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			Epigraph

		

		
			“Some things are too terrible to grasp at once.”

			– Donna Tartt, The Secret History

			“It’s like he loved doing it, like he wanted to make a little wound that would last forever.”

			– Siri Hustvedt, What I Loved

		

	
		

		
			One

			1.

			Nick, frozen in the gathering dusk of his cramped Parisian room, perched on the edge of his chair in nothing but glacier-white briefs. The necessity of switching on a light loomed over him like an unwelcome task, as did the prospect of finishing getting dressed. He bargained with himself: five more minutes to linger in this liminal space as shadows stretched across the floorboards. His gaze drifted to his phone, lying face down on the table like a reproach. When he finally checked the time, the numbers jolted him to his feet.

			He’d be late. The metro, with its warren of delays and disruptions, couldn’t be trusted, and an Uber—even if he could justify the expense—would crawl through the city’s glutted arteries. Such luxuries had become foreign to him anyway, casualties of his decision to “do what he really loved,” a phrase that now carried a bitter aftertaste. He had no choice but to walk the two kilometers to the hotel, where his mother, Lynne, and her wife, Susan, waited.

			Tomorrow, Lynne and Susan would board a plane to South Africa. Paris served merely as a comma in their journey from the States, barely worth noting. Despite a carefully timed and early departure from the office, Nick had squandered the precious minutes daydreaming, dreams which were as tangible as the bruises he’d long ago learned to hide, dreams with blurred edges like the old photograph on the dresser of him, his mother, and a third face now gone.

			

			Nick hurried to the bathroom where his chosen armor lay in wait: black jeans and a black turtleneck, carefully arranged like a specter given form. These weren’t his showiest pieces, but they carried quality in their very fibers. The kind of quality that whispered rather than shouted. He’d adopted the Parisian head-to-toe black as naturally as breathing, telling himself the uniform was cultural assimilation rather than camouflage. But didn’t every transplant to the city do the same thing—wrap themselves in darkness like a protective spell?

			Tonight’s choice of the turtleneck felt different though—less shield, more weapon. Nick knew his mother Lynne would read its worth instantly, even without a designer’s name screaming from the fabric. She would see the liquid way the material draped, how it caught the light like oil on water. The silk-cashmere blend settled against his skin with the weight of intention. Look what I can afford without you, the garment seemed to say. Look what I’ve become despite everything. Every thread morphed into a small rebellion, every perfect stitch a reminder that he’d built this life—even if it wasn’t necessarily “the dream”—without her help, without her connections, without her giving a damn.

			But the turtleneck couldn’t hide what he really was: still her son, still wanting her to notice. “To hell with it,” he muttered to his reflection, but the words fell as flat as his conviction.

			Fog rose outside the windows as Nick moved through his apartment. He left a light burning as a beacon for his future self. He could almost believe the dinner was already over, that he was returning home to this waiting warmth, relieved by the knowledge that once Lynne and Susan’s plane lifted off, he could pack away thoughts of his mother and her lover like winter clothes in summer. Their meetings were scattered so thinly across the calendar that each one felt like both beginning and ending, hello and goodbye compressed into the same breath.

			

			The January air bit with midwinter teeth, but Nick wore only a threadbare overcoat, its stains and wear an obvious mismatch against the refined elegance beneath. The coat served as a sartorial contradiction, undermining the turtleneck’s silent boast. Walking as fast as he could, Nick remembered that Marc would be there tonight, his mother’s best friend and a true Parisian whose authenticity made Nick’s adopted city-self feel like a poor translation. And then there was the artist. Susan had mentioned him in her last text message, along with her usual reminder that Lynne would love to hear from him more often, a face that flickered at the edges of Nick’s memory like a candle about to burn out. The name Laslo echoed in Nick’s mind as a faint trace from childhood, most details erased by time or willful forgetting.

			As he hurried down the street, an approaching bus drew him into a sprint, and something electric sparked in his chest—a sudden, startling joy. The usual unreliability of Paris public transport made this timing magical, as if his desperate footsteps had conjured the vehicle from the gathering dark. For a moment, he almost turned to share the small victory with the ghost of someone long gone. But the impulse died as quickly as it came, leaving his nervous anticipation to transform into something like delight—the kind of miracle that made even the most anxious evening feel touched by fate.

			

			2.

			Across the Seine, in a weathered Haussmannian building near Saint-Sulpice, Marc lingered by his sink, contemplating an oversized glass of red wine he couldn’t bring himself to want. The burgundy tasted more like duty than indulgence. With a gesture more decisive than careful, he set the wine down too hard, watching both liquid and glass shudder like a ship run aground. The glass slowly settled among the archipelago of unwashed dishes.

			He retreated to his closet, where a wall of dark Mahogany loomed with its burden of clothing. The wardrobe exhaled its familiar musty breath as he reached in and extracted a blazer from its depths. As he shrugged it on, the weight of the evening ahead settled across his shoulders along with the fabric. Marc came from an old family, the kind whose pedigree was more curse than blessing. The generations of wealth had dwindled to almost nothing upon reaching him, leaving only the burden of appearances. He lived alone in the crumbling apartment he’d inherited from his grandmother, its faded grandeur a perfect metaphor for his life. The parquet floors creaked under his feet, the wallpaper peeled in corners, and even though Marc knew the place was falling apart, he did almost nothing to ever tidy up. He let disorder match the apartment’s decline, like for like. So he compensated for his financial insecurity with elegance: tailored suits, silk scarves, and gifts—always tasteful, always expensive-looking—that he’d painstakingly source from secondhand stores, estate sales, and shops marked down half-price.

			Marc stared at his phone where it lay in the crumpled bedsheets, the screen’s glow an invitation to escape. The pandemic had given everyone a perfect excuse, hadn’t it? Illness had become both more believable and more terrifying, a get-out-of-jail-free card that carried its own weight of anxiety. But this was Lynne, who had known him for more than twenty years, since they were colleagues in the States, when they’d shared cigarettes and secrets in dim faculty lounge corners. She didn’t just ask how you were—she followed up with questions about your white blood cell count and whether your cough was productive. Calling in sick to Lynne meant preparing a dossier: symptoms listed in chronological order, doctor’s credentials, medications and dosages cross-referenced with side effects. She wasn’t nosy so much as pathologically thorough. And because she wielded that precision like a virtue, lying to her wasn’t like lying to anyone else—it required a narrative architecture Marc no longer had the stamina to build.

			

			He knew exactly what Lynne would say.

			“Fuck off!” The words burst from him in perfect mimicry of her world-weary drawl, all wounded exhaustion and brittle disappointment, echoing off the walls of his chaotic flat. His own laughter surprised him—a flash of mellowness in the cool air. The moment of levity propelled him through the motions: hat settled just so, scarf wrapped with practiced elegance, peacoat buttoned against the evening chill. He descended the stairs with determination and stepped onto the street, where the looming omen of a black Mercedes taxi waited.

			But as the leather seat embraced him, Marc’s temporary spark of energy guttered and died. He mumbled the hotel’s address in a voice heavy with resignation, then retreated into silence. Even the driver—a young North African with the kind of handsomeness that would normally have sparked Marc’s interest—couldn’t draw him from his deepening gloom. The young man’s attempts at conversation dissolved into the space between them, unanswered. Anyway, Marc had always believed that traffic-heavy rides across town were a chance for reflection.

			

			He tried to remember the first time he’d met Lynne all those years ago during his stint teaching French literature at, what he called, a médiocre American university. Lynne had been the quiet anchor of the humanities faculty. She had been respected but not flashy, with a dry sense of humor that Marc had immediately liked. She, in turn, found his wit and old-world charm amusing. Her intelligence had always struck him—the relentless way she filled the air with words, and the uncanny way she could puncture tension with a single, well-placed line. At the same time, Americans had the tendency, Marc had always thought, to overshare, and so their conversations often drifted into the personal. During one of these chats, Lynne had admitted, almost offhandedly, that her marriage felt “complicated.” Though Marc had wanted to pry, he had simply nodded, offering her the kind of unspoken understanding that he himself often craved.

			Now, decades later, his connection to Lynne remained one of the few threads linking him to a past that sometimes seemed more imagined than real. The only true friend he had: The one he’d call when something happened, when something was (rarely) worth sharing, and the only one he’d meet at the drop of a hat, booking last-minute trips to Rome or Istanbul or Reykjavik on his American Express card. The one who had left her husband for Susan, who’d also been their colleague at the university. Susan had been the department’s rising star, he remembered, full of ambition and ideas that sometimes grated on her older colleagues.

			But Lynne was indispensable to Marc, not only because of their shared history. She had the uncanny ability to see through his layers of artifice. While others might have admired his tailored suits and affectations, Lynne saw past the curated exterior to the person underneath. She never voiced her observations, but in her crisp remarks and knowing glances, Marc could tell she understood just how threadbare his world had become. That awareness both comforted and unsettled him; Lynne’s presence was a quiet reminder of the truths he preferred to ignore: That he wasn’t as refined as he liked to appear, and not nearly as successful—or as happy—as he wanted others to believe.

			

			Tonight, though, the thought of seeing Lynne, and by extension Susan, brought a mix of dread and relief. He’d spent too many nights alone recently, sipping wine he couldn’t afford and scrolling aimlessly through his phone. The thought of sharing even a fraction of his burden—of hearing Lynne’s sardonic yet oddly grounding voice—almost made him forget how exhausting her company could be. As the car slipped through the streets of Paris, Marc closed his eyes and tried to summon the energy.

			

			3.

			Laslo hunched over the desk in his drab studio, a stub of pencil pinched between his fingers as he marked another passage in his well-worn textbook on light and tonality. His fingers moved with lupine precision, stalked across the yellowed pages, paused to circle a phrase here, underline a principle there—a manuscript he returned to as his secular prayer book whenever inspiration ran dry. The thought of leaving tugged at him, and he lifted his eyes to the enormous windows that dominated the space. Below, the Bateaux Mouches, shapes softened by the gathering fog, carved their patient paths through the Seine.

			A flicker of concern passed through Laslo at the sight of the heavy sky. He’d forgotten his umbrella that morning, and the threat of rain hung in the air like one of his many unfinished paintings. But the worry remained performative, almost amusing. After all, what kind of self-proclaimed bohemian fretted about umbrellas and weather forecasts? Such mundane concerns were meant for others, not for someone who’d made an art form of affected carelessness.

			Laslo gathered his outer layers and began the descent, each of the five flights of stairs creaking beneath his feet. Outside, the fog had swallowed the tourist boats whole, leaving the Seine a blank canvas of white and grey. He stood motionless before the building. The day had somehow slipped through his fingers without leaving so much as a fingerprint. The unsettling feeling held him there like an invisible anchor until thoughts of Susan surfaced in his mind, memories that propelled him toward the metro entrance glowing at the corner.

			Laslo had met Susan and Lynne during a brief but formative year abroad in the United States. He had arrived with an unshakable confidence in his aesthetic sensibilities, ready to be unimpressed by what he imagined would be a dull, Midwestern campus. But instead, he found himself captivated—not by the university itself, with its sprawling brick buildings and painfully manicured lawns, but by the vibrant, messy world within. As the department’s visiting artist, he’d been immediately drawn into their tight-knit academic circle and spent nearly every evening at faculty gatherings. Laslo had become an almost daily fixture in their lives.

			

			Susan had been the first to take him under her wing, though her interest had come across almost scientific, as if she were trying to prove something to and about herself. At a humanities department mixer, her hand had shot out in an assertive handshake that felt more like a challenge than a greeting. “Laslo, right? The graduate exchange student from Paris?” she had said, her accent clipped and precise. Her tall, wiry energy kept her perpetually in motion, even when standing still. She had a penchant for slightly too-large men’s blazers, which she wore over band t-shirts, her style veering somewhere between academic and punk.

			Then Susan had introduced him to Lynne, a colleague in the same department but strikingly different in demeanor. Lynne moved through the world with a watchful intensity that reminded Laslo of the way one is meant to study a painting: not just looking but dissecting, interpreting. Lynne had been married at the time, a detail Susan divulged and then dismissed with offhand irritation. But even from their first encounter, Laslo had sensed the electric undercurrent between the two women.

			The tension revealed itself in small moments: the way Lynne’s eyes lingered on Susan’s hands as the younger woman gestured, the way Susan’s voice softened—ever so slightly—when addressing Lynne. Laslo had a knack for observing the spaces between people, for noting the unspoken, and in the weeks that followed, he began to assemble their story. He’d notice how Lynne’s tone would sharpen when speaking about her husband, the mere sound of his name scraping raw against her nerves. He’d catch Susan stealing glances at Lynne during faculty meetings, the look on her face somewhere between amusement and longing.

			

			One evening, after a gallery opening that had been more pretentious than inspiring, the three of them had ended up at a dive bar on the edge of campus. Lynne’s cheeks were flushed from the wine, and Susan animatedly recounted a story about a disastrous attempt to teach an undergraduate class on abstract expressionism. Laslo sat back, his drink untouched, and watched as Lynne leaned closer to Susan, their laughter mingling in a way that felt conspiratorial. He had seen this kind of connection before, in the couples who wandered the banks of the Seine in Paris, his adopted home, or in the way his parents looked at each other back in his native Hungary. The signs blazed as unmistakable as sunlight.

			“You’re quiet tonight,” Susan had remarked, fixing Laslo with a pointed look. “What’s going on in that brain of yours?”

			 “Just taking it all in,” Laslo had said, the corners of his mouth lifting in something too sharp to be called a smile.

			He never asked directly about their relationship; he wouldn’t have wanted to disturb the rhythm of those months. Susan had been playing at getting him into bed—dropping flirty comments in department meetings, tucking little notes into his cubby hole. They were all like that then, curious about love and comfort and feeling. They had both understood their roles in the performance: her cultivating an acceptable crush while her real desire lay elsewhere, him providing the perfect cover for her lingering gazes at faculty gatherings. By spring semester, the pretense had worn thin, but they maintained the illusion anyway, a comfortable fiction that protected deeper truths. After Lynne’s husband had left and Lynne had moved in with Susan, the pieces clicked into place. By then, Laslo’s time in Missouri had become a memory, a chapter in his life defined by long conversations, fleeting connections, and the quiet revelation of things left unsaid. Things that fueled his creativity.

			

			The years since he’d last seen Susan had blurred together, marked only by the lengthy text exchanges that she often initiated. Antipathy hadn’t kept him from reaching out—rather, their dynamic had crystallized this way years ago: Susan pursuing, Laslo receiving. The pattern had begun in their younger days, when her passion for him burned fierce and bright, before she discovered—or rather acknowledged, he corrected himself—that she preferred women. Even then, they had shared secrets, late-night confessions traded like contraband. But after her coming out, something in their connection deepened and clarified. The flirtation evaporated, and in its place came a rawer, steadier intimacy: less charged, perhaps, but more expansive. They began talking not just about feeling but about frameworks—family wounds, personal myths, the psychic sediment of old desires. Susan had become Laslo’s confidante and occasional provocateur, his source of inspiration when academic jargon and aesthetic philosophy couldn’t suffice.

			Their recent exchanges, though, had taken on a heftier tone. The usual secret-sharing was replaced by Susan’s raw dispatches from the frontlines of Lynne’s battles with the bottle. But inevitably, the storm clouds would part, and they’d fall back into an easy familiarity, often discussing Nick, Lynne’s son who’d made Paris his home. “Our son,” Susan would call him, and the yearning in the words made Laslo wince. That possessive “our” hung in their conversations as a note held too long. From what Laslo could remember, Susan had never wanted children, and as it were, Nick was twenty-eight and hardly in need of a second mother. So tonight would be a reunion, he thought: of people, of ideas, of things left unspoken. And that excited him.

			

			

			4.

			In the hotel bathroom, Susan’s hair snagged in the straightening iron, the strands blooming red as they burned. The clicking noise of the device provided thin cover for Lynne’s voice, which seeped through the door’s expensive wood like smoke. Soon, Susan would have to emerge and face her wife in the bedroom. She switched the iron off, then immediately back on, her jaw clenched tight enough to ache. The morning’s breakfast drama still festered. Lynne refused to let the issue go, in the same way that she refused to let all little things go but ignored the big ones. But Susan hadn’t been wrong about that waiter, the way his hovering presence had practically demanded a tip. It wasn’t their fault he failed to realize that they knew Paris, that they understood tipping wasn’t customary here.

			“You made us look like ignorant tourists,” Lynne’s voice cut through the closed door, “and worse, like cheap ones. Susan? Susan, I know you can hear me! How could you hesitate over a simple tip? Do you have any idea what servers make in places like that? And it’s not even about the money—we looked cheap.”

			Susan, having freed her hair from earlier, now held the straightener too long in another spot, the strands beginning to smell singed. But paralysis gripped her. She couldn’t bring herself to move.

			Lynne’s lecture continued its relentless flow: “You know how Marc handles these things? He’s a real Parisian. Always keeps a five euro note ready, leaves it right there on the table. When the card machine asks for a tip, he hits ten percent without thinking twice. He tells me these waiters live dreary lives, catching night buses home after their shifts, all the way out to the suburbs because the city’s priced them out.”

			

			Susan finally emerged from the bathroom, offering Lynne a placating smile—one Susan had perfected over the years. “Yes, you’re right.” The simple admission of guilt worked its usual magic on Lynne, deflating her indignation like a punctured balloon.

			Lynne seized the opportunity to change course. “Look at the time! Everyone will be here any minute. Though I won’t hold it against Laslo if he’s late. He’s a real struggling artist, your precious Laslo. Not so different from those waiters, come to think of it, the same ones you’re so concerned about when it’s someone else doing the stiffing.”

			The window had been left open, and all at once, a downpour began, blowing the curtains into the room. Lynne moved to the window and observed the scene below: wipers keeping their desperate rhythm across taxi windscreens, traffic lights bleeding crimson through the rain’s veil, the asphalt transformed into a black mirror by the deluge. Somewhere in that watery chaos, Nick pushed forward, making his way to them. The idea settled in her stomach like a cold weight. The feeling wasn’t dread, not quite guilt, just the heavy recognition of another scene in a play that she’d stopped directing years ago.

			Lynne’s fingers reached into her pocket and found her phone. She checked for messages, though she’d have heard any notification. The petty drama with Susan had been nothing—just another small cruelty in a world full of them—but the quarrel had wound her nerves so tight that her hands trembled as they clutched the device. In truth, a deeper hurt had Lynne on edge.

			The news had arrived during their morning café squabble. Susan had been tapping her card on the machine with no success when Lynne’s phone lit up. Later, Lynne would remember every detail of that moment with brutal clarity: the waiter shifting his weight, trying to hide his impatience with Susan’s inability to simply push a button and leave a tip, the bitter smell of coffee grounds and warm croissants, the morning light catching the zinc bar just so, the way her hands nearly gave out as she read Kate’s message about her ex-husband Gene.

			

			“Who is it?” Susan had asked, finally managing to pay the bill. Lynne heard herself answer as if from a great distance. Her voice was too bright, too brittle: “Oh, just Nick asking for directions.” But her eyes kept returning to those stark words on the screen: heart attack, died in his sleep, funeral arrangements. “Get me a Tylenol,” she managed, then, desperate to focus on anything else: “You were so rude to that waiter, you know.” And so began their argument about tipping, about cultural differences, about anything except the truth burning in Lynne’s pocket. Gene had died.

			As Susan excavated two aspirins from her purse, Lynne returned to her phone and unconsciously narrated as she typed—a habit she’d never broken: “I’ll call you in the morning.”

			Susan’s brow furrowed. “Call Nick? But he’s coming to the hotel tonight, isn’t he?”

			Lynne had let Susan’s question dissolve into silence, and Susan, sensing something, hadn’t pushed.

			Presently, something fierce and inexorable took over Lynne’s mind like a fever: the exhausting prospect of performing motherhood for a son she’d never learned how to talk to, of pretending there was still something to salvage from the wreckage of their non-relationship. But conversely, she felt an almost delirious satisfaction that among all those they’d be with tonight, she carried this weighty secret. Lynne had always loved the control that came with the clandestine. Gene’s death stood solid and consequential amid the day’s arguments over tips, dinner plans, and travel logistics. For a heartbeat, she wondered if this news would derail their carefully planned journey. But no, she dismissed the nearly-formed thought. She couldn’t allow death, even this death, to claim such power. Lynne had never let death do that—even when it had mattered most.

			

			Across the room, Susan, eyeing the minibar, wondered if Lynne had been sneaking drinks the entire time she’d been in the bathroom messing with her hair. Still, Susan offered Lynne another smile, ignoring the tender spots along her hairline where the iron had kissed too close.

			“Earlier,” Lynne ventured, “did you remember to tip the bellboy for the bags?”

			“Of course I did, love,” Susan lied with practiced ease and then gestured toward the window. She was desperate to shift topics. “It’s really coming down.” And then, catching herself in the window’s reflection: “My hair is a disaster.”

			Lynne, ignoring the comment, moved toward the minibar’s promise of relief. A knock came at the door, and Susan moved to answer.

			“Am I first?” Nick asked, his gaze sliding past Susan to find his mother. Susan’s carefully constructed smile—her third in as many minutes—hung abandoned on her face.

			“Hello,” Lynne breathed, the word emerging as an aria, a performance Nick knew he could never match. His own greeting would be dust against her grandeur, so he opted instead for the physical, leaning in for a hug.

			His mother wrapped him in a fierce but brief embrace before retreating to the minibar.

			“Isn’t he handsome?” Lynne said to Susan. “You must be fighting off men in the streets?”

			And so the production had begun. Lynne surprised herself at how quickly she rose to the occasion—muscle memory from years of social theater, the ability to slip into maternal pride as easily as pulling on a well-worn coat. Nick’s embrace had carried its own message—deliberate, calculated. A touch that could be given or taken away. They were both playing their parts now, mother and son, each move choreographed by old wounds.

			

			“What do you want to drink, Nick?” Susan asked, her face now blank.

			“Just water. De l’eau plate.” Nick caught himself in his French and wondered why he’d spoken that way, to two Americans, his so-called family. He blamed nerves and waited for the familiar pattern to establish itself—for Susan and Lynne to fall into their usual rhythm, a dance that left him in their comfortable shadow. These first moments always crackled with unnamed tension, an inexplicable sense of threat he could never quite articulate.

			He hadn’t lived with his mother since age fifteen. That’s the problem, he told himself. They were forever starting from the moment he’d moved away.

			But even this explanation fell flat. Between him and Lynne lay not emptiness, but something alive and wounded. “I’ve always tried to be a good mother, even if I wasn’t,” she loved to declare.

			“How are you, my boy?” Lynne asked now, gin and tonic in hand as she posed against the windowsill.

			Nick did not respond, instead taking a seat on the first available surface. He hoped they’d continue doing whatever they were doing, so he took out his phone and played around, opening apps, closing them, opening the same ones again.

			But another reason kept Nick from looking in his mother’s direction—he didn’t want to shatter the illusion that he was more successful than she might believe. Wrapped in his fine turtleneck and constantly checking his phone for “important messages,” he clung to that mirage like a performer holding his pose until the curtain falls. He held this fragile, furtive hope as if its survival depended on his silence, on his refusal to turn. As long as he maintained the pretense, she might step behind him, press her palms over his eyes, and sing out, Guess who?—and for a fleeting moment, he’d be a child again. Back when everything carried the fantasy of being whole, unbroken. Back when there were two boys for her to love, before silence became the only answer to questions too painful to ask. The longer he resisted turning, the longer he avoided answering her simple question, the more vivid her presence became. With each moment, her breath grazed nearer the back of his neck, drawing closer.

			

			Something about waiting, the act of hoping without betraying the slightest sign of expectation, enthralled him. As if by refusing to acknowledge her watching, her waiting, he could somehow bargain with fate itself. Because life, he knew, seldom grants us what we want most. He had known others who had learned that lesson differently, choosing absence over endurance. And yet, perversely, he played at forgetting this truth—courting fortune’s favor in the only way he knew: by pretending not to care, trusting that the moment he surrendered to despair, life might, at last, relent.

			But Lynne had moved on: “Don’t you wish Nick could join us in Cape Town, Susan? Susan, he asked for still water, not sparkling.”

			“Was it still or sparkling?” Susan called back.

			“Either’s fine,” Nick muttered. “Whatever’s easier.”

			“But you said still,” Lynne pressed.

			“I did say still, but honestly, it doesn’t matter.”

			“Are you sure, Nick?”

			Hope, then doubt. Nick thought he’d cracked his mother’s game—seen through her strategy, anticipated her next move. But then, just as certainty had settled, disbelief crept back. In limbo, Nick scrambled for an approach. Should he conceal his advantage? Flaunt the expensive cashmere? Appear absorbed in work? Or signal, with meticulous precision, that she had his full and undivided attention? Lynne was his mother. This should have been an easy game to master.

			

			Then, in an instant, the illusion shattered. It wasn’t her, at least not the version he had prepared for. She was shifting, dissolving into something new, unfamiliar. Every time he saw her, she became someone else. He wondered how much of this metamorphosis was Susan’s doing, how much was alcohol, and how much was the vague and slippery notion of “authenticity,” whatever that means. Or maybe the answer was some twisted combination, braided together into a version of his mother he no longer recognized.

			“Never mind,” Nick said, reaching for the sparkling water.

			“I can fix a new one,” Susan offered, as if pouring water required real effort.

			To Nick, the lilt in Susan’s voice felt almost like mockery—light, but intentional—as if she were amused by how easily she could disrupt his composure while pretending to be nice.

			Her smile lingered, ambiguous. Was she reinforcing her boldness or hinting that she doubted Nick’s unaffected demeanor? He couldn’t be sure.

			“I said, ‘don’t you wish Nick could join us in Cape Town, Susan,’” Lynne repeated from across the room. “It would almost be like being whole again.”

			Silence rose between them as abruptly as a held breath before a confession. Clearly, no one had anything to say. The little game of still versus sparkling water had become a stand-in for conversation, a way to pass time when no suitable subject presented itself.

			

			Someone knocked at the door.

			“Oh, Christ,” Lynne said, her tone a little too forced. “That must be Marc. I was hoping for a moment with just the three of us, but…”

			In Marc’s place stood a man whose jaw disappeared beneath a thicket of hair as wiry and aggressive as hackles.

			“Hello, darlings,” Laslo announced to the room at large, his voice carrying a warmth that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Nick noticed how the man’s dark pupils darted around the room. Laslo was taking quick inventory of everyone’s drinks, positions, and the subtle hierarchies of who sat where.

			“Look who’s here, Su,” Lynne cooed, offering her cheeks for the ritual French bisous.

			Nick watched as Laslo performed the greeting with seasoned poise, noting how the artist’s hand lingered a fraction too long on Susan’s waist. Everything about Laslo appeared calculated, from his rumpled blazer to his timed arrival.

			Laslo crossed straight to Nick. Nick met Laslo’s handshake, a theatrical parody of American warmth, and recognized the ironic performance in the gesture. A flash of understanding passed between them. They were both caught in Lynne and Susan’s orbit, both playing their assigned roles. The handshake held a beat too long, like a private joke, but Nick couldn’t shake the feeling that Laslo was measuring him, cataloging his weaknesses with the same clinical attention he’d given the room.

			“I brought wine,” Laslo announced, producing a bottle from his coat. He’d chosen carefully: a brand not expensive enough to show off, but good enough to prove he knew what he was doing. Nick studied the label—a boutique Bordeaux that he knew would impress Susan without intimidating her. Laslo apparently paid careful attention to his friends, built a dossier of their preferences, stored away details for future use.

			

			“Though I see you’ve started without me.” He nodded at Lynne’s gin and tonic. His tone remained light, but something wolfish lurked in the way he observed her slight intoxication and the looseness of her laugh.

			Laslo prowled through the room with the confidence of someone who had mapped every exit and then settled into the empty chair beside Susan—the best vantage point from which to observe everyone else.

			“The rain caught me on the way,” Laslo said, running a hand through his damp hair. “I had to duck into a doorway near Odéon. Quite romantic, really, watching all the umbrellas on the street.” He spoke to the room, but his eyes kept returning to Susan, searching her face for something—recognition, perhaps, or the ghosts of their shared past.

			“Marc’s running late,” Lynne announced, though no one had asked. “He just texted. Something about his taxi getting stuck in traffic in Saint-Germain.” Straightening things that didn’t need straightening, she moved around the room with nervous energy. The news of Gene’s death rattled beneath her movements, though only she felt its vibration.

			“Traffic’s brutal in this weather,” Nick offered, grateful for a neutral topic. “I almost took an Uber myself, but…” He trailed off, not wanting to mention money.

			“Public transport is more authentic anyway,” Laslo said, rescuing him. “Speaking of authenticity—Susan, are you still lecturing in Missouri? All those earnest Midwestern faces hanging on your every word about the French?” Warmth belied his teasing, but Susan’s smile tightened.

			

			“I’m on sabbatical,” she said, topping up Nick’s glass of water—again sparkling, though no one corrected her. “Writing a book about Colette’s artistic circle. Or trying to.” Her eyes flicked over to Lynne, who performed an elaborate ritual with ice cubes at the minibar.

			“A book!” Laslo exclaimed. “How wonderful.” He spoke with studied, formal English, as if aristocratic affectation could paper over his Hungarian origins and piss poor French. The roughness showed through anyway. “Though I always thought Colette was better at living than being written about,” he said. “Remember that café near the Palais Royal where they say she used to write? It is still there, though it’s full of tourists now. Lynne, darling, what are you constructing over there?”

			“Just getting everything ready,” Lynne said, her voice pitched too high. “We should open Laslo’s wine. But damn it, there’s no corkscrew here. What a hotel… Nick, get the corkscrew from my bag. The small blue one.”

			Nick moved toward the neat stack of luggage in the corner of the hotel room and wondered if his mother had ever packed a corkscrew on any trip. Still, he searched, keeping up the pretense. Something had her on edge tonight, more than usual.

			As Nick rummaged through his mother’s bag, he took in the room’s attempts at old-world glamour. Everything mimicked Ritz standards: the moldings fell just short of ornate, the chandelier sparkled like crystal but didn’t quite shine, the carpet teased at luxury without letting feet sink in. The room echoed of somewhere more expensive you’d once stayed, or could imagine staying. Heavy cream curtains framed the drizzle-streaked windows, and a few generic oil paintings of Parisian rooftops hung at carefully calculated intervals.

			

			“Never mind the corkscrew,” Lynne waved her hand. “I’m sure we can call down for one. Though they’ll probably charge us twenty euros for the service.” She laughed, but her voice faltered. “Laslo, tell us about your new work. The light studies?”

			“Oh, God, no.” Spreading his legs with effortless ease, Laslo sank deeper into one of the faux-Louis XVI chairs. “No one wants to hear about that,” he added, though he was lying—he was always eager to talk about his work. Instead, he leaned forward. “Tell me about Cape Town. How long will you be there? Susan mentioned something about a beach house?”

			“Three weeks,” Susan answered, half-perched on the arm of the sofa, unwilling to commit to staying. “Lynne’s sister Julia has a place in Camps Bay. She’s letting us—”

			A sharp knock cut through the room, this time inevitably belonging to Marc.

			“Finally!” Lynne exhaled with relief at the arrival of her best friend. “Now we’re all here. Well, almost.” She hesitated, stealing a glance at Nick before shifting her focus elsewhere. The absence edged its way between them, unspoken but undeniable.

			Lynne pulled open the door, her greeting dismissing Susan’s questioning look. “Marc! You’re late!”

			Marc stood in the doorway, like an actor stepping into a scene he hadn’t rehearsed. Rain had soaked his blazer at the shoulders, but he wore an unbothered smile. In one hand, he held a bottle of Gevrey-Chambertin; in the other, an unopened umbrella, a detail that made Nick grin despite himself.

			“Traffic was impossible,” Marc announced, stepping into the room and taking in the assembled group with a sweep of his eyes that lingered a second too long on Nick. “But what a lovely room! Very…” he paused, searching for the right word, “…diplomatic.”

			

			“Isn’t it?” Lynne latched onto the comment. “Though they’ve put us on the wrong side. I specifically asked for a view of the Tuileries. But then, at these rates…” She let the sentence dangle.

			Susan continued to watch Lynne, the terse moment between mother and son hanging in the air like cigarette smoke in an old photograph. But Lynne had already moved on, orchestrating the reorganization of glasses and seating arrangements with the intensity of someone directing traffic.

			“Well, now that everyone’s here,” Lynne raised her voice, “shall we think about dinner? I’ve made a reservation at that place near Place des Vosges—the one you mentioned, Marc?”

			“Ah, yes,” Marc nodded, still standing with his unopened wine. “Though in this rain…”

			“We could stay here,” Susan suggested. “Order room service. The restaurant downstairs looked—”

			“No, no,” Lynne cut in. “It’s our only night all together. Nick, my boy, you know the place I mean? The one with the little courtyard?”

			Nick shifted. “I think so. If it’s the one you mentioned, it’s more Bastille than Vosges.”

			“Bastille, Vosges, what’s the difference?” Laslo waved his hand. “It’s all the same arrondissement. Though I must say, the rain makes everything feel rather far.” He observed the dynamic between Lynne and Nick with the interest of someone studying a complex game.

			Raindrops streaming like veins over the windows, the room had grown warm and close, a cocoon of forced intimacy. Lynne paced between the minibar and the window, smoothed the pleats of her skirt, folded them down again and again. Something is building in her movements, Nick thought, like a storm gathering force.

			

			“The restaurant’s just a fifteen-minute walk,” Marc offered, still hovering with his wine bottle. “On a le temps de boire un verre avant de sortir, non?”

			The suggestion hung in the air, more humid than Marc’s damp blazer. Nick noticed how the hotel room had become a collection of uncomfortable territories: his mother by the window, marking her space with an empty glass; Susan perched on the sofa’s arm as if ready for flight; Laslo sprawled in a chair but with tense shoulders; Marc still caught in the entryway near the door.

			“God, yes, a drink,” Lynne jumped at the idea. She clicked the button on the hotel phone for room service. “But Nick, you’re still nursing that water. Sure you don’t want something stronger?”

			“The water’s fine,” Nick said, realizing he’d been holding the same sparkling water—when he’d wanted still—for what felt like hours. The bubbles had long since died.

			“Anyway, cinq glasses,” Lynne spoke into the phone, then added with pointed brightness, “And a corkscrew, s’il vous plaît.” Her forced French drew laughs, everyone’s smiles breaking through at once.

			Nobody knew what to say next, so they just sat there, smiles fading, as if they were all waiting for something else to be funny. Outside, the weather continued its assault on the city.

			“C’est pas possible, ce temps,” Marc muttered, moving finally from his spot by the door to lay his wet umbrella in the bathroom. “Lynne, ma chérie, you should have seen the taxi driver’s face when I asked to go through Saint-Germain. Il était au bord de la crise de nerfs.”

			His casual French came off as natural and lived-in, unlike Lynne’s textbook pronunciation. Nick watched his mother’s face tighten almost imperceptibly at Marc’s assured fluency.

			

			“The weather was fine this morning,” Susan offered.

			“Ça change vite, hein?” Marc settled onto the sofa, forcing Susan to either sit properly beside him or move away. She chose to move, finding a new perch on the chair nearest to Lynne. “One minute you’re having coffee on a terrace, the next…” He gestured to the windows.

			A knock at the door made everyone start. The room service waiter entered with the corkscrew and glasses on a silver tray. The result was an obvious attempt at elegance, like everything else in the hotel desperately strove to appear.

			“Posez-le là,” Lynne instructed with careful French this time, pointing to the dresser. Nick noticed how the waiter’s eyes flicked to Marc, as if seeking translation, before following Lynne’s gesture.

			Laslo worked the cork loose with practiced brutality, the bottle gripped between his knees. Then, circling the room, he began to offer it up.

			“Not too much for me,” Susan said. “We haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

			“Except for those macarons,” Lynne corrected, her voice carrying a strange edge. “From Ladurée. You insisted.”

			The mention of food appeared to make the room even more claustrophobic. Nick checked his phone: not quite seven-thirty. The reservation wasn’t until eight-thirty, he remembered. A whole hour to fill with conversation in this overheated space.

			“You must try this, Nick,” Laslo insisted, pouring him a generous glass. “I had a feeling it would be exactly your taste.” Nick’s skin burned at the emphasis placed on “exactly.” He took the glass, but the comment landed all wrong. Despite them both living in Paris, he hadn’t seen Laslo in a decade—hadn’t spoken to him, hadn’t interacted with him.

			

			Had Susan or his mother fed Laslo details of Nick’s life? There was nothing wrong in that, he supposed. Parents talk of their children, and Susan had often said she’d wanted Nick to know he had someone nearby in Paris should he ever need anything. Still, Nick wondered how many other conversations Laslo had filed away, how many casual preferences he’d noted and stored for moments like this one, when the appearance of thoughtfulness could be weaponized into intimacy.

			Come to think of it, hadn’t there been moments over the years when he’d felt watched in a way he couldn’t explain? He’d dismissed those feelings as paranoia, phantoms of his past making him jumpy. But now, with Laslo’s eyes on him, those old sensations reemerged, took a new shape.

			“Nick,” Marc broke in, “tell us about this new job of yours. The one you left banking for?”

			Nick sensed all eyes turn to him. Even his mother, who had been adjusting the curtains in her compulsion, turned to hear his response. The weight of their attention made the damp air stick to his skin.

			“It’s nothing exciting,” he said, realizing the mistake even as the words left his mouth. His mother’s shoulders tensed.

			“Nothing exciting?” Lynne echoed, still facing the window. “Banking wasn’t exciting enough for you, but now this new thing is ‘nothing exciting?’”

			“Well, it’s different,” Nick hedged, aware that every word could be a potential landmine. 

			“But a design studio? After all that education?”

			Screw what she thinks, Nick thought. Sure, the pay was shit compared to banking, but even as a junior designer grinding out mood boards and font selections, he felt more alive than he’d ever felt moving money around spreadsheets.

			

			“It’s creative and I like that. Though the hours are still—”

			“Creative!” Lynne spun from the window, her wine sloshing dangerously. “You know who was creative? Your father was creative. Always coming up with new schemes, new ideas, new—” With the abrupt stop, color rose in her cheeks.

			The room went still. Even the rain let up.

			“Lynne?” Susan said.

			“Last I heard, he’s a mechanic,” Nick said. “And who cares?”

			“Was a mechanic,” Lynne said, biting her lip.

			“The wine is excellent,” Marc cut in, his social instincts taking over. “Laslo, you must tell me where you found this.”

			The room’s atmosphere shifted. Nick watched his mother drain her glass and move at once to pour another. A tremor shook her hand, a slight shake he hadn’t noticed before. And moreover, Nick hadn’t heard her mention Gene in years. Susan watched her too, Nick noticed, with the alertness of someone who had witnessed this scene before and knew its variations.

			“I think I will have something stronger,” Nick said. “But gin and tonic, not wine, if there’s any left.”

			Lynne’s unblinking face, like that of a well-bred owl, brightened with dangerous enthusiasm. “Of course, my boy. Let mommy fix it for you.”

			“I can—” Nick started to rise.

			“No, no. Let me do this for you.” Her voice held an intensity that made everyone else in the room look away, finding sudden interest in their glasses, the carpet, the rain-streaked windows.

			“Just a small one,” Nick said, watching his mother’s unsteady hands pour gin with deliberate concentration. The liquid splashed against the glass’s sides.

			“Remember when you first drank gin?” Lynne asked, her voice taking on that peculiar tone she used for mining the past. “You were seventeen, at that party in Connecticut. The one at the Stevensons.’”

			

			“No, I don’t actually—” Nick began, but stopped. At seventeen, he had been living with his Aunt Julia. Lynne remembering any detail about his life then was impossible.

			“Of course you do,” Lynne insisted. “Susan, you remember. It was just after we’d—” She stopped again, that same abrupt halt, a record needle being lifted mid-song.
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“Compelling, eloquent and insightful... a book which has






