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			Will it come like a change in the weather?
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			Part One

		

	
		
			1

			The Lyft had almost reached the Four Seasons when Toby’s cell phone rang.

			“Toby dear…I’m running late.” It was Magda. No mistaking that dusky contralto. “I’m stuck here. The bastards are making me reedit a segment for eleven o’clock.” 

			“How bad?” Toby asked.

			“Not terrible. I’ll need an extra half-hour.”

			A quick calculation. “Listen, I can’t afford to be late tonight. I have to be ready to pounce.”

			“Of course. Go in without me. I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

			“You’re a stand-up guy, Magda.”

			She laughed at that. And then, with an exaggerated, humorous whine, “But why did I say yes to this? It’s going to be ghastly, isn’t it?”

			“Of course. But it’s an opportunity to see me abasing myself. That’s a plus, surely.”

			“Ah yes, fair point. I do find the spectacle arousing.”

			“I’m glad there’s something.”

			“That would be it.”

			“Plus, there’ll be a herd of gazillionaires in attendance.”

			“Not a draw in itself. Although one of them is rather attractive. Bradley Solomon. The guest of honor. He’s quite sexy.”

			“You fancy Bradley Solomon?”

			“‘Fancy’ may be too strong. He does have a certain something, though.”

			“So you know him?”

			“I’ve met him.”

			“He’s old enough to be your father.”

			“Mm, part of his appeal. I always fancied my father. Spent hours on the couch talking about it.”

			“You mustn’t crowd him, now. Leave me room. I’m the one doing the hustling tonight.”

			“I won’t make my move till you have a promissory note in your pocket.”

			“And you won’t humiliate me?”

			“Dear boy. Absolutely not. This is a night where you humiliate yourself. All I ask for is an unimpeded view.”

			•

			Once inside the hotel, Toby took an escalator down to banquet level and approached a table outside the designated banquet room. It was presided over by a couple of elegantly dressed young women, the sort of well-bred volunteers found at such affairs.

			“Toby Lindeman,” he announced.

			One of the women ran her finger down a list. “Could that be Tobias Lindeman?” 

			“I imagine so.”

			She handed him a name tag, told him the number of his table, and welcomed him to the dinner. Pinning the tag to his lapel, he pushed through double doors into the ballroom. The room was large and tastefully decorated, with lavender-and-gray carpeting and purple drapery on the tables. It was already quite crowded, although nobody was seated yet; things were still at the pointless milling-about stage. Toby snatched a glass of white wine from a passing waiter and scanned the room for Bradley Solomon, the only reason he was here. Solomon hadn’t exactly promised a big contribution, but he’d definitely hinted he was amenable to the idea. It was Toby’s job to seal the deal.

			No sign of him, just lots of people considerably older than Toby, all looking eminently respectable, eminently prosperous. In any city besides San Francisco one would assume them to be WASP Republicans. Here most of them were probably Democrats, likely either Jewish or Italian, but in some fundamental way the characterization remained just: They occupied a comparable social stratum and performed a comparable role. They were the people who ran things.

			At one side of the room was a head table on a dais, which was ominous, presaging speechifying after the meal. On the wall behind the head table was a banner welcoming guests to the annual dinner of the Save the Redwoods Association. Toby had forgotten the nature of the event till he saw the banner. It was irrelevant to his mission. Still, it was nice to know it was for a reasonable cause.

			Since there was no one to talk to, and because he felt conspicuously solitary, he decided to head to his assigned table and wait for Magda. Circling the room, he eventually located his place—which, given its remote position, was obviously a charity banquet Siberia—and as he approached it, stepping carefully among tables to avoid dislodging silverware and crockery, he heard a woman’s voice say, “Looking for the nearest exit?”

			Was she addressing him? He stopped and turned. Facing him a few feet away was a woman several years younger than he, probably on the enviable side of forty. He took her in quickly and without being crass about it; thirty years of practice had trained him to camouflage the vulgarity of overt sexual assessment even if the assessment itself was habitual and automatic. She was petite, probably five foot four or so, slightly built, and not exactly pretty, but with a pleasant, attractively open face and a merry, intelligent smile. Her black dress was unpretentious and demure, flattering her trim figure. Chestnut hair—possibly colored—done simply, back and down. Little makeup beyond lipstick.

			“Me?” His eyes met hers; hers were big and brown and sparkling, and seemed bottomless. He had to force himself not to look away. They made him feel transparent.

			“Uh-huh,” she said. “You have a sort of fish-out-of-water aura, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

			“Despite my tux?” A Hardy Amies shawl-collared number, beyond his budget but, given his profession, a defensible investment.

			She waved his question away. “An elegant fish out of water. A tropical fish out of water. So what’s the deal? Are you some sort of tree-hugger? You have a thing for redwoods?”

			“Nah. I mean, I don’t have anything against them. I wish them nothing but the best, but I can’t say they occupy a prominent position in my consciousness.”

			She smiled. “So you’re not a donor?”

			“Bull’s-eye.”

			“No? Well, let’s see…no, don’t tell me, I’ll get this. Are you, like, a professional escort? Hired to squire a biddy? With God knows what’s expected of you at the end of the evening?”

			“It’s that obvious? Damn.”

			For one startled moment, she looked abashed. Her eyes widened, her hand went to her mouth. Then she lowered it, revealing a mischievous frown. “Wait. You’re shitting me, right?”

			“Well…yes. But I’m flattered you thought it was possible.”

			She smiled. “God, you actually had me going for a sec. I was about to start apologizing. Groveling. While pretending to be blasé.”

			“Sorry to have missed that.”

			“Although I liked the idea too. You don’t run into many male hustlers at these events. Except metaphorically.” She moved in close to squint myopically at his name tag, taking his silk-lined lapel between her fingers. “Tobias Lindeman. Should I have heard of you?”

			“Nope.”

			“Are you the donut guy?”

			“That’s Entenmann.”

			“Oh right.” She released his lapel and extended her hand. “Anyway. My name’s Amy Baldwin. Pleasure to meet you, Tobias.”

			He shook her hand. “People call me Toby.” And then, “How come you’re not wearing a name tag?”

			“I don’t like poking holes in my dress. Are you here with a date?”

			“Yes. Well, that is, I’m meeting someone.”

			If she had a reaction to that, she didn’t show it. “Female?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Can’t be sure in this day and age.”

			“Absolutely.”

			“But it isn’t a business transaction? At least as the term is commonly understood?”

			“Right.”

			“So if you’re not a donor, not a gigolo, and don’t have the baked goods concession—” 

			“What am I doing here? Is that your question? I’m working. I’m a fundraiser. Not for myself, to be clear. And not for redwoods, either. For a worthy cultural entity, let’s call it. I’m cadging cash. Panning for gold.”

			“Any stream in particular?”

			“The mighty Mississippi.” She looked puzzled, so he explained, “Tonight’s guest of honor. The Solomon guy.”

			There was a brief pause. Then she said, “It’s a worthy cause?”

			“Does it matter? The causes are usually worthy. But these pirates…what they do with their money is their business, they can squander it on Milk Duds if they like. But they’re all such assholes, that’s what gets you after a while. I’ve never met one who didn’t make you bleed copiously for whatever you get. And from what I’ve heard, Solomon’s among the worst.”

			“Is that what you’ve heard?”

			“That’s his rep. I’ll find out first-hand soon enough. But what brings you here? Are huge conifers a passion? Are you a donor yourself? Or maybe someone’s date?”

			“Those aren’t mutually exclusive. I am a donor, as it happens.”

			“That’s impressive.”

			“Depends on the size of the donation, doesn’t it?”

			“I thought size doesn’t matter.”

			“That’s one theory,” she said.

			“I’ve been misled?”

			“You’re the escort. You tell me.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, he suddenly noticed Magda across the room, waving at him. And was surprised to feel disappointed. He wasn’t quite ready to disengage.

			“Listen,” he said, “this has been great, Amy, but—”

			“Let me guess. You’ve spotted your biddy. Or she’s spotted you.”

			“Exactly. I mean, not the biddy part, can’t let that pass without protest—”

			“Whatever. Go do your duty. Maybe we’ll have a chance to talk later.”

			“I’d enjoy that.”

			“Yes.” She elongated the final consonant, which made her sound oddly ruminative.

			•

			Magda was the first woman Toby had slept with when his marriage ended. They actually began before the split was official but after Jessie let him know she was in love with someone else. There was a brief interval when he was ostensibly trying to salvage things, although deep down he doubted it was possible, or even desirable. Everything was confused during that awful time. He was wounded, fragile, steeped in misery and self-doubt. He met Magda at a gallery opening—having gone only because his friend Jonas, a former lover of the artist, insisted—and after an hour of brittle banter in front of the ugly, angry paintings—many of them distorted, impressively endowed nude male bodies—and too many plastic cups of bad white wine, she’d taken him back to her place. He remained incredulous throughout the entire experience. Years previously, he had relinquished any hopes of ever enjoying such an adventure again. And such an adventure! This wasn’t a garden-variety hookup. Magda was beautiful and stylish; she was accomplished; she was the Sarah Lawrence–educated, socially polished daughter of a Hungarian diplomat, who had served for years in London before being assigned the San Francisco consulate. She retained an odd sort of Mittel-European accent, Magyar with a dash of British, that lent her an almost Cold War aura, a Natasha Fatale-like glamor. And she was currently the arts editor on KQED, the local PBS affiliate. She was a figure on the scene, a personage.

			After he awoke the next morning, he lay immobile beside her sleeping form for several minutes, barely daring to breathe, his incredulity unassuaged, feeling needlessly guilty (he knew Jessica had spent the night with her lover), and anxiously ignorant of the proper etiquette: Was he supposed to shake Magda awake and bid her a cheery good morning? Pad into the kitchen and make coffee for them both? Discreetly tiptoe out of her apartment, out of her life, and forget the whole thing had ever happened? It had been more than a decade since he’d slept with any woman other than Jessie; for whatever reason—probably only to occupy the moral high ground—he’d consistently resisted temptation, of which he’d had his share. So he was out of practice; he no longer knew the rules. Besides, it seemed likely that as soon as Magda awoke, she would turn over, take one horrified look at him, curse her weakness, and swear off white wine for the rest of her life.

			But that isn’t what happened. After a few interminable minutes, she stirred, muttered something unintelligible, rolled over toward him, nuzzled against his neck, and unceremoniously grabbed his cock. In a matter of seconds, they were at it again.

			As his friend Jonas would say, go figure.

			For a few weeks, he believed he must be in love. His existence had been so joyless for so long, and she was the nicest thing to have happened to him in years. She was gorgeous, she led a glamorous life, and she even liked fucking him. What more could a fellow ask? But when, after a month or so, he suggested they consider living together, she burst out laughing. “Darling, that’s very sweet. But so, so stupid.”

			He was willing to be instructed. “It is? How come?”

			“Because that’s not what this is about.” When he started to protest, she continued insistently, “Look, we enjoy each other’s company, and the horizontal part is fabulous. Why complicate things?”

			“So we’re…fuck buddies?”

			“You say that like it’s a negative. Listen, dear boy, your life’s just been turned inside out, and you don’t have a clue what you’re worth on the open market, and you can’t believe something nice has happened. Well, this is nice, but you’re in no shape for love, and frankly, I doubt even in the best of times you’re wired for it. You don’t seem to realize it yet, but you’re actually a very cool customer. Detached. Smooth as glass, nothing to hold onto. So let’s just have fun, okay? Avowals could ruin everything.”

			At the time he’d thought she was being sophisticated and European in the worst senses of both words, but now he realized she’d been wise. He’d been desperate for a safe haven because his life had slipped its moorings, but she understood how lost he was, and at the same time how unready for anything beyond grief and personal reassessment. And unruly sex. She helped him through it all, but she also refused to consider herself his girlfriend. And in the five busy years since, he was never again tempted to get serious, not with her and not with any of the many other women he dated.

			And now he and Magda were pals more than anything, and convenient companions for events where the deportment of one’s date mattered. They were pals, even if at times a late night extended into the following morning. Their lovemaking, when it occurred, was reliably satisfactory but no longer passionate, as friendly and almost as casual as a peck on the cheek. He didn’t mind hearing about her troubles with other men when she chose to confide, and he often turned to her for advice about the women he was dating, along with the problems he might be having with his daughter or ex-wife. She was a useful second opinion, yin to his friend Jonas’s yang.

			And those youthful years she’d spent as the daughter of a diplomat stationed in a couple of prestigious posts made her a perfect date on evenings like this one. Sitting at this dreadful table with predictably uninteresting strangers, she was able to produce an effortless flow of appropriate questions and alert responses that gave every appearance of genuine engagement. And just as importantly, she occasionally met Toby’s eye and raised her own eyes skyward to ensure he understood she too considered the experience an ordeal, she wasn’t really interested in the vacuous palaver.

			“We’re stuck for the speeches, aren’t we?” he whispered to her during a lull in the astonishing conversation that had just occurred, about the discomforts of catheterization. Toby hadn’t had much to contribute but appeared to be unique at their table in that regard. Even Magda produced a touching reminiscence.

			Her look of amused disapproval served to confirm what he already knew. “Of course we are. You can’t be surprised. You’ve been to a million of these things.”

			He grimaced. “I thought we’d be at Solomon’s table, I’d be able to chat with him about the weather and exchange macho bullshit about the NCAA, and then, when the moment was right, casually slip in how nice it’d be if he forked up five million bucks. And then out the fucking door.”

			She patted his hand sympathetically. “Hang in there,” she said. “Try not to nod off.”

			The speeches started after the ice cream was served but before it was fully consumed. Somebody introduced some Save the Redwoods honcho, the honcho reported how much money the dinner had raised—lots of applause—and then he introduced some expert who assessed the progress being made with regard to redwood preservation, after which she introduced Bradley Solomon as the Association’s Person of the Year.

			Solomon rose and sauntered over to the rostrum. Shorter than average—five-seven or eight, was Toby’s estimate—and burly, with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. Probably about sixty, although someone so vigorous might be ten years older without looking it. Silver hair and a rich tan—he’d probably come to this dinner straight from the last good skiing of the season in Vail or Jackson Hole or one of those places the filthy rich went—and a vivid presence that commanded attention. With a voice to match, deep and resonant. Toby guessed he’d had coaching. That kind of diaphragmatic sound production rarely happens by itself.

			He talked briefly about the humbling beauty of redwoods, about how being among them gave him a sense of peace, about communing with them during his visits to Bohemian Grove. It was an effective performance. He knew not to drone on too long, he was a casual master of the space he occupied, and he occupied more space than his size warranted.

			“He’s pretty good,” Toby whispered to Magda. “Better than I expected.”

			“Your expectations were unrealistically low.”

			She was right. For some reason he’d never bothered to examine closely, it was easier to hustle people when he didn’t feel much respect for them. Respect was a distraction. Which was odd, since he wasn’t selling aluminum siding or some dubious cryptocurrency; he was straightforwardly soliciting support for a worthy, even noble, enterprise. Nevertheless, without being fully conscious of the process, he usually tried to work up some resentment, or even scorn, before he went into his spiel. It fueled his zeal, made him more persuasive.

			When Solomon finished speaking, and the audience rose for the obligatory standing ovation, Toby moved his head close to Magda’s and whispered, “Tora tora tora.”

			“You are going to abase yourself, right? You did promise.”

			“You have my word.”

			“If you let me down, you’re going to have to fuck me later. So the evening won’t be a total loss.”

			“You drive a hard bargain, I’ll say that.”

			Toby offered Magda his hand and the two of them started threading their way among the tightly packed tables in the direction of the dais. Toby knew they had to be quick.

			They weren’t quick enough. An elderly couple got there ahead of them. Toby and Magda waited while the couple shook Solomon’s hand and exchanged a few words with him. It seemed to Toby that Solomon endured these well-wishers with minimal grace; he wasn’t overtly rude, but he responded to their questions and observations in a flat tone that closed off conversational avenues rather than encouraging further discussion. It didn’t do him much good; the well-wishers were intent on prattling on for a while, and nothing short of physical intervention was going to stop them.

			While waiting, and conscious of the number of people who were assembling behind him and Magda, Toby was surprised to notice the woman with whom he’d spoken earlier—what was her name? Amy something?—approaching Solomon from the dais itself, slipping up behind him and putting a hand on his shoulder. In response to her touch, Solomon glanced up, saw her, and then turned away from the couple who were talking to him in order to pull her down and give her a quick hug and a buss on the cheek. Shit. She should have warned him before he’d put his foot in it. How badly had he trashed the guy when they’d been talking?

			Solomon patted the woman’s arm, turned back to the couple, said something Toby couldn’t hear—evidently not an introduction to Amy what’s-her-name—and after another quick set of handshakes, they walked away. The couple looked crestfallen, as if they’d been treated with less respect than they’d anticipated and then been peremptorily dismissed.

			Troubling. But the prospective encounter had been prearranged between Solomon and Toby’s boss, Doris Raskov, so he wasn’t too worried. Still, he wished this Amy person wasn’t a witness; he wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t want her observing him in a precative role.

			He approached the table, guiding Magda along with him. “Mr. Solomon?” It was awkward to be on the other side of a raised table, an inferior position physically as well as socially. This was the way Mussolini had arranged his office, with his desk on an elevated platform. Not the most reassuring of precedents.

			Solomon looked down at him and all too visibly sighed. “Yes?”

			At the same time, Amy, standing behind the seated Solomon, vouchsafed Toby a playful smile of recognition. “Well, hi there,” she said. “Long time no see.”

			“Yes, hi,” said Toby.

			Solomon looked at Amy and back at Toby. “You know each other?”

			She said, “We met tonight.” 

			“Chatted briefly before dinner,” Toby added. Then he said, “Mr. Solomon, my name’s Toby Lindeman.” He extended his hand across the table. “And this is—”

			“Hello, Magda,” Solomon interrupted. “Good to see you.”

			“Hi, Brad,” said Magda.

			Brad? That sounded a tad familiar to Toby. But Magda usually calibrated these nuances nicely. She’d spent her whole life at it. Solomon looked directly at Toby again, and then—but only after a rather ostentatious show of reluctance—reached across the table and took the hand Toby was proffering. “How do you do.”

			“I believe Doris Raskov mentioned I’d be here tonight,” Toby said. Doris and her husband were social friends of Solomon and his wife.

			“No, I don’t believe so,” Solomon answered, frowning.

			At this extremely unwelcome and unexpected—not to say bewildering—turn of events, Amy suddenly cut in with, “Listen, I should run. Brad, I just wanted to tell you your speech was excellent. Toby, delighted to have met you. Good luck with all your endeavors.” And with that little barb, and after nodding pleasantly to Magda, she turned and strode off the dais.

			Toby watched her go, then turned back to Solomon. “I’m sorry?” was all he could come up with. “You were saying—?” 

			“I was saying, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Toby Lindeman?”

			“Yes, I caught your name.”

			“About the opera?” Toby prompted. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. In over a decade of fundraising, during which there had been plenty of mishaps, he’d never encountered this problem before. It was why you prepared the ground, to avoid such embarrassments.

			“What about it?”

			“She told me she’d approached you about, about…perhaps helping us.”

			“Helping you?”

			“With a contribution.”

			“To the opera?” Solomon still looked blank.

			“To fund a new piece. To celebrate the city. You know, after all we’ve—”

			“Now see here,” Solomon interrupted sharply, “this is obviously the wrong time for this. Jesus Christ.” He gestured in a way that seemed to encompass the entire room, as if the setting by itself explained his mounting indignation. “Call my office if you want an appointment. Don’t just spring something on me. That’s chickenshit stuff.” And then he looked past Toby, toward whoever was standing behind him in the press of people. The interview was over.

			Toby glanced at Magda as they stepped away. She raised her eyebrows but waited until they were out of earshot before saying, “I guess you don’t have to fuck me after all.”

			•

			But he did anyway. When the cab reached her place, after they’d ridden in pained silence for several minutes, she invited him up for a drink, and maybe it was the promise of hard liquor, or maybe it was just an urge to vent, but he accepted readily. Both of them knew that if he entered her apartment at this hour it was unlikely he’d schlep home before morning. As Rubicon crossings go, this wasn’t especially momentous. It happened several times a year.

			“What an asshole,” Toby said, as, without asking, she handed him a snifter of cognac. His jacket was folded over the back of a chair, his collar open, his bow tie hanging loose around his neck. He’d collapsed onto one of her sofas, staring exhaustedly at the ceiling. “What a thoroughgoing irredeemable asshole.” He leaned forward to take the glass from her and brought it to his lips. Ahh. The way it burned down his esophagus was pure balm.

			“Any chance there was a genuine mix-up?” Magda asked.

			“Nah. Doris told me this morning she’d talked to him. She isn’t a flake.”

			“He forgot?”

			“Did you see the look in his eye? Pure malice.”

			“Why would he bother?”

			Toby shrugged. “For your benefit? That other woman’s? Because he can? What difference does it make? He was a total prick.”

			“I guess that’s a perk when you’re Brad Solomon.”

			“But why would you want such a perk? Where’s the pleasure in it?” He shook his head disgustedly.

			“Are you going to call his office? Will you pursue this?”

			“I’m such a slut,” he sighed, granting her a twisted smile. “I’ll talk to Doris first, of course, but…hell, they always make you crawl one way or another. If we get the money, it’s worth it. Not to me, I’d be happy to let him burn in hell and his money along with him. But to the company.”

			“You have to regard your pride as expendable. You’re a foot soldier in the culture wars.”

			“Veritable cannon fodder.”

			“It was a nice novelty, though, seeing you squirm. You’re not normally a squirmer.”

			“Glad you enjoyed it.”

			After a few seconds, without any overt transition, she said, “Bring your brandy to the bedroom.”

			Once they were in bed, as he began handling her body, tracing its familiar contours, and she began responding in familiar ways, he whispered, “I just wish you’d say you agree with me.” It had been bothering him since they’d left the banquet.

			“I’ll say whatever you want,” she answered. “You have me at your mercy.”

			“I’m serious,” he said. Not letting this seriousness interfere with what he was doing.

			“So am I. You’ve always had great hands, Toby.”

			He wasn’t conscious of doing so, but he must have made some sound of annoyance, some sort of grunt, because she took hold of his hand, stopping him. And then she put one of her hands against his shoulder and pushed him back, kept pushing until he was supine, and then began kissing her way down his chest, murmuring as she did, “He was a bastard, okay? No two ways about it. It was as plain as…as this.” She had reached his abdomen, and now gave his cock a couple of playful laps, watching his involuntary responses closely, with smiling attention.

			“But you think he’s sexy,” Toby pointed out.

			“For God’s sake, Toby…while I’m giving you head?”

			“But do you? Still think he’s sexy?”

			“It doesn’t mean I approve.”

			“So…what? Assholery adds to his allure?”

			She looked up at him—he raised his head to meet her glance—and said, “In a sick sort of way. That’s just evolution. Psychobiology. We girls are wired for it. It isn’t a moral choice.” She sucked him into her mouth and neither said anything for a few seconds. Then she slipped off him, still expertly working him with her hand, and said, “Look, part of me was offended, part of me thought it was kind of hot.”

			“But—”

			“Just shut up.” She slid up his body until they were eye-to-eye, kissed him, meanwhile firmly pushing his shoulders down with her open palms, and then drew her knees up so she was straddling him. A second later, he was lodged inside her. As he arched his hips up, hers began an intricate series of circling movements.

			“You’re sexy too,” she said. “And you don’t even throw your weight around.”

			“No weight to throw.”

			“You make a virtue of necessity.”

			“But it’s galling…what’s sexy about a strutting bully?”

			“It’s a display of power, isn’t it?” She leaned over him, so her heavy breasts were against his chest. “Dominance behavior. Makes our little primate hearts go pit-a-pat.”

			“Your little primate hearts have caused me nothing but grief,” he said. “Since the seventh grade.”

			“I’d say you’re managing pretty well at the moment.” 

			He shifted his hips slightly. There was an angle that, if he managed it just right, always seemed to do the trick for her.

			“And besides,” she said, “you’re not so pure, you display your coxcomb too. Quite a nice one. Different from Brad’s, but just because you hide your alpha light under a beta bushel doesn’t mean…wait…hold on a sec.” She adjusted her weight, ground down hard against him, once, twice, a third time, and then came with a heaving shudder. And then, without breaking their connection, she collapsed, burying her face in his neck.

			He knew her well enough to remain still. She would signal when it was time to resume. After perhaps half a minute, she began to move again, rocking gently back and forth.

			“Anyway,” she whispered, as if there had been no interruption at all, “you chaps aren’t immune to psychobiology either. When you see a girl you like, well, let’s just say it’s obvious to any objective observer. You go into your little song and dance.”

			“Is that what Solomon was doing? A little song and dance?”

			“Well, he’s probably a bastard even when the ladies aren’t watching, but I’m sure Amy and I were a spur. A gallery to play to.”

			“The cheap seats.”

			She gave him a playful swat.

			Toby said, “You called her ‘Amy.’ You know her?”

			“To say hello to. I know everybody, Toby.” She quickened her pace.

			“What’s her full name again?”

			“Amy Baldwin.”

			“And who is she?”

			“Owns some sort of internet business. Doing rather well, I understand.”

			“Yeah, but…who is she?”

			“Oh. I see what you mean. I thought you knew. It’s kind of an open secret. She’s Solomon’s girlfriend.” And then, five seconds later, “Hey, what’s the matter?”

			Toby had lost his erection.
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			He didn’t!” said Jonas, genuinely shocked. It was the next morning, and Toby and Jonas were having a quick breakfast before crossing the street to the Opera House, Jonas to a rehearsal, Toby to the administrative offices. “He pretended to have no idea who you were or what was going on?”

			“That’s about the size of it.”

			“You’re sure Doris had prepped him?”

			“Yep.”

			“Christ,” said Jonas. And then, “Well, maybe I’m not one hundred percent surprised. Solomon’s got a reputation. Supposed to be a son of a bitch.”

			“I’ve heard that too.”

			“An unregenerate cocksucker. And not the fun kind.”

			Toby smiled. Jonas being Jonas. “No, definitely not the fun kind.”

			For several years Jonas hadn’t been much more than a friendly work acquaintance in Toby’s mind, someone he nodded to in the halls and with whom he played the occasional game of racquetball or shared a post-show drink. They had enjoyed each other’s company, but their worlds seemed too different for a really close relationship: Jonas gay—and if not at all swish, still aggressively, proudly out—and a violist in the pit orchestra; and Toby straight, and a “suit,” the sort of bureaucrat traditionally deeply distrusted by the artistic side of the house. For a long time their conversation, even their banter, was guarded, careful, circumscribed by clear privacy lines neither would dream of transgressing.

			It was only when Toby’s marriage began to fall apart that Jonas proved to be a much better friend than mere politesse required. Especially during that awful first month, when Toby first discovered Jessica’s affair and had to move out of his house and didn’t have a clue what had hit him, when many of his friends acted as if one night with him was all the charity they were required, or able, to extend. During that time Jonas had been a brick. “Come over and talk if you want, or look out the window and don’t say a word. Or stare at the TV and drink until you pass out on the couch. No judgment. We’ve all been there, brother.”

			He had offered advice that felt useless at the time, but later, struck Toby as potentially helpful, as the cloud of despondency over Toby gradually began to lift and as he began to recognize it was actually a relief to be out of a marriage that brought far more pain than joy. “The truth about love is, it’s just self-hypnosis. We do it to ourselves. The other person’s incidental, like the corpse at a funeral, indispensable but ultimately irrelevant. And the proof is how you feel after you’re finally over it. You can’t remember—you can’t imagine—what all the fuss was about. Nice person, cute trick, maybe even a great lay. But your soul mate? The one person on earth made for you? Not so much.”

			Toby wasn’t entirely convinced, but Jonas had the receipts, he couldn’t be dismissed out of hand.

			It may have been a result of Toby’s misery at the time, but he and Jonas developed a new mutual candor during those awful first months, a new closeness. It was an odd friendship the two slowly developed, but it turned into a very close friendship. Indeed, at a time when so many of Toby’s relationships had fallen by the wayside, or were assessed strictly on the basis of utility or convenience, Jonas was someone he spent time with primarily because he really liked the guy.

			And the friendship incidentally granted Toby entrée—honorary entrée—into a sexual Freemasonry from which he would otherwise have been excluded, a culture interesting in itself and vital for him to be able to navigate smoothly. After all, almost every man he dealt with professionally was gay. At the opera, it was Toby who, statistically speaking, was queer. No doubt his closeness to Jonas, the frequency with which they were seen together, added fuel to the rumors that Toby himself was gay. Which was fine. Rumors to that effect probably made his professional life marginally easier, and besides…what the hell. Keep ’em guessing.

			And Jonas had been wry about that aspect of things. “Listen, pal, you may be the luckiest straight guy in the world. You’re…I mean, except for the unfortunate fact you like women, you might as well be gay. You’ve got all the gay virtues. Women love that stuff. You’re suave and well turned-out, and you know which restaurants to go to and what wine goes with what and when to tip the captains. All the savoir faire shit. Women are suckers for it. Or so I’m told.”

			And now, just before Jonas took a last bite out of his bran muffin, he asked, “Does Doris know what happened with Solomon last night?”

			“If she reads her email she does.”

			Jonas raised his eyebrows. “This could turn into an interesting day.”

			•

			Doris Raskov wore clear plastic glasses secured by a thin gold chain around her neck, kept her gray hair pulled back in a bun, favored frilly blouses and frumpy suits. A fit, handsome middle-aged woman who chose to present herself as an old lady, a rich man’s second wife who refused to look like a trophy. That was one of many reasons Toby liked her. It obviously was a deliberate choice. Why she’d made it remained a mystery. And always would. You don’t ask someone about something like that.

			She was behind her desk, and Toby was seated in a chair facing her. “Just one second,” she murmured. She was reading a piece of email on her computer. When she finished, she removed her glasses, letting them hang down on her breast, and swiveled to face Toby.

			“Okay,” she said. “Brad Solomon. He was a naughty boy last night.”

			“Well, yes.”

			“And I told him so.”

			“You talked to him?”

			“We texted. He apologized.”

			“To you or to me?”

			She smiled. Toby understood the significance of the smile: She found the question shrewd. “To me, of course. He said it was a mix-up, and he was sorry.”

			“Which it certainly wasn’t. And which he probably isn’t.” Of course the apology was made to Doris. This system in which they functioned was virtually feudal, and the general manager, along with the donors and volunteers—the people who weren’t engaged in it as a trade—were at the apex of the feudal structure. A vassal like Toby didn’t merit an apology. He wouldn’t even be considered the injured party.

			“Brad’s…” Doris stopped, searching for a way to continue, and then went on, “Brad’s Brad. He has his quirks. Which I don’t defend. But he’s a friend, and he has many good qualities. With which you, of course, need not concern yourself. I’m not asking you to like him.”

			Toby started to answer, but she rode over him: “And don’t forget, he has more money than God, and he says he’s prepared to give us some of it. That’s the overriding consideration if Brian’s going to get his new opera. If we are going to get a new opera. So the only question is, can you make nice with him? If you can’t, I’ll handle it myself, or let Angie over in Major Gifts deal with him. By rights, it’s her baby anyway.”

			It was Toby’s turn to nod. Doris knew how to play him, another thing he admired about her. Only ten years or so older than he, she still enjoyed a sort of maternal power over him. But she deployed it sparingly, and only when she felt the ends she was pursuing justified its use.

			“No,” Toby assured her, “I’m fine. Solomon and I don’t have to be pals.”

			“Good. I appreciate your professionalism. Now listen. He suggested you come to his office this afternoon. Three o’clock.”

			Toby considered this. “Will I have to sit there cooling my heels for a couple of hours before he deigns to see me?”

			“If that happens, I’ll murder him personally, okay? With my own bare hands. But it won’t. I get the impression he’s a little abashed about last night.”

			“You could tell that from a text?”

			“Don’t underestimate me, Toby.”

			“Never.” Only a fool would underestimate Doris. “Okay, let’s see how it plays out.”

			“And Toby…you be punctual too, all right? No games. This isn’t about payback.”

			Damn she was good. Almost a mind reader.

			•

			The day was cold enough—overcast, with a cutting wind from the bay—that the walk from the Opera House to the financial district was bracing. Toby welcomed it. It sharpened his mind, helping him to prepare himself for the prospective encounter. The primary challenge was to find a way to use his annoyance to fuel his pitch. And not feel intimidated. This last was crucial, and, he reluctantly admitted to himself, far from a given. Toby wasn’t easily intimidated, but there was something about Solomon…It wasn’t his money and it wasn’t his position, Toby was pretty sure about that. So what was it? Had he secured an advantage through that earlier display of disregard?

			Or was it the woman, Amy?

			What Toby hadn’t let himself realize until this moment, as he quick-stepped down Van Ness, was how impressed he was that Solomon was with a woman like Amy. She wasn’t at all the type Toby would have figured on: Someone younger, prettier, blonder, more elaborately turned-out, more voluptuous. Mistress material.

			Solomon obviously could have arranged that had it been his preference, arranged it effortlessly. There were no serious impediments to anything for a man in Solomon’s position. And voluptuous mistresses weren’t such a rare commodity…Hell, plenty of women have been in training for the role their whole lives. Were virtually bred for it.

			It said something interesting about Brad Solomon that he hadn’t chosen a woman of that sort. Arm candy. Bed candy. Whereas Amy seemed like a serious personage. This conclusion was based solely on one short conversation, but it had made an impression. A big impression. She was quick. She’d made him laugh. He liked her attitude. He liked her face.

			The idea that Solomon possessed good enough taste to choose Amy Baldwin over the sort of woman ninety-nine out of a hundred gazillionaires would unhesitatingly have gone for said something unsettling to Toby. Not to mention that Solomon was capable of attracting such a woman, one who, Toby guessed, might be immune to cruder varieties of blandishment. This was intimidating data. They suggested Bradley Solomon was more than the sum of his parts, more than the sum of his connections. His parts and his connections didn’t intimidate Toby, but if, in addition, he had a soul…well, that could make a fellow feel seriously diminished.

			In a matter of twenty minutes he reached the office building where Solomon had his headquarters. A massive newish building down near the Embarcadero, all smoked glass and concrete, likely built and owned by Solomon himself. Toby climbed some steps and traversed the broad front plaza, dominated by a huge Calderesque sculpture painted deep maroon, and then entered the cavernous lobby. After a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloom, he crossed the lobby to the marble wall that contained the building directory. Solomon Enterprises occupied the entire penthouse level.

			Acting on a hunch, Toby peered a little lower. Sure enough, there she was, Amy Baldwin, suite 425. She probably got a deal on the rent.

			There were different banks of elevators reserved for different floor levels. He found the set that reached the penthouse, put his thumb on the PH button till it glowed pink, and stepped through the doors that opened to admit him. The ride up was so rapid as to be nauseating. When the doors opened again, he stepped directly into a luxurious reception area. He approached a big marble desk presided over by a drop-dead gorgeous young Asian woman who seemed just the type Solomon should have chosen to share his recreational hours. A bimbo transmogrified, elevated to the level of aristocratic elegance.

			Toby gave his name, and added, “I have an appointment with Mr. Solomon.” And waited for a tense few seconds. What would happen now?

			She was checking something on the computer in front of her. “Oh, yes,” she said. “Please have a seat, Mr. Lindeman. Would you like something to drink?”

			“Oh, boy, would I ever,” is what he didn’t say. Instead, he declined politely. There was a sunken waiting area to his right, with leather sofas and chairs grouped around a mahogany coffee table. Several potted plants. He strolled over, unbuttoned his suit jacket, and sat down, still wondering what he was in for. Without his willing it, part of him was hoping he’d be ill-treated. It would spare him the necessity of being polite to that fuck-head Solomon. And Doris had promised vengeance if Solomon pulled anything. It would be fun to see those two go toe-to-toe.

			But his wait proved brief. Within five minutes, another Vogue model—a busty blond WASP this time—approached him. “Mr. Lindeman? Come this way, please.”

			Jesus, Solomon commanded a fucking seraglio.

			Toby rose, rebuttoned his jacket, and followed the woman through the reception area and down a long corridor. At the end, he saw Solomon in an open doorway. Jacket off, tie loosened, collar button unbuttoned, cuffs rolled up thick hairy forearms.

			“Toby!” he boomed. “Good to see you again. Thanks for coming by.”

			“Mr. Solomon,” Toby said. When he was within reach, he grasped and shook Solomon’s extended hand. No hesitating. He was conscious of being four or five inches taller than Solomon, and conscious too that it seemed to confer no advantage.

			“Call me Brad. They offer you something to drink?”

			“Yes, they did. I’m fine, thanks.”

			“Good, good. Come on in. Alice, bring me a Perrier. And hold my calls.” Ushering Toby through the doorway into his magnificent office, Solomon said, “About last night. An unfortunate mix-up. No hard feelings, I hope. Now, have a seat and tell me about this opera thing.” His voice was different from the previous night, rougher, gruffer, his accent redolent of the street.

			Toby took an unobtrusive glance around. Solomon’s office was vast, could easily have housed, had it been subdivided into cubicles, an entire good-sized business. One entire wall consisted of a picture window with a breathtaking view of the financial district, the bay, and the East Bay hills beyond.

			At a gesture from Solomon, Toby seated himself on one of the sofas. Solomon claimed an easy chair catty-cornered to it. He rested his feet on a rung just below the surface of the coffee table. The black alligator loafers he was wearing had an incredible shine and silly little tassels.

			“Okay,” said Solomon, “you have my undivided attention. Make your case.”

			Toby cleared his throat, at which point Alice entered with a small bottle of Perrier and a glass containing a lime wedge. She padded toward them and placed her burden on the table in front of Solomon, who said, “Thanks, Alice. Toby, you want to reconsider?”

			“I’m good.”

			Alice glided out, and Solomon said, “No more interruptions, that’s a promise. And once again, I’m really sorry about the little misunderstanding last night.”

			As Solomon started to pour Perrier into the glass, Toby was surprised to hear himself say, with palpable irritation, “Oh, please.” Solomon looked up sharply. Toby went on, “I mean, calling it a misunderstanding is kind of disingenuous.” Evidently, some part of him was more affronted than he’d realized. There was an instinct, or an impulse, that let the first of Solomon’s bland apologies pass by, but when the second came, that evidently exceeded its tolerance.

			Solomon stopped pouring, even though his glass was only about a quarter full. “I beg your pardon?” he said. His eyes had hardened, and they were staring right into Toby’s.

			Toby met the stare. He was in too deep to retreat. “You obviously knew what you were doing. It was something you chose to do. Not a misunderstanding, not a mix-up. I’m perfectly willing to forget it and move on, and, of course, I recognize you have all the power in this interaction, I’m here hat in hand. But still, you mustn’t assume my willingness to put up with bullshit is limitless.” He was pleased to note his voice remained steady throughout this little speech, and its volume at ordinary conversational level. “I’ll bow because that’s the convention, but I’ll be damned if I’m gonna kiss your boot. You see the distinction, I’m sure.”

			There was a very long pause. Solomon reached for his glass, brought it half-way to his lips, then put it back on the table. All the while, Toby was thinking, Doris will murder me for this, and Brian’ll be livid. To have indulged his own personal pique with an opera commission at stake…It was a firing offense.

			Solomon was staring at him steadily. The seconds ticked away, ten, twenty. Time had never inched by so slowly. And then something unexpected happened. Solomon began to smile. At first he seemed to be fighting it, but it gradually took control of his face, and soon he was grinning broadly. Then he laughed out loud, a harsh bark of grudging amusement. “Okay,” he said, “point taken. Now. You gonna tell me about this opera of yours or what?”

			Toby exhaled, more loudly than he would have preferred. “Sure,” he agreed. “With pleasure. But first, if it isn’t too late, can I change my mind about that Perrier?”

			“Mouth a little dry?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Yeah, I’ll bet.” Solomon chuckled. “You’ve got balls, Lindeman.”

			•

			Later, as Toby crossed the lobby again, heading toward the smoked glass front doors, he was uncomfortably aware his body had treated this meeting with Solomon as a species of fight-or-flight ordeal. His heart was still pounding from the sustained rush of adrenaline, and his shirt felt wrinkled and clammy, adhering to his back even in this chilly weather. Pity. It had just come back from the cleaners, and now it was destined straight for the hamper. And he was conscious of an acrid odor coming from his armpits, and could only hope it wasn’t evident to anyone else in his vicinity.

			As he pushed against the big door, he almost literally bumped into Amy Baldwin coming the other way, her nose and cheeks bright pink from the cold. She noticed him first. “Well hi there,” she said.

			His self-consciousness about his body odor ratcheted up several notches. He made a point of keeping his distance from her as he stepped backward into the lobby and returned her greeting. And felt a renewed surge of adrenaline. Just what he didn’t need.

			Her eyes were twinkling, and she was smiling the same amused, knowing smile he’d found so attractive and so unsettling the previous night. In his present state, that wasn’t a good thing. It felt like a provocation. Almost an insult. Let Solomon keep his buildings and his vacation houses and his art collection and his private jet. Why should he also have someone like this? Aside from the injustice of the arrangement, it was such an obscene waste. Toby, on no evidence at all, was convinced of it. Like giving a bottle of Château Lafite to some teenager who just wants to get shit-faced.

			“Saw Brad?” she asked. When he nodded, she said, “How’d it go?”

			He shrugged. It wasn’t something he cared to talk about, or even knew how to talk about. Magda had characterized Amy’s relationship with Solomon as an open secret, which suggested that, however open it might be, it was still ostensibly a secret. The subject was a minefield.

			“I’m reconsidering the escort business,” he said. “It’s getting more appealing all the time.” While he spoke, she was looking at him closely, seemed to be studying his face. It was disconcerting. “What?” he asked.

			“Oh. Nothing. Listen…”

			But whatever she was going to say was interrupted. A woman’s voice yelled, “Amy!” They both turned. A well-dressed, youngish woman was approaching them. Bearing down on them, it seemed to Toby.

			Amy sighed. “Aw shit,” she said under her breath. “I don’t like this woman.”

			She said it so artlessly, with such unaffected, winsome mourn-fulness, that Toby, even in his sour mood, had to laugh. But his laughter immediately triggered another pang. Everything about her was appealing. “I should go,” he said. “I have to get back to the office, report on my meeting with…” He didn’t bother to finish. “Anyway, it was nice to see you.”

			“Yes, very nice.” She gave him her hand. When he took it, he again had the impression she was searching his face. But it was all over in a second, and he quickly turned and went out the door into the chill afternoon.

			•

			A few hours later, Toby showed up at Jonas’s apartment with a plastic bag holding several cartons of take-out sushi. The door was opened to him by Brian Hughes, in jeans and a rust-colored cashmere sweater, barefoot. “Jonas is in the kitchen,” Brian said. “He’ll be right out.”

			Brian was the opera’s handsome young music director, a golden boy who had been appointed only two seasons before. A daring and somewhat controversial appointment. Brian wasn’t yet forty, from the San Joaquin Valley, Oberlin-trained. He’d done some well-received work in Charleston and Houston, and two recordings, of Albert Herring and L’Incoronazione di Poppea, both of which, although not released on a major label, got respectful notices. The board took a gamble on him because other candidates presented more immediate difficulties, and, just possibly, because of the aura of glamour around him. After two seasons, his tenure was judged promising but not quite stellar. The deal somehow still had to be sealed.

			Under ordinary circumstances, he would have functioned on a plane so far above Toby their paths would have crossed only on official occasions and their relations characterized by professional formality. But because Jonas and Brian were a couple, Toby frequently met Brian on the neutral terrain of Jonas’s apartment, where a spirit of equality governed. “The leveling power of buggery,” was how Jonas put it.

			It was disorienting, the first few times Toby found Brian there, to see him sprawled on Jonas’s couch, drinking wine, gossiping, making dirty jokes, talking sports or politics, his shoes off and his feet up, just a guy. Quite a personable guy. Brian was a dignified, imposing figure in public settings; you wouldn’t have thought informality was in his repertoire. But then, he’d recorded both Albert Herring and L’Incoronazione di Poppea—he commanded a broad repertoire.

			It was Toby’s impression that Brian was drawn to Jonas partly for this very reason, because Jonas was so casual and his humor so irreverent you really couldn’t put on airs in his company. The times Brian and Jonas were alone, or alone with privileged friends, may have been the only times Brian didn’t feel himself onstage, didn’t feel obliged to play the role of Herr Kapellmeister. And could be damned sure if he tried it he’d be subjected to merciless teasing.

			The leveling power of buggery was operative, but also its protective cloak. Brian was still, at least officially, in the closet, and there was no one in his intimate social circle whose discretion couldn’t be relied on. For a while, Toby, the only straight guy in that circle, seemed to make Brian uneasy, seemed to inhibit him. But those days were in the past. Toby had since become, as Jonas put it, “an honorary fag.”

			Toby had been privy to the beginnings of the romance at second hand, from Jonas’s excited next-day reports. It was a romantic tale. Brian didn’t play the piano in public, hadn’t since his teenage prodigy days, but he was an accomplished pianist, and he sometimes invited members of the pit orchestra to his place for evenings of chamber music. This was no doubt sound politics in addition to being a pleasure in itself, a way to form alliances with the musicians who played under him. One night he and Jonas were sight-reading their way through Shostakovich’s viola sonata, the composer’s bleak last work, and somewhere during the long final movement, Brian looked up, perhaps to alert Jonas to a tempo change, and their eyes met, and, as Jonas reported by phone the next day, “That was it. We knew.”

			Did anyone else notice?” Toby had asked.

			“I don’t think so,” Jonas had said. “It was just a glance. But…who knows? When something like that happens, it feels so huge you’re surprised it isn’t on the eleven o’clock news.” Jonas had waited out the other players, hoping he wasn’t being too obvious about it, clearing wine glasses and plates from the living room, and then, back in the kitchen, putting Saran Wrap around leftovers. Finally, when no other guests were left, Brian shut the door firmly, turned to face Jonas, and said, “You’re staying?”

			That was almost a year ago. The two men were still discreet about their relationship, and the press, mercifully, chose not to go near it, but it was no longer a deep dark secret. And since Jonas had been first chair before the romance began, there were no grumblings about favoritism.

			Tonight, the three of them sat on the floor around Jonas’s living room coffee table eating the sushi Toby had brought and drinking Brian’s Puligny-Montrachet. Toby was recounting the details of his meeting with Solomon, trying to imbue the tale with the brutal dramatic values of a Sergio Leone western. The only way to deal with his nagging unhappiness over the business was to treat it as a comically epic misadventure.

			Brian grumbled, “I ought to strangle you.” It wasn’t clear he was joking.

			Toby shrugged. “Doris said the same thing when I got back to the office. But what’s the problem? My strategy worked like a charm.”

			“Your strategy?” Jonas harrumphed. “A hissy fit is not a strategy.”

			“I knew what I was doing.”

			“The fuck.”

			“Well…what if we call it a calculated risk? Work with me here.”

			“Holy Christ,” said Brian, “do you have any idea what I’ve got riding on this?”

			“You’re not the only one who’s got something riding on it.” Toby knew Brian hoped to be named artistic director someday and assumed the opera commission was part of his grand scheme. But Toby didn’t feel himself to be solely, or even primarily, a foot soldier in service to Brian’s career aspirations. Their agendas might overlap, but they weren’t identical. “The whole city’s supposed to benefit.”

			“Right, right.”

			“Besides, my ass was on the line too.” A useful little dig; Brian’s proclivity to solipsism shouldn’t be indulged. “Anyway,” Toby continued, “we should celebrate. Solomon said he might pledge the full five mil. That ain’t peanuts.”

			“No,” Brian conceded, “it ain’t.”

			“Believe me, if I’d started off like a beggar, he would have haggled.”

			“Jewed you down,” proposed Jonas, the only one in the room who could get away with it.

			“But he didn’t blink. Said it sounded doable. No, wait, first he called me a…a gonif, I think was the word he used. What’s a gonif?” He looked over at Jonas.

			“A thief.”

			“Coming from Solomon, that’s probably a compliment. So this thing is moving along very satisfactorily. A little show of appreciation might be in order.”

			“You make a convincing case,” Jonas said. “Don’t you agree, Bri?” He raised his glass. “Let’s drink to Toby.”

			“And to the new opera,” Toby said. “May it not stink up the joint.”

			“I should call Jeremy,” Brian said.

			Jonas frowned. “No, let’s drink the toast first. And eat the food and enjoy the evening. That’s what we’re here for. There’s plenty of time to call Jeremy.”

			A brief, oddly tense moment ensued. Perhaps Brian wasn’t used to be being contradicted by one of his players, even one he happened to be sleeping with; he knit his brows and looked down at the table, displeased. But then he looked up again, smiled, raised his glass, and said, “All right then, to Toby and the opera—may it not stink up the joint—and, and—”

			“And to a triumphant premiere and long tenure for the future artistic director,” Jonas proclaimed, doing his part to dissipate the tension.

			•

			The next day, Toby was in his office, writing an email to Doris. A delicate task. He knew—as almost no one else did—that Brian had settled on a composer and tentatively approved the subject of a libretto. Official approval by the general manager was probably largely a formality, and, although Solomon had indicated he’d want to know more about the project before he transferred any funds, it was unimaginable this could present much of a stumbling block; he wasn’t an opera buff, it was unlikely he had strong views on the subject. Still, Brian and the composer he favored, Jeremy Metcalfe, were treating the commission as a fait accompli, and there were still hurdles to clear, not all of them low. The high-handed way Brian managed things could itself raise eyebrows; there was no denying he’d jumped the gun. Besides, the subject he’d chosen, while certainly a testament to San Francisco’s colorful past and abrasive vitality, could prove controversial.

			At the end of the previous evening, after the sushi and wine had been consumed and Toby was heading for the door, Brian gave Jonas a quick nervous glance and pulled Toby aside. He quietly asked Toby if he might act as intermediary with Doris, and, by the way, could he please use all the discretion at his disposal when he did so? He even hinted that it might be best to shade the truth a little, to keep secret how far things had progressed, and instead frame the whole business as merely a proposal, albeit one the music director’s enthusiastically supported. Once Doris concurred, the irregular way things had been arranged would no longer matter.

			In a funny way, the conversation was reassuring. It at least suggested Brian knew he’d transgressed. So Toby reluctantly agreed. On the plus side, the commission shouldn’t really present a problem. Not that this was Toby’s bailiwick, but the elements seemed plausible, politically shrewd, and best of all, artistically promising. A talented young Black composer, Juilliard-trained but with roots in popular music, was a definite plus, and the controversial subject would make everybody involved feel adventurous and virtuous without, God willing, any important feathers being ruffled in the process. Not that it was risk-free—it could even be said to bristle with hazards—but it did promise a project that would generate buzz. Brian’s instincts as an impresario were sound even if his tactics dubious.

			But those dubious tactics put Toby in an awkward position. He wasn’t used to dissimulating with Doris. It seemed unworthy of their working relationship, which was normally open and candid. Besides, she was perspicacious enough that even in the medium of email, anything less than full candor made him feel exposed. Brian had been foolish as well as reckless, making a gratuitous end run. If he’d been willing to trust her, she could have been a useful ally; her loyalties were with the artists.

			Toby was staring at his computer screen, struggling to find the right words and the right tone, not to mention the least misleading account he could devise. So when the phone on his desk rang, he reached for it, grateful for the interruption. “Yes?”

			He heard the voice of Daniel, his assistant, saying, “There’s an Amy Baldwin on the line. Should I put her through?”

			“Yes, absolutely.” This was unexpected. He felt a flush of adrenaline. 

			There was a click, and then her voice. “Hello? Is this where I call for the escorts? Or do I have the wrong number?”

			Only then did Daniel click off. Oh shit. Oh well. No real harm done. “No,” he said, “you don’t have the wrong number. We offer solutions for all your pesky escort needs.”

			“I’m looking for ten guys in top hats and tails who can sing ‘Puttin’ on the Ritz.’”

			“Our specialty.”

			He could practically hear her smiling. He was emboldened to add, “Unless you’d prefer ‘Once in Love with Amy.’” And then, quickly, before she had time to respond, “We run a kind of gigolo karaoke operation around here.”

			“You’ve certainly found a marketing niche, I’ll give you that.” Then, when neither of them could think of what to say next, she added, “Hi there.”

			“Hi.” Another pause. He wondered if he should ask why she was calling. That might sound too businesslike, less than welcoming. But she wasn’t volunteering an explanation, so anything personal might be premature. “I’m glad you called,” is what he finally settled on.

			“Yeah? Why’s that?”

			Putting him on the spot. Bitch. “So anyway, what can I do for you?” Spiking the ball back into her fucking court.

			“Yes, okay. See, what I’ve been thinking is, maybe it’s time I made a contribution to the opera. To diversify my eleemosynary portfolio, so to speak.”

			“Always a good idea. Whatever you just said.”

			“So it’s a good thing we met the other night, don’t you think?”

			“Yes indeed. I couldn’t be more pleased. Are you a big opera fan?”

			Another silence. Then, “Not really.” Then, “I kind of hate it, to be completely honest. But…you know, I respect it.”

			“Well, that’s the main thing.”

			“That’s what I figured.”

			“So here’s what you need to know. You should make the check out to me personally, that’ll expedite the process.”

			“No, listen, I’m serious.”

			“You are?”

			“Mmm.”

			“You want to have lunch and discuss this in depth?” Go for it, boyo; you may never get another chance. She wouldn’t have called if there wasn’t some sort of interest. He had sensed it right away, and his instincts in that department, normally sound, were unlikely to have gone completely haywire.

			“Or dinner,” she countered. That upped the ante, rather. And then she upped it further: “Are you free tonight?”

			He glanced at his calendar, not that he had to. “I’m seeing my daughter. We have dinner on Thursdays.” Not to mention a tentative date with a woman named Christine afterward. He and Christine had been out, casually, a couple of times; her invitation to drop by after dinner suggested she regarded tonight as the turning point. No need to share that information, however.

			“That’s sweet. You two are close?”

			“I wouldn’t say close. I try to keep the current flowing.” No need to get into that can of worms. “How about tomorrow?”

			“I’m going out of town tomorrow. For several days.” She added, “On business.”

			“That’s too bad.”

			“I feel the same way.”

			What was going on here? He felt an inexplicable urgency, distinct from the avidity with which he normally pursued a sexual prospect. It felt different enough that he made a split-second decision: The deal with Christine could wait. A quick call would take care of it. He said, “Listen, if this is completely inappropriate, I’m sure you’ll tell me, but…Cathy and I eat early. She’s in high school; I have to get her back to her mother at a reasonable hour. Otherwise I get yelled at, and, you know, why bother getting divorced if you’re still gonna get yelled at? So how about meeting up after? I can, you know, watch you eat, or we can have a drink. Or some permutation of that.”

			“That works.”

			It was almost too easy. “I won’t have to sing ‘Puttin’ on the Ritz,’ will I?”

			“Not if you know ‘Once in Love with Amy.’”

			They agreed on a place and time. Toby’s head was spinning.

			•

			It was always odd to pick up Cathy at the little house in Cow Hollow she shared with Jessica. It used to be his house too. Jessie and he bought it together, the year before they got married. Once a symbol of hope, it was now impossible to see it as anything but a symbol of failure.

			Especially since Jessica had bought out his share of the house as part of the divorce settlement. He’d been in no position to argue since at the time he needed the money.

			Jessie opened the door to him, gave him a quick, uncomfortable kiss on the cheek. “You’re looking well,” she said.

			“You too,” he said. It was true enough; Jessica was an attractive woman. But she suddenly frowned. It was so pronounced a response that he asked, “What?”

			She shook her head. “Nothing. Cathy’ll be right down. She’s fixing herself up.”

			Toby sighed. “I wish she wouldn’t.”

			Which got a laugh from Jessie. “Yeah, her fashion sense is…let’s say it’s nascent.”

			“Have you tried talking to her?”

			“I can’t talk to her about much of anything these days.”

			He nodded. “We knew the teen years were coming, but there’s no preparing for them, is there?”

			“And it’s harder for the mother. I don’t know why. I mean, it’s not just a question of custody, although I’m sure that makes it worse.”

			So far, given the potential contentiousness of the topic, they were handling things pretty well, Toby thought. No implicit recrimination from either side. “It’s a stage,” he said fatuously. “We just have to wait it out and look forward to her emergence on the other side.”

			“I hope so.”

			“How’s she doing at school?”

			“Her grades are okay.” She lowered her voice. “But something’s bothering her. I don’t know what it is. When I ask, she bites my head off. Maybe you can talk to her.”

			“I can try. She won’t tell me either.”

			“Don’t tell her I mentioned it, it’ll get her back up.”

			“No, I—” They both heard Cathy’s step on the landing above. “Don’t worry, I’ll pump the bejesus out of her,” he whispered, which won a small smile from Jessie.

			“Hi, Daddy!” Cathy called, looming above them on the stairs. “You two kids getting acquainted?”

			Toby watched her descend. Denim overalls with suspenders, a plaid flannel shirt, plum-colored lipstick, Buddy Holly glasses. All of it so intrinsically unflattering only the naturally beautiful could get away with it. Was it fashion, or a sneaky conspiracy of the attractive against the rest of the world? He felt a hopeless, distant sort of tenderness for her, along with despair at how much of her life he was missing, and at how graceless her adolescence was proving to be.

			“Hi, honey,” he said. After she came to him and accepted his kiss, he added, “You’re going to need a jacket.”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Get a jacket,” Jessie said flatly.

			Cathy rolled her eyes, but she didn’t make a big production out of it. When she went to the closet to fetch a parka, it was Jessica’s turn to roll her eyes. Toby responded with a good-natured shrug, trying to convey that this wasn’t so bad, that maybe too many of these battles had put Jessica on edge herself, that the girl’s behavior was within acceptable teenage bounds.

			“I’ll have her back nice and early, Mrs. Lindeman,” he said.

			“I’m Ms. Galfand now. As you well know.”

			The only borderline-hostile moment in the whole interaction.

			•

			Watching Cathy tuck into her burger and fries, Toby wondered why she wasn’t more self-conscious about diet. Friends of his sometimes complained their daughters were aggressively, obnoxiously health-conscious, chastising their parents for too much gluten, too much sugar, too much animal protein. That didn’t seem like anything to complain about.

			“So, can I tell you something?” she asked after an interval that hadn’t been quite long enough to be uncomfortable, but was getting close. “I mean, without you getting upset?”

			“I can’t promise that in advance. But you can say anything that’s on your mind.” Could the problem Jessie suspected just tumble out without prompting? Hardly seemed likely.

			“See, the thing is, Mom really needs a boyfriend.”

			Toby laughed, out of surprise rather than amusement.

			“I mean it. She is such a pill. Worse than usual, if you can imagine. I know you have to take her side, that’s the divorced parents’ code, but…every trivial nothing is World War Three.”

			He sighed. Refereeing their battles was a hopeless task. “It’s natural you’re getting on each other’s nerves nowadays. She’s your mom, and you, you want to be independent, you’re almost an adult, and—”

			“Yes!” Cathy interrupted. “Exactly! See, you get that.”

			“I wasn’t quite finished,” he said. “You’re still living in her house and—”

			It was Cathy’s turn to sigh.

			“—and you’re not an adult yet, Cath. You want to push against the limits, that’s natural. But the limits are there for a reason, they’re not arbitrary or unreasonable.”

			“You don’t know that. You don’t know what sort of limits Mom imposes.”

			“She isn’t an unreasonable person.”

			“You say that now. You were singing a different tune before you made your escape.” She picked up three French fries, dipped them in a little pool of ketchup on her plate, and put them in her mouth.

			“Are her rules stricter than the ones your friends have?”

			She swallowed, and then said, “Yes! She has all these frustrations, and she takes them out on me. If she was seeing somebody she’d be much nicer. It’s way past time she got herself a boyfriend. Don’t you think?”

			He knew she didn’t expect an answer. “How’s your life?” he asked. It was interesting, though, if she was right that Jessica didn’t have a man in her life. The affair that broke up the marriage was long over, ending with a nasty whimper rather than a bang, and Jessie was a good-looking, accomplished, self-sufficient woman. Someone plausible should have grabbed her up by now.

			“I’m fine.”

			“I’m not just making chitchat, honey. You have no idea what it’s like, being out of your life. Divorce is awful in every way, but a lot of the bad stuff fades after a while. Not the parenting part, though. I need to feel connected to you. I need to know what’s happening.”

			“Well, it’s senior year, so a lot of what’s happening is just waiting for the year to be over. Senioritis, we call it.”

			“We called it that too.”

			“But otherwise things are okay. Except for the shit with Mom, better than okay.”

			“You’ve got friends?”

			“No, Daddy, I’m a total recluse,” she said disdainfully. “Of course I have friends.”

			“Are any of your classes interesting? Does school engage you at all? Or are you just waiting for it to end and that’s the whole story?”

			“No, that’s not the whole story. I’m in drama club this year, and I love it.” She became more animated. “I may even major in theater in college. Hank, that’s the drama coach, Mr. Ortega, he thinks I have talent. I’m in the school play this semester. I hope you’ll come, it’s in June. We’re doing All My Sons.”

			“That’s great.” Not the majoring-in-theater part, of course, but it was great she was excited about something, even if it meant he had to attend a school play. “A good part?”

			“There are no small parts,” she proclaimed sententiously, “only small actors.” And then laughed, to let him know she was joking. “A very good part. The lead, sort of. The female lead, anyway. Kate Keller. The mother.”

			“Honey, that’s terrific.”

			“Will you come?”

			“Of course.”

			“Mom thinks I’m spending too much time on it. Letting my other classes go.”

			“Are you?”

			“Probably. But colleges don’t care about your last semester. No one cares but Mom.”

			“I care.”

			“Sure, right.” And then, quickly, “Anyway, Hank insists on lots of rehearsals and improvs and acting exercises and stuff. He’s a slave driver. Weekends and shit. But it’s worth it. People say our drama program is one of the best in the city.”

			“It’s great to see you so enthusiastic.”

			“I am.”

			“And you’re reasonably happy?”

			“I told you, Daddy, I’m fine.”

			“Nothing’s bothering you or anything?”

			“Just, you know, what I told you. Hassles with Mom.” She suddenly narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Why?”

			“Like I said, I hate not being part of your life.”

			“Might as well get used to it.” And then, perhaps realizing this sounded harsher than she intended, although it no doubt reflected her true feelings, she added, “It’s not like you live in Tibet or something. We still see a lot of each other.”

			He nodded, deeply pained. She was a good kid, and she obviously felt nothing for him that wasn’t benign. But it was clear the door had shut a long time ago. He might even have been the one to shut it.

			•

			Amy Baldwin was sitting alone in a dark-stained wooden booth with a drink in front of her. Toby briefly flashed on Piper Laurie in The Hustler. This bar—her choice—wasn’t crowded and was mercifully quiet. She hadn’t noticed Toby yet, so he was able to stand in the narrow entranceway for a moment and watch her. She was wearing a dark turtleneck, navy or black, it was hard to tell which in this light and from this distance. An unremarkable-looking woman. It wasn’t easy to explain why she’d had such an effect on him. It wasn’t easy to explain his suddenly accelerated pulse. After a brief moment of internal preparation, like an actor’s before going onstage, he entered the barroom proper. That’s when she saw him and waved. That great smile. He smiled in response and approached the booth.

			“Howdy, ma’am. You alone?”

			“Just me and my thoughts, cowboy.”

			He leaned down to kiss her cheek, a socially sanctioned greeting even among bare acquaintances. “What are you drinking?” he asked.

			“A cosmopolitan. Great drink. Gets you pie-eyed while curing your urinary infection.”

			“You have a urinary infection?”

			“No, I generally avoid them. By drinking cosmopolitans.”

			“An ounce of prevention.” He slid into the booth, across from her, and signaled to the waiter standing over by the bar. “How are you?”

			“Why are you smiling?”

			“I don’t know. I can’t help it. How are you?”

			“Fine, thanks. How was your daughter?”

			“Adolescent.”

			“How old is she?”

			“Thirty-eight.” And then, off her look, “She’s seventeen.”

			“About as adolescent as it gets.”

			“Which is how she was.” The waiter arrived. “Blanton’s on the rocks, please,” Toby told him. After the man moved off, Toby added, “She reserves the preponderance of her venom for her mom. Unfairly, but I can live with that.”

			“Divorce must be tough. All of it, but especially the kid part.”

			“Brutal. It’s never not there. And if it isn’t there, you feel bad about that.”

			She nodded, and waited a moment to signal she understood this wasn’t idle banter. Then she smiled and announced, “You’ll be interested to hear Brad thinks you’re gay.”

			Startled, all Toby could say in response was, “Really?”

			“Mmm. Just lazy stereotyping…he hears the word opera, he figures any man involved must be queer. Except the baritones, maybe. Does that bother you?”

			“Not in the slightest. Actually, it happens a lot. I even think my dad suspected it.”

			“Really?”

			“Mmm. I wasn’t what he expected in a boy. You know, sports and stuff. His ideas about such things were sort of primitive.”

			She waited a few seconds, and then said, “I didn’t tell Brad you’re not.”

			“You didn’t? How come?”

			She shrugged.

			He processed the shrug, filing it away for future examination, and said, “But you’re certain about that?”

			“Give me a break,” she said.

			“That’s very intuitive of you.”

			“Yeah, I’m amazing that way. You want to tell me about your divorce?”

			Toby shook his head. “Uh-uh. Not now. Not yet.”

			“Are you waiting for anything in particular?”

			She seemed to have a propensity for leaping in precisely where the ice was thinnest. “Well,” he said, “for one thing, you have to make a donation to the opera first.”

			“You’re getting down to business already?”

			Toby looked directly into her eyes and held the stare for a moment. “I don’t believe that is getting down to business,” he finally said. “As far as I can tell, the opera stuff qualifies as preliminary small talk. Of course, I could be totally wrong.”

			This had the gratifying effect of causing her to break the stare and look down at her cosmopolitan. It was an ideal moment for Toby’s drink to arrive, and it did, on cue. Toby thanked the waiter and took a sip. Nirvana. “Tell me about your business,” he said.

			“It’s not very interesting. A web-based merchandising operation. Women’s health products and services.”

			“So you sell cosmopolitans.”

			She smiled. “Can’t, alas. The Feds won’t let me. But pretty much everything else.”

			“Are you one of those computer whiz types?”

			“Nah, I have an IT guy for the technical stuff.” 

			“Is women’s health a big topic with you?”

			“Well, I’m a woman, and I don’t like to get sick. But it isn’t some big cause or anything. Not a Susan Komen kind of deal. I saw a business opportunity and took it.”

			“It’s successful?”

			“Pretty much. We did especially well during the pandemic, as you might expect.”

			“I don’t really understand business. Despite being the opera’s money man.”

			After a brief pause, she said, “Brad told me you gave him a hard time yesterday.”

			“Yep.”

			“He said, and I quote, you busted his balls.”

			“That was certainly my aim.”

			“You sound jolly pleased with yourself about it.”

			“Absurdly pleased. Childishly pleased.” He took another sip of bourbon. “I mean, he was a total…Wait. Is this dangerous ground? If it is, tell me now.”
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“Reading Erik Tarloft’s Tell Me the Truth About Love is like eating
a box of carefully selected chocolate truffles: you don’t want to stop.”
—WENDY LESSER, author of Music for Silenced Voices
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