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Chapter


1










Dr. Thayer will pay $395 an hour for Noah’s services.Only the classiest prostitute could charge as much and, to any doorman glimpsing Noah stepping out of his taxi, Noah might indeed seem a well-kept callboy. Though brandless, his cobalt shirt is pressed as flat as paper, and the flesh exposed at his throat is Hamptons-tan. Diesel sunglasses dangle from a buttonhole. He has carefully chosen his pants: pin-striped dark linen, to denote a youthful vitality bobbing beneath a surface respect for decorum. His headphones are both inconspicuous and expensive. The guise is complete.




Noah pauses in front of a Fifth Avenue building, appearing dumbstruck that there should exist an environment so ideally suited to him. But he is neither favored son returned from the Hamptons nor callboy. He is an SAT tutor, paid those $395 to ensure that Thayer Junior attends the same Ivy League school as Thayer Senior. He has made himself appear as one of his students—attractive, complacent, glassy-eyed—and he will work at them stealthily, from within their world. They don’t stand a chance to resist him.




When Noah feels tired—and tonight is such a night—he mouths,Three hundred ninety-five dollars, throughout his commute. Dr. Thayer called to ask him to come a half hour early; the family would pay the cab fare. And so, when Noah flagged the solitary yellow car arrowing between the gray brick buildings of Harlem, his meter started running along with the cabby’s: twenty-five minutes’ travel time added to a hundred-minute session, plus the fare itself, will run the Thayer family $835.




The doormen snap to attention when Noah appears behind the etched glass of the entrance, but then they slouch when the better interior lights reveal Noah’s youth, his $30 sandals, the headphones in his ears. The doormen are white, of course, but not White—Noah listens for the trace of an Irish or Russian accent, reads the bleariness of a Brooklyn commute into their late-night eyes. They regard Noah warily, as if girding themselves to cast him back outside. The biggest snobs of any building, the doormen.




“I’m here for Dylan Thayer,” Noah says.




A doorman nods in reluctant civility, picks up the handset, and dials. His console is gold and velvet blue, like a presidential lectern. Nine-four-nine Fifth Avenue is, like its Park Avenue neighbors, an essentially ugly structure with the artless lines of a Monopoly hotel, but the interior is done up in fleur-de-lis andchinoiserie . The doorman glances at Noah.




“Noah,” he says.




“‘Noah’ is on his way up, Dr. Thayer…You’re welcome.” He hangs up and turns a key. “Eleven F.”




Noah crosses to the mahogany doors of the elevator. He feels the doorman’s gaze on his back, and wishes he were wearing loafers, that he looked more like someone who would live here. But at least the whole doorman interchange has earned him $30. He is $81,000 in debt. Or, after today’s session, $80,700. The doors open.




Eleven F is the only button that will light. This is to prevent Noah from infiltrating any other apartment. The elevator is fast, but even so the ride up grosses $5.




TheF in 11F stands for the front half of the floor: the doors open directly into the foyer of the apartment. A woman slides over the partially opened secondary door, frail hand extended. A pair of gold bracelets tinkles.




“Susan Thayer,” she says.




Noah takes the bony hand and rattles it once.




“A pleasure, Dr. Thayer.” One key to the first meeting is to get the titles right—if he’s talking to a mother and she works, “Doctor” is a likely choice.




“Come in.” She opens the door and floats into a mirrored vestibule.




She could be the mother of any of Noah’s students: her hair is highlighted and lowlighted and then carelessly pulled back, as if to belie the weekly appointments required to maintain it. Equine eyes and dark eyebrows prove the dishonesty of the sun-streaked hair. A string of pearls rides her emaciated shoulders, rests in the gorges between her clavicles.




She smiles sweetly as her eyes dart over Noah’s form. Dr. Thayer has been monstrous in her initial phone conversations, obliquely accusing Noah of overcharging her and disliking her son, whom he has not yet met. But in person she gives every appearance of fighting back the impulse to hug him. The Fifth Avenue hostess urge is hardwired.




“I wanted to be sure to be home the first time you met Dylan because, if not, who knows what could happen?” She throws her arms into the air and laughs, and Noah laughs too, mainly because she looks like a whirligig. He can’t decide whether her joke is cautionary or just nonsensical and suddenly it comes back to him, strong, that he should be in front of a classroom instead.




“Well, I’m excited to meet Dylan,” Noah says jovially. He knows he is rushing this particular phase of the introductory ritual. He should take a few more moments to make the mother feel desired, but the responsibility of the money ticking away propels him. Noah grew up in a town with street names like Countryside Lane and State Road 40, not Park or Madison or even anything ending in Avenue. While a $200 chitchat on the stairs is nothing to the Thayers, to him it is unconscionable: the scale of money looms here, is too large to be comprehended, like geologic time to a human life span.




She gestures at a door upstairs. “He’s in his bedroom.”




Noah starts up, swinging around the flare of a shabby-chic banister and ascending into a darkened second-floor hallway. He wonders why Dr. Thayer isn’t leading him up.




“Noah,” Dr. Thayer calls after him. Noah stops and looks down. He can see her hard breasts where her shirt pouches around her narrow shoulders, and dutifully concentrates on the banister, even though the idea of Dr. Thayer’s being exposed vaguely excites him.




“Look, I know there are problems here,” she continues. “He just hasn’t learned this stuff. I don’t know why.”




It is a familiar first-meeting move. The guilt deflection: my child may be stupid, but that doesn’t make me any less intelligent.




“The test is teachable,” Noah declaims from the landing. He can’t remember if he has already given her this speech on the phone. “All it measures is how well one takes it. In some ways students from the best high schools are at a disadvantage, because they are taught to think abstractly, to voice opinions and argue nuance. The kid in the public school in Arkansas has been taking multiple-choice tests his whole life. Standardized tests are the first resort of low-income school districts, and the last resort of high-income ones.”




The closing bit (Arkansas!) always gets a world-weary nod from parents. Dr. Thayer peers up and smiles as if they were best friends just reunited and meeting for coffee. Despite the disingenuousness of the gesture, Noah is charmed. He finds himself wishing that he and Dr. Thayerwere at a coffee shop somewhere. “That’s very interesting, but it’s not really the issue here. You’ll see,” Dr. Thayer says.




And with that, Noah reaches Dylan’s door. It is as white and silver as the restroom door of an expensive restaurant. There is no construction-paper “Keep Out!” sign. Noah knocks and simultaneously glides the door open. The good tutor is polite, but need not ask to enter.




Dylan’s bedroom is actually a suite of rooms. Noah passes through a spare and obviously unused study complete with antique globe and rolltop desk, then a marble bathroom, and finally reaches the bedroom. Tightly shaded windows dominate two walls. Dylan is slouched over an Empire desk, clacking into a laptop. His back is to Noah.




“Hey,” Noah says.




“What’s up,” Dylan says, without turning around. Noah stands in the doorway. He breezily walks in. If he wants to get perfect 10’s on his evaluations he has to prove from the start that he is cool. Perfect 10’s will get him a raise. Perfect 10’s will help his brother pass high school. If he doesn’t gain each kid’s admiration from the start, all that is sunk.




He has forgotten that Dylan is captain of the lacrosse team, but is reminded by the fact that Dylan doesn’t turn around. Team captains don’t do such things as acknowledge newcomers, of course, since their image is based on the burden of already knowing too many people. Noah became a cool teenager only late, and is a cool twenty-five-year-old through constant effort. And yet here he is, tutoring the kid who beat him up in high school.




“So what’s up?” Noah asks. Do cool kids say “What’s up” to a “What’s up”?




Dylan swivels. A bright white T-shirt, still creased from the package, stretches across his chest. His hair looks like he has just taken a nap, or has been licked by a goat. His eyes are glassy and widely spaced. He is the breed of seventeen-year-old who turns the heads of adult women.




The first-meeting monologue is all about pretending that the friendship has already begun. Never ask,What are your interests? Rather,So what have you been up to today? Oh, really? What else? Did you drive? When do you get your license? Noah and Dylan’s $200 getting-to-know-you half hour passes, and Noah learns that Dylan likes to sleep when he has spare time, has a quiz onThe House of Mirth the next day, prefers the club Pangaea to Lotus on Wednesday nights, thinks lacrosse is “okay,” and goes to school at Dwight. Dwight, one of Noah’s students once informed him, stands for Dumb White Idiots Getting High Together.




“How did you choose Dwight?” Noah asks.




“They made me transfer from Fieldston.”




Dylan goes to the bathroom, which costs $35. After he returns, grunts, and throws himself on the bed, Noah asks him whythey made him transfer.




“Whatever, it’s not on my record,” is the crafty response. Not that Dylan seems generally clever—he scored 420 out of 800 on the writing portion of his SAT, which Dr. Thayer (the monstrous phone Thayer, not the smashing hostess Thayer) informed Noah would need to become at least a 650 for the lacrosse recruiter at Penn to be satisfied. A 650 would put Dylan among the nation’s brightest students. Or at least among the nation’s bright students.




Noah swivels in his leather chair and faces Dylan, who is reclining on his bed and massaging a foot, the sweaty fragrance of which carries across the vaulted bedroom. “Dylan,” he says, his tone carefully nonteacher, “we have two months, man, until your test. That’s eight sessions. We’re going to talk about the essay today, and then focus on grammar. Then you take a practice test each weekend.” At the mention of weekly practice tests Dylan suddenly looks glassy and cross, like a miffed sultan. Noah barrels onward:




“So! How would you respond to this prompt?” Noah asks. “The more things change, the more they stay the same.”




Dylan’s eyes drift over Noah’s long frame. Noah can see the blunt calculation in Dylan’s head—is this guy worth trying for? After another introspective moment Dylan laughs. “You messed up.”




“What do you mean?”




“Say it again.”




Noah does.




Dylan snorts. “Yeah, that makes no sense.”




Noah’s usual stratagem is now to impress the student by reciting the original French. This is quickly abandoned. “Okay,” Noah says, “let’s work your resistance into the essay.”




Dylan eyes Noah warily. “That’s fucked up. If something changes, then it’sdifferent.”




“Right, but it becomes the same thing as everything else at some point, right?” Noah falters. Suddenly the quote makes no sense to him either. Dr. Thayer’s admonition that too much abstract thinking is “not really the issue here” taunts him.




“Whatever,” Dylan says. “I don’t care about all of this shit, I just need my score to go up.”




Noah gives a manly chuckle and pretends there was irony in Dylan’s voice. Will Dylan’s score go up much? Based on his diagnostic test results, probably not: he capitalized neither proper names nor the beginnings of sentences, and spelledintroduction with ane.




When the session is over, Noah deploys a “Later, man” (later:I’m chill, I don’t need to waste the energy on a proper goodbye.man: I like you, but notthat way) and exits down the hallway. It’s too late in the evening for maids and personal assistants, so no one is waiting to see him out. But on his way down the stairs Noah passes a dull glow from Dr. Thayer’s open bedroom door. She is ensconced in the opulent gloom, cradled in a voluminous satin duvet, reading a copy ofThe House of Mirth. Her gaze flickers to Noah. She shoots him one long-lashed, meaningful look, and then returns to her book: he has allowed himself to leave six minutes early, which puts him at a $40 deficit.
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Noah had thought his new job would make him extremely wealthy, that he would become, in some small way, of the same class as the rest of Fifth Avenue. Three hundred ninety-five an hour: what a treat for a guy whose friends from high school are mostly earning minimum wage or trading WIC checks. On the subway ride home from his job interview he had computed what $395 an hour would earn him, were he to work forty hours a week: $822,000 a year.




He missed his stop and had to backtrack half an hour to get home.




On that walk he realized that his actual income wasn’t going to be nearly as high. First, he only actually receives one-fourth of the $395; the agency keeps the rest. Second, he would be lucky to get six students, which would make for significantly fewer than forty hours a week. Third, there was the matter of taxes. He drafted a budget on the back of a receipt when he returned home:




Monthly Budget (STICK TO!):





Income:







	

Salary


(if get up to six students—call office twice a week, beg if necess.)

	

$3354






	

Interest from savings

	

2.65






	

Total:


	

$3356.65






	

Deficits:









	

Federal Tax

	

$412.50






	

NY City Tax

	

68.75






	

NY State Tax

	

137.50






	

Social Security

	

275






	

Medicare

	

61.30






	

Rent

	

760






	

Utilities

	

55






	

Subway Pass

	

70






	

Health Ins.

	

375






	

Dental Ins.

	

10






	

Cell phone


(required by office—get on group plan?)

	

45






	

Stafford loan


(if get on 20-year payment plan)

	

355.61






	

Perkins loan


(ditto)

	

301.50






	

America’s Bank Loan

	

600.72






	

Total deficits:


	

$3527.88






	

Monthly savings:


	

$–171.23






	

Consider:


	

Nix H. Ins.? Would result in $200 surplus a month! Woo-hoo!










	

Ditto dental.








	

Second job?








	

Add’l expense: food.









When Noah signed promissory notes at Princeton the amounts of his loans seemed so small, fractions of the university’s endowment; school was free. But now the numbers aren’t some insignificant eddies of money within a larger pot of billions of dollars. They are his alone. The triplets, Perkins, Stafford, and America’s Bank: $25,000, $16,000, and $40,000. These kinds of numbers belong to the Thayers, not to him. He has pushed too hard in trying to compensate for his impoverished beginnings, to propel himself into the upper class.




The money comes out of his bank account on the fifteenth of every month. Having automatic withdrawal is like having a parasite, a tapeworm passively feeding off whatever sustenance Noah brings in. He makes a trip to buy furniture at Ikea, and in that cavern, all blond wood, chilled air, and high ceilings (a microcosm of Sweden, Noah imagines), he fingers his credit card gingerly, as if to prevent further hemorrhage in the plastic. He is eager to browse, to choose between the round red kettle and the sleek aluminum one, but at the cash registers he is smiling and forlorn, hollowed out, wistful that shopping in this fairyland should inevitably conclude with a return, not to a house in the woods, but to a sixth-floor tenement room. In New York there is no escape from money. There are prices everywhere, no end of costs to meet or flee.
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Noah can think of a number of reasons for Dylan to have been unhappy at Fieldston. Foremost among them is that all of Noah’s students from that school have been both artsy and intelligent. He meets with a favorite Fieldston student the next day: Cameron Leinzler, who is playing Audrey in the school production ofLittle Shop of Horrors, obsesses about food and boys, and shoots glances at the mirror throughout their sessions. Even though she scored fantastically well on her diagnostic test, it is not odd that she has a private tutor. Most of the students in the Upper East and Upper West Sides have one. Tutors are to Manhattan teenagers, Noah is beginning to realize, as ponies are to ten-year-old girls.




“Dylan??!!” Cameron squeals. “You teachDylan Thayer ??!!”




Noah nods.




“He’s so hot, but a total asshole. My friends were totally in love with him, but I don’t like him.”




“Why don’t you like him?”




“Well, he hooked up with all of them, but it was like his timing was off, you know? They all sorta overlapped.”




They navigate into the safer terrain of reading comprehension. Cameron snaps her head up in the middle of a treatise on Gregor Mendel.




“You know he’s a total druggie,” she says.




Noah figured as much.




“He’s like what the rest of the world imagines we are, you know?”




“In what way?”




“Screwed up. Totally warped.”




“And why don’t you like him?”




“I told you.”




“You told me why your friends don’t like him.”




“Oh. Dylan thinks I’m annoying. He just wasn’t ever any nice to me. I guess that’s it. Um…because ‘predictable traits are inherited by subsequent generations.’ ”




“Good.”




“You know,” Cameron says. She smiles and avoids Noah’s eyes; she is tattling. He can see the flush of blood in her plump cheeks, the twisting corners of her smile. She might be in love with him. “He got kicked out because his mom wrote his essays for him.”
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To get to Dylan’s building, Noah takes the subway through Harlem to 79th Street, and then boards a crosstown bus from the ironic affluence of the Upper West Side to the less reflective wealth of the Upper East Side. Dylan’s doormen are a little warmer this time, and the one who opens the door even flickers a smile. Perhaps, since Noah has now entered twice without carrying dry cleaning, he has gained in status.




Dr. Thayer answers the door in an outfit that hasn’t declared itself as either an evening gown or a high-end bathrobe. The tanned hand that grips the robe closed glints gold and silver.




“Hello, Noah,” she pronounces. “How did last week go?”




Noah detects a desire for straight talk in the doctor’s voice and tries to match it. “Well, there’s certainly plenty of work to be done…”




“You’ve got a month left—as long as he gets a 650!” she calls out far too loudly, as if to browbeat her exclamation into a joke. The toned flesh on her stick arms shakes as she pinwheels through a broken laugh. Surely she realizes that a 650 isn’t going to happen. A 500 would be a stretch.




“I’ll try!” Noah responds, with a wink in his voice:Ha-ha, we’re in on the same joke!




Noah adds a touch of a pimp roll to his walk as he mounts the stairs. Dylan and he are friends, Noah decides, and Noah will be that cool tutor kids swap rumors about at parties. The tutoring hierarchy replicates high school—raises are based on student evaluations, and the cooler, better-looking tutors get better evaluations. Noah’s and Dylan’s thought patterns are probably fairly similar:Am I hot? Am I cool? Do they like me? In Dylan’s case coolness is an end in itself. But in Noah’s case, coolness means financial solvency.




“Oh, before I forget,” Dr. Thayer calls after a calculated moment. She has followed him upstairs without his realizing. “Take this card. It tells the doormen that you’re allowed in here, in case Dylan doesn’t answer the phone and I’m out.”




Noah glances at the scrap of heavy paper. There are two printed boxes below his handwritten name: “social” (a stencil of a martini glass) or “staff” (a stencil of an iron). He has been marked “staff.”




“I didn’t know what to put!” Dr. Thayer laughs. Noah laughs too.




Dr. Thayer floats back into her bedroom and Noah crosses through Dylan’s suite. He collects himself before the doorway, runs a hand through his hair.




“What’s up?” he asks as he saunters in.




But Dylan isn’t there.




Puzzled, Noah sits on Dylan’s bed and surveys the room. The duvet is coarse white linen. Dylan’s backpack, draped with a pair of discarded boxers, lies next to the bed. Noah scans the bookshelf. The books range in difficulty level fromMaxim to the firstHarry Potter. The closet door is open, and reveals only overstuffed dry-cleaning bags. Noah imagines his Dominican neighbors ironing Dylan’s underwear.




He realizes that he has already allowed $65 of empty time to slip by. He should be doing something. But what?




A teenage waif flits into the room. “I’m Tuscany,” she whispers. “You’re from the agency?” From the agency. As if he were a model, escort, or actor. Granted, the tutor’s job is to be all three. She allows her long fingers to graze the duvet and adds: “Dylan’s on his way. He told me to tell you not to tellher that he’s not here. You should do what you want, though.”




She stares at Noah blearily for a moment, and then vanishes.




Now Noah has just bought himself complicity. He is unsure of where his allegiances are supposed to lie in such a situation. He stares intently at the window shade and imagines scenarios and excuses, hopes he won’t get fired.




Then he hears a door slam below, followed by Dylan’s baritone grumblings amid Dr. Thayer’s higher-pitched squeals. Dylan thumps up the stairs and then splashes onto the bed. He smells like lacrosse.




“I’m in deep shit,” Dylan says.




“I met your girlfriend,” Noah says.




“That’s my sister! She’s fifteen. You’re fucked up.” Dylan slaps his pillow with pleasure—Noah has somehow blundered his way into a cool-kid joke. Score.




“What happened?” Noah asks.




“I had to go downtown to buy something from a friend before tonight. It wasn’t supposed to take so fuckin’ long.”




“I can imagine what kind of something you had to buy,” Noah says. He intended to sound like a hip friend, but the words come shrilly, as if ejaculated by an inappropriate governess.




“Whatever, it’s not like I’m that different from her or anything.”




“Her,” meaning Tuscany? “Her,” meaning Dr. Thayer? “Not different,” meaning we’re all druggies? Noah pulls out his tutoring books.




“I mean, Tuscany and me used to go into my mom’s office and her bedroom all the time and steal her shit.” Dylan smiles crookedly. “She has all this crazy shit.”




Dylan is only seventeen, Tuscany is even younger, and the lengthy expanse of time implied in the way Dylan says “used to” makes Noah shift in his seat.




“She’s a pediatrician,” Dylan says by way of explanation.




Of course. Dylan was raised by a child doctor.
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That night when Noah returns home, while deliberating between a dinner of Progresso Lentil or Campbell’s Black Bean, he notices a flyer beneath his door advertising Harlem Fitness,The Homeboy’s Home for Being Jacked, for only $15 a month.




None of his students’ parents know that he lives in Harlem. Living above 96th Street is, like gambling debt or an alcoholic father, a secret one simply doesn’t reveal. He used to live nearer to Fifth Avenue: after Noah graduated from college he moved in with his girlfriend on First, only blocks away from the Thayer apartment. He didn’t have his tutoring job yet, and would set himself up to write his Ph.D. application essays in a corner of her bedroom while she was in law school classes. Tabitha would return home after spending the day in the library and find Noah in his boxers, eating her cereal and watching sitcom reruns. She kicked him out after a few weeks, but not before she landed him a job at the agency that had tutored her for the law school entrance exam. They have remained friends, and whenever Noah visits Tab’s apartment he sees that the only impact of his moving out is fewer crumbs at the bottom of the toaster, and that the toilet paper supply declines at half rate.




The question for Noah had been where to move. Tabitha led him to a “totally reasonable, totally hot” apartment her real estate broker father found off Gramercy Park. Noah loved the apartment but discovered that, factoring in his loan payments, the monthly rent was two thousand dollars too many. He turned to theVillage Voice instead. Most apartments he found were in the Bronx, a few were in Harlem (“Columbia University is making that area totally hip”), and one was a room in a houseboat off the coast of Hoboken. And so Noah moved to Harlem.




This is the chip on his shoulder, Noah knows, his big insecurity: he could be part of the elite world he works for, if only he had wealth. But he grew up poor and introverted, and neither is of any benefit in Manhattan.




Noah’s father, a trucker away for months at a time, died shortly after Noah’s younger brother was born, and the modest insurance settlement permitted his mother’s freedom from labor even as it set a strict $1,500-a-month boundary around her boys’ existence. The money gave her, Noah’s mother later told him, a sense of omnipotence, that she was landed gentry, unmoored from practical necessity and concerned only with location and lifestyle. For a woman obsessed with nineteenth century literature (“I would have been an academic,” she once said, “if I finished high school. But I missed those first steps”), her situation seemed enviable—she was a Pip, an Isabel Archer. To the rest of the world she was slightly above destitute, a step above trailer trash. She moved to a rural Virginia town that had one excellent public school, bought a tract house (“a cottage,” she always called it, though it had arrived from Alabama wrapped in plastic, its aluminum sides creaking), and purchased a small plot for it that backed onto the county reservoir. The reservoir was bounded by swaths of forest that circled the glowing pool of water like eyelashes, and which lent a dreamy, fantastic quality to Noah’s childhood.




Noah’s mother entered on a quest of self-improvement, which for her meant extended time reading, swimming in the reservoir, writing strong and candid letters for local environmental causes, and making sure her sons grew up to share her focus on helping others, on getting beyond just their own satisfaction.




As a child Noah happily followed his mother on her walks through the woods, made handicrafts out of paper towel tubes kept in tubs beneath the sink, and embarked on parallel reading projects of his own, stretching fromPeter Rabbit throughThe Wind in the Willows and culminating in the two weeks he had chicken pox in second grade and read all fourteenOz books in a row, one for each day. At age ten he went through a spell of reading only “serious, adult” books, and after contemplatingThe Drama of the Gifted Child solemnly asked his mother if he might not have learned too well how to please her and never developed desires of his own.




And indeed, it wasn’t until late that he had any rebellion: at age sixteen the scrap to get his hair cut at the strip mall instead of at the card table out back, at seventeen the fight to work at the grocery store after school, and finally, during the combative summer of 1999, the successful push for a television. Kent sat in the background, quietly reaping the benefits of Noah’s struggles.




In middle school Noah had a tendency to start conversations with such prompts as “Did you know Alaska was purchased for nineteen cents a square mile?” and found himself friendless on the weekends. But by high school alternative had become cool, and he cultivated a certain mystique around his quirkiness. It helped that he also grew tall, and broad and narrow in the suitable places. Girls started to follow him home after school, and he’d read them poems he’d composed, with titles like “Tortured Roses” and “The Violent Thrusts of Rainstorms.” Then he started to throw parties while his mother was away at Sierra Club conferences, and skyrocketed to outright popularity. Poetry fell to the wayside, replaced by Rolling Rock. He became (and he knew it at the time, enjoyed the hot splash of his villainy) something of a jerk, bouncing between girls, ignoring his outcast brother except for their tutoring sessions, and rejecting the few kids who had stuck by him during his trivia phase. During college, his first and second selves converged, he liked to think, into a cool guy who remembered what it was to struggle.




Regardless, he reminds himself, he has graduated now, and no longer has the luxury of thinking about himself in such terms. Twenty-five-year-olds who are shouldering $81,000 in debt and trying to send money home don’t try to define themselves. They just are. They fight.




Wealthy Manhattan is scentless year-round (even the tended daffodils in the Park Avenue median seem otherworldly, like holograms), but the smell of the asphalt in Harlem at the peak of summer is akin to cat food: a combination of dried spit, secretions from distended garbage bags, and a softening accumulation of smog. The apartment Noah eventually found was a small dingy (Trendy!he reminds himself,dirt is in! ) room in the attic of a Harlem tenement building.




The front door suggests a museum entrance—thick beaten wood, a medieval portico. The skeleton of the neighborhood is fascinating, articulate and worn architecture, ornate entranceways, and exposed brick. But it is also swaddled in neon signs, and the wide sidewalks are covered with litter and greasy puddles.




The wooden planks of Noah’s apartment floor have blackened and warped over the decades and taken on the dry and gnarled appearance of witches’ staves. The molding around the tin ceiling has turned a pumpkin color, except where an undercoat of iridescent blue peeks through. The rest of the walls have recently been painted in a glossy white that beams like new copy paper. The paint is thin, however, and doesn’t mask a bizarre water stain that circles the walls just below the ceiling. It appears as if the room has only recently been drained of seawater.




During the summer the apartment is roasting hot and, square and virtually unfurnished, gives the same impression as the inside of a microwave oven. Noah throws off his shirt as he reads the Harlem Fitness flyer. It lands on his bed, though the collar reaches the edge of the kitchen table; a sleeve rests on the lip of the grayed porcelain bathtub. The apartment is very small. Noah reads the flyer sitting on the edge of the tub.




A dream surges in Noah’s head: most days he doesn’t work until fourP.M .—he can spend all day at the gym! He will be broad, really impressive. He will box in the mornings, lift weights with the local boys all afternoon, gallantly stride on the treadmill for a few hours, shower, and then go teach. Getting his body nearer Dylan’s movie-hero proportions can only help him win his students’ admiration. It’s worth the money, and he can afford the gym fees if he switches to generic granola.




Harlem Fitness is found up a dozen rusty, mossy steps from the Dominican bodega on the corner of 145th Street and Broadway. The rubber-coated stairs seem to have melted in the afternoon sun. Noah’s sneakers make sucking sounds as he hauls himself up. As the door thuds closed he can still hear the street altercations conducted in Spanish and the excited cries of children tossing a ball. Noah ascends through bacterial, close air, through the humidity of years of workouts. He creaks the interior door open to the hums and thumps of treadmills, to grunts as musclemen swing weights above their heads.




A large-framed and dark-eyed man reclines at the front desk, bouncing a plastic pen against his biceps and toying with the sound system. The music is bluntly mixed electronica from a few years previous, all Cher and pounding beats, the breed of techno one might hear issuing from a gay bar in Kansas.




“Whaddup?” the man asks.




“Hi, I just wanted to enroll,” Noah says.




“Oh yeah? Come over here.”




The man stares at Noah’s eyes. Noah smiles back dumbly, fighting a sudden attack of nerves.Enroll? Surely there’s a less fussy verb. He wishes he hadn’t worn his “Division of Princeton Athletics” track pants, hadn’t streaked his hair red a few months before. The guys here all wear wife-beaters, and their hair products seem attributable more to Crisco than Kiehl’s.




“You can pay by like cash, or whatever.”




“Is credit card possible?”




“Yeah, I think.” The guy rummages below the desk and pulls out a dusty card reader that looks like an oldStar Wars toy.




“Look at you,” the guy mutters derisively, staring down at the contraption but pointing his finger at Noah.




“What?” Noah asks. He quails, suddenly very aware that he is one of the few white people in his neighborhood.




But when the man looks up he is grinning. “Look at you! Spiky hair, vintage tee, cool sneakers, it’s like this is fuckin’ Park Slope.”




Noah laughs in spite of himself. “Yeah, I know, I’ve never felt so pasty.”




The man encloses Noah’s hand in his and at the same time a play of air in the gym forces over a blast of sweat vapor. “I’m Roberto. They like call me Rob, but not in that holdin’-up-a-bank way.”




“I’m Noah. But not in that two-animals-at-a-time way.”




The skin of Roberto’s face is tan, dry, and draws tightly across his face as he laughs; even though he speaks like a local eighteen-year-old, Noah guesses he is in his thirties. While his neck is massive, it seems barely able to support the broad planes of his face. His shiny square forehead and gelled hair reflect an impossible amount of light.




“Welcome to Harlem, Mr. White Man.”
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Noah doesn’t see Dr. Thayer at all over the next three weeks. And neither, apparently, does Dylan.




“She’s in the Hamptons with my dad,” Dylan explains. They sit perched on his bed, workbooks open on their laps, a basketball game on mute. Noah hasn’t considered that Dylan even had a father. “She calls all the time, like once a day sometimes. She leaves money stashed in all these crazy places, and when I run out I call her and she tells me where to find more.”




He pulls a wad of bills out of his pocket. On top is a fifty. “This was below the bathroom sink. She doesn’t know I found it yet, so I’m going to Bungalow 8 after we finish tonight. There’s some party Justin Timberlake’s throwing. Crazy.”




Noah and Dylan watch the MTV Video Music Awards and discuss dangling modifiers during the commercials. Dylan’s interest in pop music seems more a duty than a pleasure. He had a ticket to the awards show but didn’t use it because he didn’t want to go alone. Noah, though he feigns indifference, would have given anything to say that he had gone. This is their equation, their dovetailing strengths and weaknesses: Dylan is effortlessly cool, and Noah is effortlessly smart. Each gift is the other’s limitation.




Dylan passes the session sending instant messages on his laptop and text messages on his phone, making a few calls that end with “I’m with my tutor, gotta go,” and are followed by another call, and every so often answering a grammar question Noah throws out.




The laptop dings. “Check this out,” Dylan says.




He pivots his laptop so that Noah can see. He scrolls through a list of potential interview questions and answers e-mailed by Dylan’s college admissions tutor (he has seven tutors in all—one for each academic subject and now Noah). In bold:What three adjectives would you use to describe yourself? Then: “tenacious—I have excelled in academics even as I mastered the playing field.” The list goes on for pages.




“I’m really good at memorizing,” Dylan says. “Like for essays. He sends me what I need to write, I remember it, and I spit it out on the exam.”




Dylan seems more reflective than usual and Noah is feeling bolder. “If you had it all to do over,” Noah begins, “would you do it this way? Have all these tutors?”




“Yeah!This is awesome. Who wouldn’t love this? I don’t have to doanything .”




“No, I mean, you seem kind of frustrated that now you can’t work at all without a tutor here. What if weweren’t all here, you know?”




Dylan looks pissed off. Noah is relieved to realize that he is just deep in thought. Finally: “Well, I’d be alone. That’d suck.”




Dylan is right. He would be alone, and that would indeed suck. His parents are largely absent; if the choice is either tutors or solitude, why not opt for tutors? Noah is warmed by the implication: that he’s doing a kid good by being there.




“So what about you, then?” Dylan asks. “Are you a tutor?”




Noah considers how to answer.




“I mean,” Dylan continues, “is this all you do?”




“No. For now. I want to go get my Ph.D. in comparative literature.”




“Oh, okay, cool. I mean, I was thinking, it’d be sad if you went to Princeton and just become atutor !”




Dylan switches over to aSex and the City rerun. Noah doesn’t know how to respond: he did go to Princeton, and did become a tutor. He would feel more at home hanging out in front of the old Virginia middle school or drinking in a local diner with his friends, now all mechanics and cops; tutoring in Manhattan suddenly seems an incomprehensible choice to him too. But Princeton came in the way, with its increased expectations and increased debt. Going home stopped being an option long ago.




Noah harbors a vague plan of communicating his worry to Dylan that eventually he won’t have tutors, that he’ll be unable to pass university courses or hold a job. But he realizes there will be tutors in college to help him through, more men like Noah. Dylan’s parents are well connected, so he’s sure to land a low-responsibility glamour job. Dylan is rich, good-looking, hypersocialized. Why is Noah even there? College admissions seem so pale next to Dylan’s easy smile and nonchalant popularity—his wealth and coolness bear more capital than a college degree.




Dylan’s phone rings again, and Noah can tell from Dylan’s barked reply that it’s one of his parents. Dylan hands the phone over. “She wants to talk to you.”




“Noah, hello,” monstrous phone Thayer says. “There’s a file on Dylan’s desktop, Collegeapp. It needs work—his college advisor and I’ve already glanced at it, but I’m not sure what to do. Would you mind taking it home to look over? Just for grammar, of course.”
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Noah reads Dylan’s college essay under the fluorescent lights of the M4 bus as it winds through Spanish Harlem. The first paragraph:






When I was fourteen, such a tender age, my teacher called me a “dumb jock.” What struck me, then, was a certain vague profundity behind her offhand manner; a slippery significance I have only recently come to grasp: I was no longer an individual but a thing ; an other.







Noah blinks in the hard light of the bus as he reads the essay. He stares out the window as he glides under the dark steel overpass of 125th Street. Dylan’s essay contains references to contemporary philosophy, to being alienated from one’s own identity. “Slippery significance”? There are semicolons! This essay from the kid who thought “The more things change, the more they stay the same” was nonsense—it’s impossible. Noah wonders who did write it; this essay has an academic pretension beyond Dr. Thayer. She must have known that Noah would realize the essay wasn’t Dylan’s. It’s almost as though she’s trying to give evidence of her own deceitfulness—why? Noah feels a rush of shame. He’s been trying to stay legal. Is she tempting him, teasing him? Does she know what he did for his old student? How will he approach her about all of this?




Plus ça change, plus ça reste la même chose.
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Noah has brought his gym clothes, and stops by Harlem Fitness on his way home. Roberto receives him with a bewildering mix of friendliness and street aggression. He puts Noah off guard—how does one respond to a smiling thug?—and Noah finds it difficult to reconcile Roberto’s barrio toughness and his earnest desire that Noah like him. “Get the hell outta my face,” Roberto says to a girl hanger-on wearing hot pants and a chain. “Noahis here!”




“Hey, Rob, good evening,” Noah says. He leans nonchalantly against the desk and promptly knocks a stack of back issues ofMuscle & Fitness to the floor.




“Good evening toyou, man,” Roberto says. “You should have seen it earlier,” he continues, craning over the counter to watch Noah’s back as he picks magazines up from the industrial carpet. “There was like ten hot bitches here at once. All of them sprung in the ass, you know?”




“Oh yeah?” Noah calls up from the ground.




Roberto crosses around the counter and leans next to Noah. “Yeah, I mean I used to live in L.A., cutting hair? And there were so many hot bitches there, man. But now I’m here ’cuz my mother and sister came here. Supposed to be saving. I’m set up good, workin’ here is just my second job, I’ve found like a good chair at a good cutter on the East Side, so I pull in some mad dough. L.A., though, man, there were hot bitches there. Not like here. They’re too skinny and white. Or like tubby and black.”




“Oh yeah?” Noah repeats. The magazines are old and slick with grease—he finds them nearly impossible to stack. Roberto has picked one up, as if to help, but just holds it slackly in his meaty grip.




“Yeah, I mean there are some hotties here too, especially the Ricans, but shit. L.A. was theplace. I got so much pussy there. Badass music, and—oh, sorry, man—”




Noah has returned the magazines to the table, at which point they cascade back to the floor. He returns to the carpet. Roberto bows down next to him again.




“You go out a lot?” Roberto asks.




“Yeah,” Noah lies.




“You like hip-hop?”




“Umm, yeah, totally.” Noah’s mind races as he tries to think of the name of a hip-hop singer; he’s sure to need one soon. All he can think of are folk and country stars.




“I know some totally wasted clubs, I’m at them like all the time. We can cruise over sometime. I’ve got my own rig. You look like you could use a good time, and I think it’s crap that people here don’t like talk to their neighbors, you know? So you should totally come out.”




Noah returns the magazines to the counter and positions himself a few safe feet away from the teetering stack. “Yeah, that’d be fun sometime.”




“I’m goin’ out tonight. I’m goin’ with some hot bitches. You can ride shotgun. It’ll be like us guys in front and the hot bitches in back.”




A little laugh leaks out of Noah.




“What’s funny?” Roberto looks honestly worried.




“No, nothing, it sounds cool.”




“I mean, these aren’t like sex clubs or anything.”




“No, it would be fun.”




“Then come tonight!”




“I’m working.”




“You’reworkin’ ? What the hell work you do? We’re leaving at like midnight.”




“Yeah, but I’ll have to work tomorrow too. You know how it goes.”




“Okay, whatever, next time. Just come back here to find me. I’m like never sure what’s goin’ on but maybe you’ll catch somethin’ anyway.”




“Thanks, yeah, we’ll see.”




Noah pauses before he mounts the treadmill. Roberto seems so eager to get to know him, so why did he say no? He doesn’t have plans tonight; what is he going to do with himself? He long ago made it a conscious goal to meet as many people as he could. And Roberto is certainly different from his intellectual Princeton friends. But Noah is afraid he wouldn’t be up to the challenge. Of course Roberto’s friends would like him, right? But maybe they would think him boring: too mediated, too thoughtful. Noah starts the machine and begins running.
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“Hello?”




“Hey! What’s up? It’s Noah.”




“Oh, hey.”




“How’s it going? What’re you up to?”




“Nothing much, just kind of sitting on the couch.” Noah can hear his brother string out the words, imagines him searching around the room, looking for something to comment on. Kent always sounds depressed on the phone. Maybe he is depressed. Noah tries to muster the effort to break through his brother’s silence, to reach in and draw him out. But Noah is tired of always leading the conversation. He keeps silent and waits for his brother to speak.




“So,” Kent says. “What’re you doing?”




“I’m on the bus back from working out.”




A pause.




“Is Mom around?” Noah continues.




“No, she’s not here.”




“Okay, cool, give a call when she gets in, okay?”




“Yeah, sure.”




As he hangs up Noah wonders how it would feel to move back to Virginia, to live in the little house with his mother and younger brother again. On the bus back from Harlem Fitness, he grips the plastic handle of his gym bag and stares at the dark and dusty emergency bar of the window and feels a surge of fear that he is losing them, that their lives and concerns are disappearing into the distance, that his love for them, the strongest attachment in his life, can fade just as any other bond can fade. Although he can’t imagine life without them, he also finds it hard to envision them.




His brother: sixteen now, a skater, jeans as voluminous as a hoop skirt, pierced ears and sweet smile. The day he left for college, Noah sat at the kitchen table watching his mother pull a dish out of the microwave while Kent was at the sudsy sink, his sweatshirt sleeves bunched at his elbows, his arms half in the suds, Bic pen graffiti running up his arms. His sweatshirt sported a skull and flames and safety pins. At that moment—Noah remembers it so clearly, since it is the time he turned from being Kent’s brother to being Kent’s father—Kent seemed about to retreat into his own body, like he was backing away from some invisible aggressor stalking up through the soap suds.




In one important way, Noah knows, he works for the same reasons as the solitary middle-aged Dominican men who crowd into shared rooms in his Harlem neighborhood: he has headed into the great city to send money back home. Kent’s GPA isn’t much above a 1.2, and unless he starts passing foreign language this year, high school will be a memory. Noah’s mother would never say as much, but if Kent is to pass high school, it will pretty much be up to Noah, and whatever money he can send home.




Noah can remember the nightly homework sessions with his brother, when Noah was a senior in high school and his brother was in third grade. He would corner Kent on the couch, and they would prop a textbook between their thighs. Noah hated those sessions, the moment each evening when his mother would say, “Helping time!” Tired from his own schoolwork and impatient with his brother’s reluctance, Noah would bully Kent through his problems until Kent learned the right answers. Noah softened as the years went by, and sometimes he got past his preoccupation with his own achievement and began to see the hours during college breaks that his mother forced him to spend tutoring his brother as something almost satisfying. But for the most part Noah’s tacit obligations to help “the slow one” weighed on him. Noah sometimes hated Kent, was frustrated by his thanklessness, his lack of drive. Noah would try to help but mostly just watched his brother’s placid sweetness fossilize into stubborn apathy. With the eventual diagnosis of Kent’s dyslexia (in eighth grade! Why hadn’t he realized earlier?), the reason for Kent’s failing academics became clear. His mother tried to help him with homework but found herself even less equipped than Noah to scale Kent’s disability. And being suddenly named Afflicted rather than Slow sapped what remained of Kent’s ambition, pitted his problems as the inevitable consequence of some outside force. He would refuse to do his homework altogether.




Kent doesn’t want to go to a good college. He doesn’t want to go to college at all. And Noah’s tutoring has taught him that some people just aren’t meant for university, and bridle under the expectation. But Kent has to at least pass high school, and it looks like he won’t, not without help. But Noah has his own life, and can’t stomach the idea of going back to the confinement of Virginia. He broke out, and would never seriously consider going back. So help for Kent will have to come from a specialized private high school—financially impossible—or counseling with a learning disability specialist. And that costs two hundred dollars a week. His mother hasn’t said so—she would never say so—but Noah is the star of the family, the one who broke free of Virginia and went away to college. If someone is going to help Kent, it has to be Noah. And the only way to do so is with the kind of money he makes from tutoring. And so he tutors in Manhattan in order to pay another tutor to help his brother. If he makes enough, if he keeps his expenses down and does well enough to get raises, he might even enjoy himself at the same time.




He is lucky to be teaching, to be doing his chosen profession at all. He could do a lot worse than be an SAT tutor. He’s able, by living cheaply, to pay down his debt and send a bit home and go out when he wants to. He’ll get his Ph.D. next year, maybe the year after. But he wonders: Wouldn’t someone whose main plan is to be a “real teacher” care a little more whether his own brother succeeds? He loves his brother, but hates the dull weight of his obligation. As the bus stops and Noah steps onto the dingy Harlem pavement over the squeal of the bus’s pneumatics, he grips the nylon strap of his gym bag over his chest and imagines the day that he will be able to live farther downtown, closer to where the Thayers live.
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Dr. Thayer surprises Noah by answering the apartment door at the next meeting. She has returned early from the Hamptons. Noah grips The Essay Said to Be Dylan’s in his hand. The doctor leads him into the kitchen.




It is spare and expensively severe, all tall cabinets and brushed-steel appliances. Tuscany is seated at the counter wearing what looks like a gossamer potato sack and watching the maid scoop flesh out of a melon. She doesn’t look up.




Dr. Thayer leans against the doorway and stares into Noah’s eyes. She appears to have gotten no sun in the Hamptons, nor any sleep.




“Have you read the essay? What do you think?”




“It’s very well written. Excellent choice of topic.”




Tuscany looks up incredulously. “You’re talking aboutDylan’s essay?”




Dr. Thayer and Noah stand with their backs to either side of the doorjamb, and as she leans forward he suppresses an urge to trace the topography of brown and pink lines on her face, to satiate his curiosity about what her watery skin would feel like beneath his fingers. “So what would you change?” she asks.




“There are some punctuation errors. Misplaced semicolons, mainly.”




“Mmm-hmm,” she says.




“I don’t think Dylan should even be using semicolons,” Noah ventures.




“Oh, it’s that moron college advisor at school. She suggested changes and justcompelled Dylan to make them. She’s such a twit.”




“She’s black,” Tuscany offers.




“So what should we do?” Dr. Thayer asks. “We have to mail out his applications next month.”




“Wait a second, Mom,” Tuscany says. She chews a mouthful of melon, swallows. “Didyou write the essay?”




“No,Tuscany ,” Dr. Thayer says. “Of course not.”




Tuscany returns to the fruit bowl. Noah stares blankly at her, loses himself for a moment. She dangles her spoon over her melon absently, unfazed and maybe even bored by her mother’s obvious cover-up.




“Let me talk to Dylan about it,” Noah offers after a moment. “We’ll see if we can come up with something more genuine.”




Dr. Thayer drapes her clawed hand on Noah’s arm. “Thank you,” she mouths.
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“So how doyou feel about this essay?” Noah asks as he strides into Dylan’s bedroom.




Dylan shrugs.




“Does it feel accurate to you?”




“I dunno. I haven’t read it.”




“Who wrote it?”




“My mom. Or maybe my college tutor. She’s kinda dumb, I think. Is it any good?”




“It’s really well written,” Noah says. “But I don’t know, like this…” He points to the second page. “ ‘Labeling can be as dangerous as any form of terrorism; in fact, merely associating oneself with a group is the first and primary act of violence.’ ”




“That makes absolutely no sense,” says Dylan.




“It’s your essay.”




“Well, I dunno. I guess it sounds smart.”




“I want you to take a look at it and then we’ll try to make your own voice come through.”




“No way. I don’t know how to do that.”




And he won’t. The only way they gain ground on the essay portion of the writing test is when Noah finds a paper on Harriet Tubman that Dylan has previously memorized. The ex-slave becomes their crowning achievement. The “most important quality in a leader” is rebelliousness, as in the case of Harriet Tubman. The “national holiday you would create and why” is National Harriet Tubman Day. The “greatest invention of the twentieth century” is the documentary, because it allows us to learn about women like Harriet Tubman. Dylan possesses a true virtuosity at working in Harriet Tubman. He is fluent in the dead black woman; this is his greatest gift. But there is no place for Harriet Tubman in his college essay.




“I just wish I didn’t have todo this shit,” Dylan moans. Then he sits straight up, and in this new pose Noah suddenly doesn’t know him. “There was this kid at my school,” Dylan begins. Noah swivels in his executive chair to better listen. “He’s at Yale now. He got like a 2340 or something when he first took the SAT. But then he took it like each month after.”




“That’s insane,” Noah says. The SAT is composed of three 800-point sections—a 2340 is an almost perfect score.




“Wait, you don’t know any of it. He took it for other people.”




“How?” Noah forces his voice to remain under control.




“It’s so easy. He just got a fake ID with his picture and some other kid’s name, then he’d take the test for them, and the kid’d give him a shitload.”




“How much?” Noah says. He says it quickly, sounds too eager, but Dylan seems not to notice.




“I dunno. A lot. So, he gets caught, ’cuz he takes the May test, and ourprincipal is there, and she’s like, ‘Dude. You already got into Yale, why are you taking the SAT again?’ So he got busted.”




“Crazy.”




“And the wildest thing? Get this—I was next! My mom had already written out the check! I would have been totally screwed.”




Noah knows he should be outraged, but all he can think of is Dr. Thayer’s firm angularity, the touch of her cool fingers on his arm.




“Isn’t that crazy?” Dylan asks. “And now the check’s just like sitting there.”




Dr. Thayer appears in the doorway. Noah’s breath catches; he suddenly has difficulty remembering where he is.




“What check?” she asks, her tone expressionless. The boys are silent. Noah studiously concentrates on the inner seam of his pants. “Noah,” she says. “I need to talk to you before you go. Whenever you finish here.”




“Get out of my room, Mom!”




“This isn’t about you, Dylan. Unbelievable, I know.”




“God! Get out of here!”




“Don’t take that tone with me,” Dr. Thayer says. There is no warning in her voice; this dialogue is for Noah’s benefit. She leaves.




“Close the door!” Dylan yells. The door closes. He tosses a pillow at it. “Ugh, she’s so annoying!”




“How’s the practice test going to go tomorrow? Are you going to get us our 650?” Noah asks distractedly. Dylan’s last four practice writing sections have been: 500, 440, 460, and 440.




“It’s going to suck. It’s too early in the morning.”




For the first time, Noah is truly annoyed with Dylan. “It’s at twoP.M . The actual SAT will be at 8:30A.M .”




Dylan, without taking his gaze off his laptop screen, waves a hand in the air. “Whatever.”




The digital clock flashes 9:40. Noah already has his messenger bag over his shoulder. “Good luck, man,” he says.




“’Bye.”
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Dr. Thayer is lying on her bed in a supine but stiff position, like a convalescent queen. Tuscany lingers in the shadows of the heavily curtained windows. Her eyes are large and wet.




“How is he doing?” Dr. Thayer asks as Noah steps into the doorway.




“Mom!”Tuscany wails.




“We’ll finish this discussion later,” Dr. Thayer says.




Tuscany bolts from the room, brushing past Noah. The door to the hallway bathroom slams.




“I’m hoping the pressure of the real thing will galvanize him,” Noah says. He deploys an SAT word to shore up his defenses.




“He’s not going to get our 650 on the writing portion, is he?”




“He might get close.”




“There’s a chance he won’t need it after all,” Dr. Thayer sighs. “We’ve got an in at the Sports Management Program at George Washington. Dylan’s father’s college roommate does their finances. I would prefer George Washington anyway. Dylan wants to stay in a big city. I think he’s right in that. I can’t imagine him anywhere else, frankly.”




A hallway light turns off, and in the deepening gloom Dr. Thayer looks ill. She squints beneath the glare of her bedside lamp. “I have to do it all.” Her voice catches. “He has no motivation.”




“He’s going to be okay,” Noah says. His words sound pale, he knows. He is nervous and unsure of their truth.




“He would fail out without all of you tutors.”




Noah shifts his weight. He thinks of his brother, and for a moment it seems impossible that anyone should get into college without an entourage. Dr. Thayer’s eyes gleam at Noah across the room. She is baiting him, waiting for him to propose something. He isn’t sure whether she wants him to kiss her or to offer to take the test for Dylan. He can’t think of what to say.




“I just don’t know what to do to make him work,” Dr. Thayer finishes.




She is fishing for the hard truth, a confirmation that Dylan is totally hopeless. But Noah can’t give it. Dylan is depressed and ruined but also pleasant, free of bitterness. His life has a smooth glide to it; it is effortless. This will be Noah’s job, to preserve a numb ruin that cannot be undone.




“We keep doing what we’re doing, I guess,” Noah says.




Dr. Thayer frowns and drums her fingertips on her breastbone. “There must be some other way for him to pass this test. Can you think of anything?”




“This test can be mastered,” Noah says firmly.




Dr. Thayer shakes her head dully, as if to clear it. She smiles warmly into her bedsheets, and Noah can see on her lips the radiance that is lost inside her, the charisma she must have once had, that is now clouded by depression. She shifts her gaze to Noah and he is momentarily struck dumb. There is a question on her lips that is trapped somewhere. Pipes roar when Tuscany flushes the toilet.




“I’ll see you next week?” Noah asks.




Dr. Thayer nods and picks up her novel.




Noah turns and slowly walks down the stairs. Was she going to ask him to take the test for Dylan? His heart races. The wordshow much, on the tip of his tongue throughout the conversation, now have nowhere to go.
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