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chapter 1

Fell, you’re a mess,” Keats said, “and you’re wallowing in it.”

“I don’t want to talk about it now.”

“Then when?”

The waiter asked if he could tell us the specials.

It wouldn’t have surprised me if Keats had made him stand there while I explained all the deep trouble my mind was in, but instead she listened to him. Then she said she’d have the fettuccine with seafood.

I ordered the Long Island duck.

“You look awful, too,” Keats said while the waiter was taking the menus from our hands.

“Thanks for pointing that out,” I said.

“I should have suggested someplace tacky for dinner. Not here,” she continued.

We were in the Edwardian Room, in the Plaza Hotel. She’d come all the way into New York City to take me out. I knew that it was really Daddy who would pay the charge: Lawrence O. Keating, an architect whose dreams for his only daughter did not include John Fell.

He didn’t have to worry about it anymore. We were just friends, though he’d never believe it.

“Promise me one thing before you tell me what this is all about,” she said.

“Okay. One thing.”

“When your food comes, don’t tell me what’s wrong with it. Don’t taste mine and tell me what’s wrong with mine. If something’s overpowered by its sauce or underseasoned, keep it a secret, okay? I like to think everything’s wonderful.”

“At these prices, I don’t blame you.”

“Even if we were eating at McDonald’s, I’d feel the same way, Fell. Who wants to hear a whole critique? Just eat, drink, and be merry.”

“Give me a break,” I said. “I don’t complain that much.”

“Yes, you do. If you don’t, you’ve changed.” “Well, yeah. That I’ve done.”

“Talk!” she said.

“What do you want to know?”

“Why you’re a jet crash.”

“I wrote you about it.”

“You said a close friend died in an automobile accident. But since when do you go to pieces over a friend’s death? You didn’t crack up when your dad died.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Maybe if you started back at the beginning,” said Keats.

So I did. I told her Dib was my first friend at Gardner School, and maybe my only real friend there. I told her how we grew apart when I got into Sevens, the elite club on The Hill, with its own residence and clubhouse.

I told her how Dib took up with Jack Horner, known as Little Jack. I took the story up to the last time I saw Dib. He was getting into Little Jack’s green Mustang. Little Jack had been drinking. Little Jack was driving.

My voice always played tricks on me at this point in the story, and I’d feel breathless, and a sting behind my eyes.

Keats said, “So you just left school — walked out and the heck with your final exams and everything.”

“Yeah. I just walked out and the heck with my final exams and everything.”

“So now you don’t even have a high school diploma.”

“Nada,” I agreed.

“Fell, it’s not like you. You stayed together when your father died.”

“Don’t keep saying that…. Maybe that’s why I let go this time.”

“Oh?”

She looked across at me. She smelled of Obsession and she had on something silky and green, to match her eyes. I was glad I was in this phony place with her, because I needed things to be familiar. I needed to believe the world hadn’t changed.

She looked like she belonged in that roomy armchair she was sitting in, under the colossal chandelier.

I was out of place. I had on some old seersucker suit of my dad’s that’d looked great in the ‘70s, and my bow tie was a clip-on. I didn’t have the clothes or the energy to try and look like someone who belonged with the beautiful people. Keats didn’t need any extra push to look that way. She was part of that scene. When we went someplace like that, the maitre d’ always addressed all his remarks to her.

Keats thought a few seconds about what I’d said.

She said, “Are you saying that you’re having a delayed reaction to your father’s death?”

“I don’t know what I’m having,” I said.

“I think you’re experiencing a displacement,”

Keats said. “That means you might let something big go by, and then later on, without knowing it, react the way you should have earlier over something much less important.”

“My shrink would love you,” I said.

“Fell! You’re seeing a shrink? I can’t believe this!”

“I was seeing one for a while. Mom insisted I at least talk to one. I didn’t go more than three times…. Do you know what they cost?”

“Of course I know! I’m a graduate! I went for five years!”

“I remember.”

“You must be hurting, Fell.”

“Not anymore. Not hurting.”

“What then?”

“I’m mad as hell, Keats. That’s all.”

“At yourself?”

“No, I’m over the self-blame, finally. I’m not over the feeling I’d like to get my hands on Little Jack.”

“What would that solve, Fell?”

“It wouldn’t solve anything. It’d satisfy something.”

“Diogenes said forgiveness is better than revenge.”

“You just made that up.”

“No, he said it. I did a paper on him.”

“I’ve never believed what The Cottersville Compass wrote about that accident. They claimed it was the guy who hit Dib and Little Jack who was drunk…. I saw Little Jack get behind the wheel drunk.”

“Maybe they were both drunk. Who was the other guy?”

“Some stand-up comedian from Las Vegas.”

The sommelier was circling. I always thought I looked twenty-one and not seventeen, but he wasn’t fooled and passed on by with the wine list.

While we ate, I told Keats what little I knew about this man named Lenny Last. I only had one write-up in The Compass to go by. I’d read that on the train when I was leaving Gardner. Last had driven his old white Cadillac through a red light just as Little Jack turned the corner. Dib and Last were both killed.

Keats thought she might have heard the name … maybe from The Tonight Show. … I didn’t push it. I wanted Keats to talk about herself, too. Mom had pointed out that I was so wrapped up in myself lately, I didn’t show any interest in other people. I hadn’t even realized Mom was dating the guy across the hall.

“Mom,” I’d said, “you’re dating that tailor?”

“What did you think I was doing with him?”

“Going to the movies with him, I don’t know.”

“That’s dating, Johnny.”

Keats told me she was going to become a psychoanalyst. Maybe not a psychoanalyst, she said, maybe just a therapist because she didn’t think she could go through medical school.

“It’s too hard,” she said, “and it takes too long…. How’s your duck?”

“It’s good,” I said. I didn’t say that there wasn’t enough sour cherry sauce on it, remembering my promise.

Keats said anything from Long Island had to be good.

She was most partial to her hometown, Seaville, in The Hamptons.

For a short time it’d been my hometown, too. Brooklyn would always be my real home, but sometimes I remembered the ocean and the beaches, the roads winding through potato fields down to ponds with swans nesting there. The clean air and the blue sky and the smell of summer.

Keats glanced across the table at me and said suddenly, “Let me drive you back there.”

The restaurant where I worked was open seven days, so we took turns getting weekends off. It wasn’t my turn. But I wouldn’t have minded heading out to The Hamptons, where so far there weren’t people without homes sleeping in doorways and drug addicts stalking you…. All of that was hard enough to take when you were in good shape, but if you were on shaky ground, you had to wonder how long before you’d be out there, with everything you owned in a shopping cart you’d stolen from a supermarket.

“What would Daddy say if you showed up with me?” I asked her.

“I didn’t mean Seaville, Fell. I meant let me drive you back to Gardner School. I’ve never seen the place.”

“I could get my clothes, finally.”

“And you could look up Little Jack…. He’s a townie, right? So he’d be there.”

“I’m sure he would.”

“I think you need to tell him off.”

“I need to wipe up a dirty floor with him, more.”

“Whatever…. You haven’t been back at all, have you?”

I shook my head. “If I want to graduate, I have to go back this fall.”

“I thought Sevens was so powerful you could get away with anything.”

“Sevens can’t do anything about academics. I didn’t take my finals.” I shrugged. I wished I’d taken them. I must have been getting better, because I couldn’t imagine myself just walking out on everything.

“I’d love to see Sevens House,” she said.

“You’re just being nice, Keats. Thanks, but you don’t need to change your whole personality just because I’m having a nervous breakdown.”

We both laughed. I figured that she couldn’t care less about seeing some prep-school clubhouse now that she was a college girl. In the fall she’d be a sophomore at Sweetbriar, in Virginia.

Then she smiled at me. I’d always loved her smile. It made her look more sophisticated than she was, and gentler than she was, too, though I couldn’t fault her in that regard this night.

“I need to get out of The Hamptons,” she said. “August is two weeks away, and you know what August is like. What we never dreamed would ever find their way out to the South Fork arrives in August, along with all the shrinks who take the month off, and all their nut cases.”

“You should definitely be a psychoanalyst,” I said. “You have all the sensitivity one needs for that profession.”

“Only if you’ll be my first patient and listen to me.”

“I thought you were supposed to listen to me.”

“Fell, be serious for a minute. Do you think you’ll repeat the year so you can get your diploma? You should. It’s a very fancy school.”

“I might get a job as a cook’s apprentice and forget my high school diploma. All I want is to own a restaurant someday.”

Keats nodded. “I know that. But it’d only be one more year out of your life.”

I was working at a French place on the waterfront, over in Brooklyn Heights. It was called Le Rêve. The Dream.

One night my boss had told me if I stuck with him, I could end up owning the place. He didn’t have a child to pass it on to.

But you can’t step into someone else’s dream.

I can’t, anyway.

“You know what’s wrong with me, Fell?” said Keats, who had just set an all-time record for Keats, by going for over an hour without mentioning what was wrong with her.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m not in love…. Do you know how pointless everything is when you’re not in love?”

I nodded. I knew.

“I don’t even know why I’m shopping anymore.”

“You still want to look great, and you do.”

“Why do I want to look great?” she said. “Who for?”

“For whom,” I said.

“Exactly! But I’m not sure you’re sympathetic. Sometimes I think you hang on to that old romance with Delia so you don’t have to deal with reality.”

“I’m over Delia,” I said. Do you know what an oxymoron is? It’s the official name for something combining contradictory expressions. If that sounds complicated, just think of cold fire, or hot snow, or over Delia.

But I would never admit to anyone that she was still there. I’d rather agree to the idea that Little Jack didn’t kill Dib, Lenny Last did.

“Keats,” I said, “you’re right. We need to get away.”

THE MOUTH

Of course Lenny Last was not his real name.

In 1961, he was enrolled in Gardner School as Leonard Tralastski.

Until he’d won the scholarship to The Hill, his life had not amounted to a hill of beans.

I yawn and snore to think of it!

Get out the violins until we’re past the part where little Lenny’s daddy goes down flying a torpedo bomber in World War II.

On the very day the Japs surrendered, September 1, 1945, Baby Leonard was born.

Happy Birthday, Tralastski!

Just when the Japs were crying in their saki as their emperor surrendered in Tokyo Bay, Mommy’s little sweetums was at Lenox Hill Hospital bawling in his crib.

I know, I know: We don’t say Japs anymore. But when we did, back when we did, there was no sign that Leonard Tralastski would have anything but a very ordinary fate.

His long-suffering mother raised him in a tiny two-room apartment on the West Side in New York City.

He was never poor.

His long-suffering mother worked in Hosiery at Macy’s six days a week, and several nights sold tickets at a nearby Loew’s.

But in a way our boy was a poor thing: poor in spirit and in poor health. He was, for an eternity, this too-tall, too-skinny kid who suffered from severe asthma, from mild acne, and from growing up without a dad.

He had no friends, no knack for making any.

He spent most of his time talking to his own hand.

He had a white glove that he pulled over his right hand, then closed the hand to a fist. On the back of the glove he painted a face, a lipstick mouth where the thumb and forefinger met. The thing’s mouth moved when Lenny moved his thumb.

He called it Handy.

Sometimes he’d entertain his mother with Handy.

LENNY: Good morning, Handy.

HANDY: What’s good about it?

LENNY: Well, the sun’s out.

HANDY: Whose son?

LENNY: S-u-n! Not s-o-n. The s-u-n is out.

HANDY: Who let it out?

Only ? mother would have clapped after, and cheered an encore out of him.

She was his only cheerleader, until the day he got off the train in Trenton, New Jersey, and got on the Gardner School bus, bound for Cottersville, Pennsylvania.

He was going to prep school.

He was going to be a junior.

They say in this life you have a very narrow chance of meeting the one person who is your other: your double, your doppelgänger. It is not a romantic meeting but a meeting of the minds. Some say the souls. And it is agreed that had you two never found each other, as most do not, then neither one would rise to the heights or sink to the depths such a coupling often inspires or propels.

Folie à deux.

That’s the official name for it.

Would Gilbert have written without Sullivan? Would Lewis have discovered anything without Clark?… Would Loeb have murdered without Leopold?

On that bus, on that autumn day in Bucks County, when the leaves were being torn from the trees by a bitter wind in an early snap, Lenny Tralastski met his other.

“Is this seat taken?” said he.

I am not going to introduce myself.

I will tell you the story of Lenny Last with as few asides as possible.

You’ll notice that I take some liberties, the privilege of any storyteller…. Maybe the dialogue isn’t verbatim; maybe this one wasn’t smiling, that one wasn’t frowning when I said he was.

It’ll all come out in the wash.

• • •

Aside:

Folie à deux means simultaneous insanity.

It takes two to tango … to tangle, too.





chapter 2

Keats, this is Mrs. Violet, the Sevens’ housemother.”

“Keats?” she said, raising one eyebrow the way she did when we’d do something she wasn’t sure we should do.

“Helen Keating,” Keats said.

“Keats. That’s a nice nickname. I like that.”

I thought of the fact I didn’t even know Mrs. Violet’s first name. I’d never seen her out of Sevens House, and I’d never imagined her having any other life.

“I didn’t think you’d be here,” I said. “Don’t you ever take a vacation?”

She was all in white. When wasn’t she? These thin-legged silk pants that grabbed her ankles, high heels, pearls under a flimsy blouse, and the blond hair loose, not held back in the bun as usual.

“I always go somewhere in summer,” she said, “but now I have to help prepare for the girls.”

“What girls?”

“The girls, Fell,” she said. “The girls! Surely you know about it, or were you gone by the time it was announced?”

“We didn’t go coed, I trust.” I laughed a bit smugly.

“As a matter of fact, we did…. When I saw you two coming up the walk, I thought Keats was one of our prospective students, looking over the campus.”

I was in shock.

Keats said, “Will the girls be able to come here?”

“When one gets into Sevens, yes, or as a visitor of a Sevens.”

“Oh no!” I groaned. “Girls in Sevens!”

Keats gave me a look. “And what’s wrong with that?”

“I just can’t imagine it.”

“I thought you were a little brighter than that.”

Mrs. Violet said, “So did I, Fell. You are, too.”

“Some sexist pigs are bright,” said Keats, “but they lack emotional maturity.”

“Don’t gang up on me,” I said.

“Oh, poor baby,” said Keats.

Mrs. Violet was laughing. “You’ll get used to the idea, Fell,” she said.

She just assumed I was coming back. If I didn’t, I supposed there’d be those who’d imagine it was because females were finally going to be a part of life at The Hill. Gardner’d gone coed. I tried to picture them there, but nothing would come through in focus.

I finally got around to showing Keats my suite, which was what had brought us to Sevens House.

If you’ve made a decision not to return, we must know immediately, Fell, the headmaster’d written just last week. And, of course, you must alert Sevens.

The place had the eerie look of some dead person’s rooms whose loved ones had decided to keep just as he left them.

There was the Smith-Corona word processor Dib and I had bought together. There was a photograph on my desk of me dressed up as Sevens’ founder, Damon Charles. I’d gone to The Charles Dance that way — every male attended as someone named Charles. I’d caught a lot of flak because it was disrespectful to dare to pose as him.

There were a few bottles of Soho lemon spritzer on the windowsill, and the jacket to my tan gabardine suit on the back of the desk chair.

And there, between a history of the downfall of the Roman empire and a Paul Zindel novel, was the little black folder, with the fleur-de-lys stamped on it in gold. Inside, Delia’s letters with the Switzerland postmark, a paper napkin from The Surf Club in The Hamptons, a newspaper photo of her in Zurich, in a raincoat, a scarf around her long black hair, a cigarette burning…. Delia: the antidote to Keats, the one who’d “pulled me out in time,” as Paul McCartney used to sing in one song…. A year later what I needed was the antidote to Delia.

I wondered where she was and if she ever thought about me. And I thought then what I couldn’t get out of my head all summer: Dib had never even been with a girl, except that first time at Willing Wanda’s. He hadn’t had a clue to what it was all about.

Behind me, Keats said, “You guys are really spoiled! I live in one room half the size of this one.”

“I wonder if I could ever come back here.”

“You mean because it’s coed?”

“I don’t know what I mean,” I said. But I did. I meant could I ever be the old John Fell again? I’d lied when I’d told Keats I was through blaming myself for what happened to Dib. That was like saying you’d gotten the mildew off something … and maybe you had. But it’d be back.

I couldn’t shake the idea that if only I’d spent a little more time with him, he wouldn’t have turned to Little Jack … and after he finally did, I was still too busy being a Sevens, and being me: self-absorbed, and self-important.

“It’s too hot up here,” Keats said. “I think I should go and check into that Howard Johnson’s we saw coming into Cottersville. Obviously, you can stay here after all.”

We hadn’t been certain that Sevens House would be open.

I could remember the day when, given this situation, I’d be scheming to be in the same place she was that night.

Instead, I told her, “Most girls stay at The Cottersville Inn right in town.”

“Then I’ll check in there. You should pack some of your stuff up … and maybe call Little Jack, hmmm?”

She was standing in front of the window. I could see The Tower in the distance, where the Sevens clubhouse was. I remembered standing at the top of that thing that night I was asked to join. I remembered the Sevens serenading me down below:


The time will come as the years go by,

When my heart will thrill

At the thought of The Hill,

And the Sevens who came

With their bold cry,

WELCOME TO SEVENS,

I Remember the cry.

WELCOME TO SEVENS!



“What’ll you do this afternoon?” I asked Keats.

“Shop,” she said.

I had a sudden vision of girls streaming down from The Hill after classes, on their way into Cottersville to shop.

I walked Keats out the door, but she held up her hand as I tried to see her down the stairs and out the front.

“No, Fell, you get as much done as you can. I’ll be back for you around six.”

“Don’t snack,” I said. “I know a great place we can get some lobsters. My treat.”

“This is funny, isn’t it, Fell?” Keats said.

“What do you mean?”

“Remember us? Can you imagine lobster being the highlight of our evening back then?”

“Was it escargots? Shrimp? I don’t recall.”

She gave my arm a punch. Then she leaned into me and kissed me. “Remember now?” she said.

“Of course! It was sautéed eel.”

She blew me another kiss as she walked away from me. I smiled at the idea both of us were thinking the same thing about the night ahead of us: how far we’d come from the time we couldn’t keep our hands off each other … when we’d named the backseat of my car “The Magnet” … and when we kept making our dates earlier because we couldn’t wait.

“Fell?” Keats called at me from downstairs. “It’ll be more like seven. I want to shop for shoes out at the mall.”

• • •

As it turned out, she was waiting outside in her little baby-blue Benz at quarter after six, top down.

It wasn’t my treat, either … wasn’t fish, but ribs charcoaled on an outside grill.

We dined at a long redwood picnic table, covered with a blue-and-white-checked cloth.

We were in the backyard of 11 Acquetong Road, home of the Homers, Tom and Lucy and Little Jack.

We’d been invited to Little Jack’s birthday party, but it seemed we were to celebrate without him.

THE MOUTH

Oh, the excitement (the rapture, really) of meeting your other! Can you imagine what that would be like?

Neither could they, of course, because neither one knew he was meeting someone on that bus who would change him forever.

Life is mysterious, you know, or we’d have some clue as to what we’re all doing here.

“Is this seat taken?” he asked.

“Help yourself.”

“I’m Nels Plummer.”

“Leonard Tralastski. Hi!”

He sat beside Lenny on the aisle seat of the Gardner bus. Everything about him seemed to be the opposite of Lenny.

Lenny was tall, dark, black haired, and brown eyed behind the thick glasses he could not see without. He had a plain, average sixteen-year-old face, regular features, no ethnic imprint.

Nels, same age, was short, light skinned, and blue eyed. He had one of those round, angelic faces, and angel hair, too, golden and curled. He wore a little slanted grin most of the time, but it wasn’t particularly warm or friendly.

Lenny’s clothes were picked out and bought at Macy’s with an employee’s discount, by his mother.

Nels’s came from Brooks Brothers after he deliberated over them for a long time.

Lenny had on a brown suit and a wool tie.

Nels would not have worn either thing, not ever!

As they began talking, they discovered three things immediately.

1. About the same time Lenny’s father was dying a World War II hero, Nels’s mother was dying in childbirth. Then that summer past, Nels’s father died, too. Poor little tyke was alone in the world … almost … almost. (Presque, as they say in Paris; and in Madrid they say casi. See how many languages you can say “almost” in.)

“All I have is this older sister, but she’s too busy working,” said Nels.

“All I have is my mother, and she’s too busy working, too,” said Lenny.

2. Lenny was the big reader, but the smart one was Nels, who claimed he read only Swinburne.

“Who?” said Lenny. “He’s a poet.”

“I must have missed him,” said Lenny, who never read poetry except for kinky stuff: HOWL! or Leonard Cohen.

3. Neither boy had a big collection of friends back home… “or even one,” Nels admitted.

• • •

If Nels was comfortable being friendless, Lenny wasn’t. He made excuses for himself. He said how sick he’d been as a kid, how he’d invented Handy as a result and become fascinated by ventriloquism.

Nels groaned. “Remember I told you I had a sister?”

“Yes. Annette.”

“She’s adopted. They adopted her because they didn’t think they could have children…. Then guess what.”

“You came along.”

“Right, Lenny. Out of the blue, a mortal surprise to my mother…. But before I made my appearance, Annette was spending most of her time in bed. She was always sick with something. That’s how Celeste came into the picture.”
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