calling Claudio other body parts: throat, ear, large intestine. They laughed for almost an hour.


She gave him all the tools he needed to hurt her, and he did the same. Wasn’t that the logic in love?





the mathilde who was a sister


    (& the story she told claudio)


    january 27, 1983


While walking home from school, thirteen-year-old Sawyer Spicer was attacked for the way his hips stuck out like a girl’s. Let go! Leave me be!, he choked, spitting elisions through his tears.


The pack’s leader was Neil, an unjustly handsome transfer to Lycée Français de New York in Manhattan, where Sawyer and his sister, Mathilde, attended middle and high school. Neil was handsome and decisive, and had made Sawyer feel large. The night they were assigned the project together, on photosynthesis, Sawyer went home and thought about Neil coming out of the shower. Sawyer loved boys from when he was young enough to love people in general. It was just another, more specific part of himself. He liked most people, and he liked to imagine boys naked. It wasn’t so different from enjoying most food but craving pad thai.


They’d finished the project in under an hour, migrating downstairs to the bodega. They were rung up by the man who had tragedy-mask wrinkles on his face and who spoke every sentence like a question, one of New York’s few remaining Jewish bodega owners. Neil and Sawyer brought two pastrami sandwiches to Sawyer’s apartment, where Sawyer’s doorman asked them both about last night’s Giants game. - Is this a date? - Sawyer thought, then felt his skin flush lilac. He was a dweeb!


Neil ate like a sandpiper, mashing his face down into the sandwich, consuming speedily, unbelievably. When he finished his sandwich, Neil handed Sawyer the aluminum foil wrapper the way a child would do in the company of an adult. They talked for another hour, mostly about their families and friends.


I had lots of girlfriends at my old school, but one I liked the most, said Neil. Susan. We got to third base.


Wow, said Sawyer, swallowing his spit, unsure of how to feel. Not exactly disappointment, because he figured Neil had girlfriends, more like he was in debt.


Do you masturbate? Neil asked Sawyer in the same fluttery voice he used to talk about the girlfriends.


Every so often, said Sawyer, his stomach cramping as Neil asked him how often.


Like about once a week. You? Sawyer asked people you? so regularly he sometimes forgot that he was the I.


Oh, when I’m bored, said Neil. Sawyer wanted to go back to their sort-of rapport, where he was comfortable, where they took turns talking, but then Neil took out his loose-leaf. He pointed at the blank page opposite their diagram on photosynthesis. The project was stellar, and Sawyer had done most of the work. They were probably going to get one hundred. Draw what you think about.


Sawyer didn’t draw anything vulgar or gratuitous, just a body. A man. A person. Everything that there was needed to be. He drew the hands in a bewildering way: palms up, as if waiting to accept low-fives.


Neil stared. This is hot.


Thanks, Sawyer whispered, focusing into Neil’s drippy lips, his Dalmatian eyes (the left blue more royal than the right), wondering if it was going to be the moment of his first kiss. Instead, Neil rolled it up into a tight cylinder, then bopped Sawyer on the head with it. Later, he said. See you mañana, with an overflow of accent so phony it was delicate.


Sawyer went to bed thinking about the word later. No matter what, there would always be a later. This later could be a mañana, or a Sunday, or a Tuesday, or a never. His wrists trembled.


Neil didn’t look at Sawyer the next day in class. Sawyer, inflicted with an obscure shame, looked down at his shirt. Maybe he had something on it. It was red with triangular pockets. His mother had bought it in France. - Wrong, - Sawyer thought to himself.


One week later Neil chased Sawyer after school with some boys who played lacrosse and got to third base, at least, with girls. Afterward, they left Sawyer with his drawing, the word faggot wedged in red ink over the pelvis. Earlier, their class had received their graded diagrams on photosynthesis. The carbon dioxide seeped into the plant, and the oxygen slid out. The sky was an alphabet of blue. And all energy came from light. They got one hundred. At least Sawyer passed something.


Mathilde put him to bed. No, she said. Don’t cry. Before he closed his eyes, Sawyer apologized to her. She felt her Heart wobble clumsily through her chest. When he woke up after a few hours, she reaffirmed to him, you didn’t do anything wrong, so they both could hear it.


Here’s the thing with teenage boys, Sawyer said to his sister. They’ll eat anyone’s Heart if they’re told it has protein.


Groups, said Mathilde. Someone’s making a decision somewhere. Who knows who.


You’re lucky you’re a girl.


These were the words Mathilde repeated to Claudio, in his bed. He told me I was lucky for being a girl, she said, and I knew I wanted girls for children. Soft, mindful sisters—the kind she didn’t have. Boys would be too complicated, she declared, having mercy. She didn’t need more of that in her life.





dog blues


november 15–16, 1988


Mathilde landed a role in a play, Make a Living. She was to be a twenty-one-year-old girl playing a thirty-eight-year-old woman named Frances. Frances wanted a child but didn’t have a partner. Most of Frances’s monologues involved a loneliness that Mathilde personally felt too immature to convey. That year, for the purpose of her art and for the sake of her challenging role, Mathilde sussed every day for something that would make her cry, making so much of her own emptiness.


Before rehearsal, she’d walk into her parents’ room. (She would never be able to call it only her mother’s room.) She’d stick her nose in her father’s clothes. Crackers and coins and cigarettes. The searing, bewildering smells of his world. Her mother hadn’t given them away, which was of use for Mathilde. She didn’t need much to weep, just a snuffle or two.


Who is that boy you’ve been seeing? asked her mother. Someone special, she guessed.


Just a boy, Mathilde said and said it for a while, as though he was only one of a plethora of lazy loves.


As a twenty-three-year-old, Claudio couldn’t help but enjoy things that were taboo but, in his estimation, harmless—jokes that violated protocol, tenuous words. Mathilde had the luxury of mollycoddling in moods for work, and he by association experienced these selfish tempers with her. Dating Mathilde felt like going to an amusement park every day. Like somebody much larger than him was grabbing him by the shoulders and thrashing. She made him feel good in a devouring way, and this way frightened him when he thought about it.


This was partially due to his lack of experiencing anything directly catastrophic. He’d never had any misfortune too extreme to process. Never lost anyone unexpectedly (to death) or been in a war zone. His parents had been gullible, dissociative people—the type to get conned. But he had no reason to believe they weren’t happy. The very worst thing that happened to Claudio was that he grew up poor. In a world where some people watched each other’s heads blowing off, Claudio always described his life as not bad.


(But he’d never lived a life other than his own, so who was he to judge the quality?)


His sister, Jane, always seemed to be more depressed, but she lived a different life. She was a girl, which Claudio speculated was harder. Boys had pressure to grow into men, but girls had contradicting types of pressure: sometimes to show themselves off, sometimes to hide. Sometimes to speak up, sometimes to collar their speech. Jane, who had become so hard to love—maybe she was having a bad life, but not Claudio. His life wasn’t bad and would never be bad, if he could help it.


Mathilde didn’t understand what not bad meant. Things were either wonderful or appalling. Feeling felt like exercising, the terrain of an actor. She cherished crying like tripping on a drug—adored the messy, thick sleepiness that came with it, the released toxins and proteins and hormones. She felt she had more substance when she embraced calamity, going out of her way to rent the movies that drove her to snivel for days. Especially the ones based on true stories, because a story wasn’t really sad unless it was real.


Claudio knew he was in love with Mathilde by their second date, which took all night. They stayed up until 7:00 a.m. talking about their favorites: animals, days of their lives, stories, songs. Mathilde told Claudio how Willy Loman’s failures taught her that good luck can get a person only so far. Claudio believed that the song “My Sweet Lord” by George Harrison almost made him believe in a god. And then Claudio thought, - I can fall in love with her. -


There’d been other girls, sure. But none of those relationships had to do with love. The closest he’d come had maybe been Viola or his high school girlfriend, a ballerina named Sylvie, whose dance company sweatshirts Claudio would wear. But nobody he’d ever slept with had been as open as Mathilde. Claudio was a sucker for people with Hearts on their sleeves, who honored him with life details he hadn’t provided conversational momentum for. Being with them felt like eating clams with wobbly shells, or having a cashier honor an expired coupon. Mathilde made him feel like he could save her from harm. It would be easy to. Not like Jane, whom Claudio had been unable to save.


His favorite thing about Mathilde, though, was that she was the best damn listener he had ever met. Most people he knew just pantomimed listening when really they were counting seconds until it was their turn to speak. Mathilde wasn’t like anybody else: she really listened.


Claudio and Mathilde spent every day together those first months of dating. Then came the weekend Mathilde traveled out of town to visit her brother, Sawyer, who was starting his freshman year at Cornell. Claudio had the weekend to himself. - What did I do for fun a few months ago? - He couldn’t remember.


Claudio’s roommate, Zane, brought a stray dog back to their apartment that Friday night. Claudio was listening to records and eating strawberry jam from the jar with a spoon. He had little willpower around sweets and was mildly addicted to sugar. He made sure there was never anyone around to witness his pornographic ingestion habits. Claudio guessed he could’ve had a kind of eating disorder, but how could he be certain? Eating disorders were a relatively recent phenomenon, like cellular phones or camcorders, and they were popularly diagnosed with white middle-to-upper-class girls. Claudio even liked stomach viruses when they paid off in a real way, and thought Karen Carpenter looked good until she was dead. He wasn’t just into the thin-as-wineskin look, though—there were a lot of kinds of pretty, he believed.


Hey guy, said Zane. How cute is this guy? There were two guys: Claudio and the dog. The dog was large and silver, with pointy wolf-ears. It reminded Claudio of winter. Snowshoeing. Some sylvan place that wasn’t New York City.


Where’d you find it?


He followed me home from the bar. Zane bit his lip like a tarty showgirl, just missing the cold sore on his philtrum.


How do you know it’s a he? Did you check?


Nah. He looks masculine, said Zane. I can tell.


Come on, said Claudio.


You think I’m kidding. It’s my instincts.


How do you know it doesn’t belong to one of your homeless buddies? asked Claudio. Zane was one of those people who talked to everybody. He had extroversion down pat, didn’t even call for a crutch, like when smokers make friends through sharing cigarettes outside.


I don’t, said Zane. I’ll call the pound tomorrow, but can he stay with us tonight? And why are you eating jam with nothing else?


Because I do this thing, said Claudio, called whatever the fuck I want.


It’s bizarre that you’re eating just jam.


Does it bother you that much? The dog sniffed the jelly jar.


Dogs don’t eat sweets, said Zane.


Mathilde’s cat, Penelope? She eats macaroni and cheese. You can’t make stuff like this up, said Claudio.


Mathilde again, said Zane. Don’t you ever talk about anybody else?


That night, Claudio fell asleep on the couch as Zane watched a Leslie Nielsen movie on TV. The dog charged the couch, nuzzling Claudio on the shoulder. The record player played “Walk on the Wild Side.” Claudio couldn’t sleep without music, though he could sleep through anything—storms, apocalypses, neighbors. Hi, buddy, whispered Claudio from his sleep, rubbing the dog’s back with his palms.


Think we should call her Mathilde? joked Zane.


What the fuck, brother? snapped Claudio.


A hustle here and a hustle there, said Lou Reed.


But they have so much in common, said Zane.


New York City is the place where, Lou Reed said.


Both breathe air. They can both eat and sleep. The missus is a carbon-based organism too, right, Claudio? What a coincidence.


Claudio smiled back thriftily. You’ve never been in love.


You’ve known her a couple of months, Zane pressed. Your feelings for her, you know what they are? They’re just chemicals, Claudio’s friend said. You fucked her. Now you think you love her.


Zane had had an unhappy childhood. His parents didn’t love each other anymore but still lived together. Claudio had heard so many stories about Zane’s dad that when he finally visited the parents at their apartment he thought, - wow, that’s the father. - Zane’s father looked ordinary, with wooly knuckles and a pleasant handshake. Bald in the middle of his head, a strip of skin poking out almost obscenely. He seemed like a nice guy.
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