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For Jim Larson, who once said to me, “Of course you love

the idea of having written. We all do. Now maybe you’d

better figure out whether or not you love to write.”

and

in memory of my compadre,
Chris Smith






We have all of us taken different paths now; but in this, the first great fragmentation of my maturity I feel the confines of my art and my living deepened immeasurably by the memory of them. In thought I achieve them anew; as if only here—this wooden table over the sea under an olive tree, only here can I enrich them as they deserve.

—LAWRENCE DURRELL, JUSTINE






Rome










One



ON A CHILLY SUNNY DECEMBER afternoon, Darcy Arlen slipped down Via della Conciliazione, away from the Hotel Abitazione, and slid her hands into her coat pockets. Across the river, she turned south and settled into a quick, steady walk. The headiness of her solitude—stolen while her roommate, Rhonda, was in the shower and the tour guide, Mrs. Abignale, napped—carried her onward into the city. The group was leaving soon for another of the great ruins, the Baths of Caracalla, but Darcy was already tired of ruins and museums and history, and this was only the second city of the seven they were to visit on this month-and-a-half-long tour, a combined birthday and finally-you-graduated-from-high-school-and-only-six-months-late gift from her parents. She knew now she should have expected this.

At first she stayed close to the river so as not to come too near the monuments and ruins in the center of the old city. The embankments of the Tiber curved west and then east again, bringing her close to the Circus Maximus, but once past that, she cut into the city, onto streets she’d never seen. She loved just being in this place, breathing this ancient air.

For a long time she followed the wide Via Ostiense, past the monolithic Cathedral of Saint Paul, until she finally came into a part of the city that was not for tourists: the real city, office towers and high terraced apartment buildings, where real people, Italians, worked and shopped and didn’t have to pretend to like speaking English.

She rested on a bench in a small corner park where two young children squatted on the hard-packed dirt, pitching seeds to the pigeons clustered about them. An older woman, their grandmother she guessed, sat nearby. It felt good to sit and breathe. It felt good to be here alone. The titillation of her rebellion, her sneaking off, the tingling it brought to the soles of her feet and her fingers had of course worn away by now, but not the self-satisfaction. She knew it was really out of any proportion to the mildness of the act. It wasn’t as if she’d stood up to anyone and said something, as if she’d told Mrs. Abignale, the tour director, to get stuffed because she was almost worse than Darcy’s mother, and that was really saying something. It wasn’t as if she’d said anything to anyone. Still, sitting there with all these Italians who weren’t even looking at her, as if she were just another part of this world, a regular person, she felt, well, contented. And tired. And a little chilly now.

She bought some sticky dates from a street vendor and wandered north again. Later, near the Ostia Station, she gave most of them to a filthy woman begging with her filthier child. She came upon the Vialle Marco Polo and, thinking it ran vaguely in the direction of the hotel, followed it. Now the afternoon was growing thin, the light coming from lower in the sky, and the streets had fallen into shadow.

Her legs ached and her lips stuck to her teeth. She felt a sheen, a membrane of perspiration, coating all of her body. It was a long way back. She imagined having a quiet dinner somewhere, away from the group, maybe with Rhonda if she wasn’t sulking too hard at Darcy’s having left without her, and then settling into the deep bed and reading herself to sleep. In the morning, early, they would leave for Florence. She passed through a square with a pyramid in it, and the Vialle Marco Polo became the Via Marmorata. She pulled her coat around her and shivered, but ahead now she could see the river. It cheered her. She’d cross it, she decided, see how she felt, and maybe then find a taxi.

On the bridge, which was nearly empty of pedestrians, a young man leaned over the stone parapet, looking into the water. He wore stained work boots, ripped jeans, and a Carhartt work jacket. As she passed him, he glanced at her. Her momentum carried her past even as she drew a sharp breath when the shock of incongruous recognition made her dizzy. From where did she know him? Which life? Which world?

She’d noticed before, when she had traveled to new or foreign places with her parents, that sometimes a face made her look again, startled her with its familiarity. It was never anyone she knew, of course, and she often couldn’t even name who she once knew that the face resembled. It was just the mind playing tricks with the broad familiarity that one pocket of humanity bore to another. Perhaps that was this, she thought. It must be. But she stopped in the middle of the bridge over the Tiber on that clear late December afternoon and told herself that this time she was almost certain.

She walked back and stood beside him so that the sleeve of her coat brushed his. He continued to stare down, as if he were watching something particular. She peered over.

“It’s just that it’s mesmerizing,” he said in perfect American.

“Every bit of it,” she answered.

He turned to look at her. He had very dark eyes and nearly blond hair that fell across his forehead.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But you look familiar.”

He nodded. “I get that.”

“No. I know you. I’m sure of it.”

He looked back at the water. He said, “You don’t know me.”

“I think we went to the same high school.”

“Did we?”

“Ulysses County, Ohio. Indian Bend?”

He turned around and leaned back against the parapet now, his elbows cocked behind him, and looked across the bridge and down the river toward the failing sun. He smiled. He was several years ahead of her if he was really who she was thinking of, a senior, class of ’84, when she started her freshman year. She’d never spoken to him. He’d be twenty-two or -three now, but he looked as if he’d been traveling for a long time. The solitude and the dust of the miles had worn him. It was no longer the face of a cute teenage boy-man. It had become, she thought, one of the most startling faces she’d ever seen.

“Old Indian Bend High. There’s a place you don’t go around thinking about.”

“I don’t remember your name,” she confessed. “I mean—we didn’t know each other. I just remember—I’m Darcy.”

“Will,” he said. “Call me Will.”

It didn’t sound like the name of the boy she remembered.

Still without looking at her, he said, “It turns out that wherever you go in the world, of all the Americans you meet, half will be from Ohio. It’s some kind of weird natural law.”

“Is that true?”

He looked at her then, and she felt something shift and give way. Perhaps, it occurred to her, this was what she’d been waiting for.

“I don’t know,” he answered. “Do you believe it?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m just really thirsty.”



SOME TIME LATER, AFTER THEY’D eaten, they walked in the deep dusk north along the river.

“Where do you stay?” she asked him.

“At the Olympic Village.”

“Ha-ha.”

“They were here in ’60.”

“I knew that.”

“And now one of the dorms is a hostel.”

“Really?”

“It even has a bar. Just beer and wine, but what the hey.”

She said she’d never heard of a hostel with a bar, but then she’d never actually stayed in one.

“Best party in Rome. You should come up. Get off the tour for a while. It’s not very far from here.”

“We leave in the morning.”

“Then come tonight. I can at least buy you a couple beers.”

“That sounds sooo good. But they—Mrs. Abignale got us all tickets to the opera. Le Nozze di Figaro.”

“Oh, that one.”

She laughed. “I’d rather come with you,” she said. “I’d love to. A real birthday party.”

“So come.”

On Via della Conciliazione the traffic was dense and close, and the exhaust fumes did not smell like the exhaust fumes in other places. The crowds parted and rushed around them, and the air was so clear, the world so sharp, that she felt for a moment she could see her future in it.

Then the wine and the food and the fatigue swirled together. She tottered and gripped his arms. He put his hands on her sides to steady her, and when she rested her head against his shoulder, she could smell him, the mingled odors of sweat and wine and the faint remnants of something she could not identify, some strange boy scent. She could feel his wrists pressing against the lateral swell of her breasts.

She raised her face suddenly then and kissed him. When they kissed again, she put her arms around his neck and held on as if it meant something. She felt as if she were falling, with all the attendant dangers and fears, but she did not care. This was life. This was Europe. Not some dried-out corpse she was forced to pick over, but a real warmth. Life.

“Forget it,” she said so close to his ear that she could feel her breath against him.

“You’re not coming?”

“No. I mean the opera. Forget that.”

“Really?”

“Why not?”

He said, “Is it really your birthday?”

“Nineteen.”

“Ancient.”

“Me and Rome.”

“You really want to come? It’s not that far.”

“I do. I should check in, though.”

He looked disappointed now—as if this were her dodge, as if he were certain that once she got back into her warm room or the clutches of Mrs. Abignale, she would not come out again.

“I just—” She turned and pointed at the hotel. “I’d like to get cleaned up. Change and stuff.”

“Sure,” he said.

“I’d have to tell them, you know—”

“Right. Okay. Well—”

“Later, then?”

“Whatever. The invitation’s open. I’ll be there. Cab’ll know where it is.”

“You don’t think I’m coming, do you?”

“No.”

He almost looked relieved.

“Okay.”

“Okay what?”

“We’ll just see.”

“I guess we will.”

“Bye then. For now.”

He smiled. She could feel him watching her run toward the soft, pretty light that spilled out between the heavy draperies of the lobby of the Hotel Abitazione.



MRS. ABIGNALE, WHO WAS FIVE-TWO and had an absurdly wide mouth and hair almost exactly the color of Mercurochrome, was by the front desk when Darcy went in. The woman had obviously been waiting there for her for some time and was as red in the face from perturbation as Darcy was from the eating and drinking and walking and kissing she’d done.

Mrs. Abignale almost jumped in the air. “Darcy,” she said. “You just have time. They’re still serving dinner…”

“I already ate,” Darcy informed her.

Mrs. Abignale stopped for a full second, her great mouth dangling open, then recovered and said, “You have to get ready. We need to be on the bus in an hour. One hour.” The opera. Just the thought of it made Darcy cramp. As she walked past, Mrs. Abignale added, “Please don’t do this again.”

“Do what?”

“It’s my responsibility to keep track of everyone, and if you all decide to go wandering away…”

“All?”

“You.”

Darcy said, “But I’m not your responsibility.” She wasn’t arguing, really. She didn’t mean it to sound argumentative—just factual.

“You certainly are.”

“I certainly…” Darcy felt her face grow even redder.

“Dear, no one’s saying you can’t go for a walk. But you’re part of a group, and you just need to let me know where you are and when you’ll be back. Basic courtesy.”

“Miss?” It was the clerk behind the counter. He held a folded sheet of paper.

“Oh, yes, you got a call,” said Mrs. Abignale as Darcy went over. “Your parents.” When Darcy gave her a look of “How do you know that?” she hurried on. “I spoke with them. Or, rather, they asked to speak with me. They were concerned when no one knew where you were.”

“And how are the old folks?”

“Fine, I take it. Darcy…they said they called to wish you a happy birthday. Why didn’t you say anything? I could—”

“I didn’t want to say anything. I just wanted to go for a walk.”

“Well,” Mrs. Abignale said, “all right then. Let’s just hurry on.”

In the room it was Rhonda’s turn to bitch, but she just flounced at first, not speaking at all. She huffed and hummed and jammed some weird cookies into her mouth. If the girl would just limit it to meals, Darcy had thought when they first started rooming together, she’d drop fifty pounds in a month. Finally, when Rhonda was suitably fortified, she said, “So. Have fun?”

“I just went for a walk, Rhonda.”

“For five hours?”

“And I had dinner.”

“Alone?”

Darcy looked at her. “What’d you do?”

“Nothing. We went to these stupid caves, then just came back here. I think Abignale needed a nap.”

“Why didn’t you go out then?”

“I did. I went biscuit shopping.”



DARCY HAD JUST GOTTEN OUT of the shower and was finishing toweling off before the mirror when the phone rang.

Rhonda said, “You know who that is. They’ve been calling all stupid afternoon.”

Darcy wrapped a towel around her hair and answered on the fourth ring.

“Hi, Mommy. Daddy.” Daddy wouldn’t say much, but she knew he was there on the extension. She then held the phone a good foot away from her ear, at which distance her mother’s voice, a high, nasally trumpet of a thing, was still easily audible, or at least certain of the more heavily stressed words were.

“…were you?” Darcy heard.

She brought the phone to her mouth to speak. “I had a date. And I’m going out again. How about that? Pretty amazing, huh? And on my birthday.”

Phone away. “…date?”

Phone in. “Someone I went to high school with.”

“…possible?”

“We just happened to run into each other and had dinner. He’s asked me out tonight…. Yeah, he’s on a tour, too. A hotel not far from this one.”

“…ticket…opera?”

“Well, I’m sure they can carry it off without me there.”

“…paying for this…hate Americans…”

“Yes, I know. I’m careful.”

“…responsibility…”

“I can’t hear you very well, Mommy. I’m meeting him at his hotel. I should really go. Thanks for calling!”

She set the phone down and finished drying her hair. Even with the rubbing of the towel she could hear the voice blaring on for at least a full minute before it was finally silenced.








Two



ON THE BRIDGE I PRACTICALLY warned her away from me, gave her every chance to realize her mistake, to smile and walk off, back into her life. But when it became clear she had no intention of doing that, I figured it wasn’t really as if I were taking advantage. Some people just begged for it. Of course it occurred to me that maybe she hadn’t made a mistake at all, that she knew I wasn’t who she pretended to think I was. But I was far too hungry to think my way through all the possible wrinkles that suggested.

The trattoria I led her to was a real one, an honest neighborhood place not far from the bridge, with a trellised garden and the stuccoed building beyond it entombed by greenery, and the short, round, and so very Italian woman who greeted us in the courtyard with a wide dark-toothed smile and heavy open arms. It was perfect. I understood little of what the woman said. This girl, however, this Darcy, whoever she was, said something back to the woman in Italian—only a couple of words, but the woman laughed happily and waved us inside. And, oh, it was perfect, the smells so rich and thick they almost made me sick. It had been so long. And this Darcy got it, too, and went all goofy over it, and I, well, I didn’t. I just kept it cool, watching her, but inside I felt as goofy as she acted. How weird that you could be standing there, starving, watching the river with nothing, no prospects, no chance, and all of a sudden here you were.

I sucked down all the good dark-crusted bread and then lifted the wicker basket and shook it, but the waiter pretended not to notice. It was only when Darcy said, “Per favore, signore. Un, uh, un po’ di più,” that the ass hurried over, simpering and tipping his head, and took the empty basket away. When he brought more, I ate that, too, spread thickly with white butter, and it was so chewy fresh and good, I could’ve just had that and been satisfied. I felt the molecules breaking apart and moving into my body, filling my spaces, my cells, rebuilding me.

We’d been scrapping too long this time, and I could feel myself getting worn out by the hardness of it, the emptiness. There was something wrong with Justine. Always before, she managed things, she taught me, and we did well. We could take whatever we needed and live on it nicely, in whatever ways we chose, but now we were stuck.

I ate. I ate the salad and the mosticelli and the veal and yet more of the bread and a plate of fruit and tiramisu, and I could’ve eaten more, but this was fine. Darcy ate some, too, but mostly she drank and watched me. When she ordered a second bottle of the house Chianti, I took off my jacket, finally, and leaned back and felt my belly straining nicely at my shirt.

“When’s the last time you ate?” she asked.

“Few days. It’s been a little lean lately.”

“Who’s Bill?”

My shirt was one of those blue-and-white-striped jobs they wore in the service stations back home, with the name Bill embroidered on a red patch over the breast pocket. I couldn’t even remember anymore where I picked it up.

“Yours,” I said. “Thanks for asking.” I laughed, expecting that she would, too. It was pretty funny if you think about it, a nice little joke on the whole situation, and humor was a big part of it after all. Or it should be anyway. The old give-and-take. But she didn’t even smile, just kind of rolled her eyes.

“The truth is, I really am totally busted,” I said. “But I’ll pay you back. Seriously.”

“When would you do that?”

“When—”

“I mean how? Will you track me down?”

I shrugged.

“Can I just buy you dinner?”

“Sure,” I said. “Yes. Thank you.”

She was with twenty or so other American students, she told me, on this very organized unspontaneous tour of the art and architecture of the Continent, six weeks, ten cities. Tomorrow it was on to Florence and then northward and westward, until they ended up in London. She’d gotten away this afternoon just by walking out of the hotel without telling anyone. She was in trouble. She’d hear about it when she got back.

I told her I was just a traveler. I’d been on the Continent over a year already and on the road for two. She seemed to get off on this, going all dreamy again and shaking her head as if she could hardly imagine it. And the truth was, she couldn’t. She had no idea. So in exchange for a good meal I’d be her little slum-side experience, the rough edge that would pull all the beautiful crap she’d see into a new focus.



WHEN I GOT BACK, AS I passed the check-in desk and went into the hostel’s dim foyer, three different people—a large-headed girl from Modesto, a German woman named Helena, and some guy from Boston I’d never seen before—all told me that Justine was waiting for me in the women’s dorm. They all said it seriously, too, so I knew what to expect. I still wonder, when I remember it, at the fact that those strangers, those wanderers, some of whom had been there only a few days, did her bidding like that, treated her as if she mattered, as if she ran the place and they meant something to her. Even the people who worked there treated her that way. La Madre, they called her. Mother Justine.

I found her sitting on a bed, alone in the long room of bunks, and sensed that she had even arranged that. Before she looked up at me, I guessed the situation from the way her knees bounced, as if she were running somehow while still sitting. And when I saw her eyes, I was certain. Then I noticed the opened pill bottle on the blanket beside her and said, “How’d you manage this?”

“Nice to see you, too, love,” she said in her smoothest, most beguiling Kentish, as she called it—a Canterbury upbringing polished by years in West London and America. Which is where I’d met her two years before as I sulked in a bar on my twentieth birthday. Later, when we’d been together for a while, I started asking her to take me to see where she was from, but she always refused, as if there was something there she didn’t want me to see. Eventually I quit asking.

“How’d you get it?” I said.

“I bought it,” she said, “with the last of what we had.”

“Why?”

“I thought you’d enjoy it. I got something for us both. How was your day?”

“I thought we weren’t going to. I thought we said we had to take a break.”

“Well, we’re at the end of it, aren’t we? Our little adventure.”

“Are we?”

“It seems we’re in the process of the old crash and burn, doesn’t it, Will? Rust never sleeps and all that. So I say let’s burn out with it. Let’s just play it out and sod all.”

“And then what?”

“I have no idea, my sweet.”

“Gimme some.”

“Such a greedy monkey,” she said, but she tossed the bottle farther down the mattress so that some of the pills spilled out. I picked out two and swallowed them dry.

“Does this mean we’re leaving?”

“On what would we leave? You going to walk home?”

I sat, mulling on it, until she said, “Oh, stop the worrying. I’ll get us out of it. I always have, haven’t I?”

It was true.

“Hungry?” she said and began to reach into the canvas bag at her feet.

“I got dinner,” I said. “A good one.”

I told her briefly about the happy accident that led to my getting fed and thought she might at least be glad of it, that she didn’t have to worry about my eating for a day or two. I thought she’d see the humor in how it was all the girl’s doing, she who stopped and spoke to me, and how I didn’t have to do anything but play along, turning things a little this way and that, how she even said she’d come out here later tonight, and who knew, maybe she would, but what the hell, it was all kind of funny. So I thought it might bring out a smile at least.

Justine said, “Well, aren’t you the selfish bastard? You really believe she’s coming here?”

“I don’t know.”

“Of course you do. You knew all along she wasn’t coming out to a flipping youth hostel. Not after she sobers up. So you had your little fun, got your nosh-up, and old Justine can just piss off.”

“What’d you want me to do? Bring a doggie bag?” I could have, I realized then. Ordered something else and brought it along.

Justine said, “Did you even try to get anything off her? Of course not. Because that would’ve helped me as well as you. But you don’t think about that. You got your own belly filled, so why worry about the old hag?”

“Justine—”

“I don’t think that way. I’m always thinking of you—how can I help us? How can I make it better for both of us? So I got us a little something to make it nice, you know? For us.” She slapped the mattress so that the pills and the bottle jumped. “I put myself through all of this to get something you’d appreciate. And not only haven’t you said even a bloody thank-you, it turns out you were out getting yourself a nice belly full. And that’s the end of that. I wonder—did you get a little something extra out of it, too?”

“Oh, God.”

“No? Too bad. Because that would’ve been perfect, then, wouldn’t it? The whole enchilada. You could’ve slept happily for days.”

“I don’t get you.”

“Sod off, Will.”

Which I did. I went back out and walked for a long time. I thought about just keeping on going. And then when I reached into my pocket and found I’d lost the stainless Clerc automatic I’d managed to slip off the arm of a smelly German tourist on the shuttle to the Saint Sebastian Catacombs just the week before, I howled and swore into the night. What I needed any of this grief for anymore I did not know, and although I finally felt that narcotic blanket wrap around me, and felt thirsty and as if things really could get better somehow, I still thought about the possibility of going off on my own.

I thought about it all the way back to the hostel.



LATER, IN THE BIG ROOM where the smoke rose into the lights, and people laughed and shouted over the jukebox, and the cold bottles of Czech Bud came one after another, I began to feel better. I was almost having an actual conversation with Didier—the Franglais we’d worked out becoming more comprehensible the more we drank—and I began to get back a little of the glow I had after dinner and hanging out with the pretty rich girl. A tour, she’d said. Six weeks. What kind of money, I wondered, must the daddy of someone like that have? A girl barely out of high school and bored already with the whole world, or at least the privileged part of it. She made it clear, though she didn’t come right out and say it, that this tour thing was just about more than she could put up with. It was stifling the life out of her, and she’d really rather go off and drink at a cruddy hostel than go to the opera they had scheduled for that night. The opera, I thought as I drank in the cruddy hostel. What’d she know about any of it?

But I was glad, I decided, that she’d gone back to where she belonged. It would have been bad for her if she’d come with me, and I realized I didn’t want it to be. At first, of course, I’d thought of her as prey. But then she wasn’t. I had begun to like her already. I liked her ripeness, the sense that she was still unfolding, but at the same time I liked the acid she’d already learned to give off. I liked that burn.

We’d had a nice little thing, and now she was a nice memory, and that was the right thing for her to be.

I laughed at Didier, who grinned back because he was just a happy old drunk. I shook my head and looked around at the girls dancing together, at the guy letting his dog drink beer from a bowl, at the two American queens who’d come in last night arguing with each other and were still at it, and at all the people hanging on each other. My eyes rolled over it and past the entrance to the hallway, and on a little bit from there before they snapped back.

She was there. There she was. She’d come.

“Holy God,” I said.

“’O-lee Gawd!” said Didier.

I watched her for a moment—she hadn’t seen me yet—then looked at Justine. She was at the bar, drinking and chatting with her bartender buddy and a couple of the older ladies who were always glomming on to her. I stared until Justine felt it and looked back. I tipped my head and glanced at the girl, Darcy, who was still standing there trying to figure out what to do with all this craziness, about as far from her world as I imagine she’d ever been. Justine raised her eyebrows. I nodded. She could only shake her head. It was pretty unbelievable that a mark would just walk into the den and offer herself up. And yet I felt it again: a little pause of regret. The vestige of the attraction I’d felt for her. But now it was too late, misgivings or not. Here she was with a reloaded purse and an open mouth and her big eyes and big chest and big hair, having no idea yet what she’d walked into, no clue that she was about to learn what it felt like to get fleeced and left out in the cold.

I put my fingers in my mouth and whistled. It rose over the din and caught her ear, and she looked directly at me. I stayed put, though. Didn’t make a move toward her. It was for her to fight her way through the crowd. To come to me. To come in. To join the party.

“What’d you—have to pay?” I shouted. She carried the sleeping sack and pillowcase they give you when you check in. She nodded and flushed a little. At the hotel you could see she’d uncapped the hairspray and fired up the blow-dryer to get the maneish volume that was so in vogue then and that she wore so well.

I said, “Sorry about that.”

“It’s not a bad cover for the hottest club in town.”

“There you go.” I pointed toward Didier, of the glossy black beard and tied-back hair, and said, “Darcy, Didier. He’s a carpenter from Montreal. He pretends he can’t speak English so he can screw with my head.”

She sat across from the older man and said with a perfect accent, “Est-ce que cela lui fait une tête de baise?”

Didier threw his face up, pounded the table, and laughed so hard I was afraid he was going to vomit.

“What?” I said. My French was nowhere near good enough to pick up her meaning.

“She wander do dis make you a fock head,” said Didier.

“For sure,” I told him.

“Fer shure,” Didier mimicked, driving it through his nose.

“Beer?” I asked Darcy.

“Wine? White.”

“You got it.” I slipped into the crowd and left them to chat.



NOW, AT THE BAR, JUSTINE wouldn’t look at me though I stood with my arm against hers. She said, “Pretty incredible, baby boy,” in the accent that still sounded exotic to me even after these couple years.

Justine was a dark woman—hair, eyes, skin, soul—and she wore a yellow scarf around her throat tonight and a loose skirt with different-colored scarves hanging from it and a loosely knit sweater. She was thirty-nine years old.

What she was really saying now was “You were right. You win. So go ahead and gloat.” But if I even hinted at vindication, Justine would use that as an excuse to start in all over again, crawl up my back. I figured her pleasure at seeing this girl here was just about evenly counterbalanced by her indignation at having been so vocally wrong. And it would take the tiniest tip to send the thing over again in that direction. So I said nothing.

“Well?” she said after several moments.

“She’ll be good for it. We should do all right.”

“I’m sure,” she said.

She waited for me to offer some advice as to how to go about it, but again I refused to bite. She was running it still. I acknowledged that. I didn’t care. I just didn’t want to get into it with her.

“She’s having wine,” I said finally. “I’ll get a few down her.” The implication was: Then you can take over.

Justine placed her palm on the back of my neck.

“Nice work, boyfriend,” she said, and I knew I’d played it right. Made her happy again, at least for the moment. She looked at me now and smiled.



DIDIER WAS SAYING TO DARCY, “And so you just see him on da street, just like dat?”

“I guess that’s right.”

“Magic,” he said. It sounded like ma-zheek. “Magic of the road. He say he hope you to come.”

She smiled and looked up as I set the drinks down. She kept her eyes on me but said to Didier, “He told me he’s been traveling here for a year.”

“For me,” Didier said, tapping himself on the chest, “more dan tree.”

“How old are you?”

“Four-four,” Didier said. “You sink my wife dat she missing me yet?” He laughed again then grabbed my arm and said, “Dis one, he a good man. He just here”—he tapped his own temple—“un peu fou. Tu comprends?”
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