

[image: Image]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.





Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







[image: Image]




For Barry Raine




No insect hangs its nest on threads as frail as those which will sustain the weight of human vanity.
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Thousands of miles behind him was the continent of America, and hours ahead lay the British Isles, somewhere in the vaporous dawn. Leaning his forehead against the airplane window, Sam Solomon told himself: I am forty, I am nowhere. So many lost opportunities, lost lovers, he thought as he looked down on the dark plain of the Atlantic, wondering what would happen if there weren’t some major shift, some turnaround in his life.


Just then the plane lurched. Next to him a sleeping Indian woman jerked awake with a chorus of silver arm bangles. A drowsy flight attendant ambling down the aisle with an empty coffeepot dangling from her fingers stiffened where she stood, grabbing the back of the nearest seat. The aircraft almost seemed to rear up before it began plummeting.


It happened so quickly, the most anyone could do was gasp. Gravity was lost, and Sam was thrown up out of his seat, as far as the seat belt would allow him. The book he was reading levitated out of his hands, separating from its wrapper. A loose strand of pearls was floating in front of the Indian woman’s stricken face. As the interminable plunge continued, he grew more and more convinced that he was going to die.


But then, miraculously, the plane leveled out, triggering a round of shrieking passengers as pocketbooks and paper cups and loose liquids rained. Gravity had returned, but for only an interval, only until the plane began another dive. This time the flight attendant standing in the aisle was reeled up to the ceiling and stayed there until the plane leveled out again, and she clumped down to the floor, screaming, quickly followed by her shoes. The journey had gone wild.


Finally, the British captain came on the public address system. “Please, ladies and gentlemen, try to remain calm. We are experiencing severe turbulence. Nothing is wrong with our aircraft.” Explaining that the disturbances were being caused by a severe updraft from the Atlantic, he promised to find higher altitude.


As the plane began climbing through the clouds, Sam, only somewhat relieved by the pilot’s reassurance, turned toward the window. There was a face outside its darkened screen. A face of liquid light, a face of incomparable beauty, vaguely recognizable at first, was staring back at him. Then he remembered. It was the man he used to call “the angel.”


How vivid he was after so many years: the flaxen hair, and the pale, importunate eyes—for so long Sam had hoped to encounter him again. Now, looking closer, he saw something deformed in the midst of the man’s beauty and shut his eyes. But even from behind closed eyelids, Sam could perceive the shining image, one more lost opportunity in his life, and with that, he panicked.


Between one country and another, between day and night, perhaps even between life and death, why would the little-known face of a dead man come to him miles above the earth? The pilot came on again to say, “Ladies and gentlemen, we are expecting a smoother ride at this altitude,” but Sam’s heart continued to bang. Finally, he reminded himself there was a painting in the cargo hold, an artist to track down; this trip to England had to be completed. When he opened his eyes again, he was relieved to find the angel had fled, the face replaced by the first traces of the morning finally catching up to the plane.


• • •


From Heathrow, the empty train slowly filled up with dazed, early-morning commuters heading into central London; they seemed more docile and self-contained than their counterparts in New York City, their perfumes and colognes more citrus in fragrance. He rode directly to King’s Cross, then hailed a cab to a terrace of late-eighteenth-century Georgian homes that were within walking distance of Highgate Cemetery. His arrival had been timed to coincide with Jessie’s thirty-eighth birthday party, which was being held six weeks late due to the fact that when the actual date fell, she had been too busy working on an ad campaign.


Jessie Every’s house was blooming with wisteria. Near her front gate was an enormous lavender bush, whose sprigs Sam always picked whenever he visited. He’d stow the cuttings in his coat pocket and forget about them until months later when he was back in Manhattan and suddenly his fingers would encounter foreign powdery matter in his jacket. He’d pull out tiny scented twigs. “Smell this,” he’d say to anybody who might be with him. “This is authentic English lavender.”


He climbed out of the cab, extricated his bags, staggered up the front stone stairs and glanced at his watch—it was just after nine-thirty. He had to bang the door knocker for a few minutes before he heard any movements inside.


Jessie finally opened the door. Even swaddled in a faded paisley silk dressing gown, she seemed to have shed some weight since his last visit, and her broad, slightly freckled face looked almost gaunt. Her luxuriant auburn hair was piled into a soft swirl on top of her head, stray tendrils mobile. “Sam!” She gave him a great squeezing hug through which he could feel her bones. And when she held her face a few inches from his, he could see a puffiness around her eyes. “You’re looking really well,” she said. “But your hair is so short.”


“You like it?”


“Yes, but no shorter, okay? It’ll make you look too severe.”


Jessie’s manner of speaking was a hybrid of British and American expressions. Her accent sounded British to most Americans, whereas, to the British, she sounded like an American.


She tried to take one of his bags, but Sam gently prevented her. He brought them in himself and leaned them against the staircase. The house was steeped in an unnatural quiet. By now Jessie’s five-year-old daughter should have been scampering up to greet him. “Where’s Eva?” he asked.


Eva had gone to be with one of her friends for the day and evening. “She was very understanding when I told her about the party.” Eva was quite used to her entertaining, Jessie explained. “She’s so adaptable.”


They heard somebody shuffling up the front steps and then a knock at the door. Sam thought it might be Rudy, Jessie’s most recent boyfriend, but it was an Indian man with glossy hair, diffidently announcing the arrival of an order of wine. At the bottom of the steps was a hand truck piled up with ten cardboard cases. “Must be some shindig,” Sam said. Then he and the man began to ferry the load of bottles up the stone steps into the house.


“Sixty people,” Jessie admitted, standing to one side, hands on her hips. After directing the placement of the boxes, she paid the deliveryman and shut the front door behind him, looking relieved. “I’ve put on the tea,” she told Sam as she led the way deeper into the house.


Sam followed her down the front hallway, past the sitting room that was painted a mossy green and where, in one corner, stood a battered-looking upright piano. There was a scent of spice in the air, perhaps from one of Jessie’s stir-fried vegetable curries. How different this house was, thought Sam, how dusty and cozily threadbare, in contrast to the opulent apartment where he had been spending much of his time. Over the last few months, Sam had been helping a dying art dealer write his memoirs. A pile of morning mail was lying on one of the steps that led to the upstairs, to Jessie’s bedroom. Wondering if she were alone, Sam managed to catch her eye before she turned down the flight of thinly carpeted stairs to the kitchen. He pointed his finger upward.


“Oh, yeah, he’s here,” she said. “When I came home last night, he was conked out on my doorstep. We had ended up at different parties. Because his wife decided at the last minute that she had to go with him.”


Though Sam had twice been over to London during Jessie’s affair with Rudy, this was the first time that Rudy was actually in Jessie’s bed when he arrived.


“Doesn’t he have to be at work?” Sam asked. Rudy was a British-educated Dutch citizen who worked as a roving correspondent for a major Dutch television station.


Jessie shrugged and said she had no idea.


“Well, what does his wife do, when he goes off like he does?” Apparently, Rudy’s wife knew about and tolerated his affair with Jessie.


“If she allows him out overnight, it’s her problem, don’t you think? I could never put up with that kind of behavior myself.”


Sam couldn’t decide which was worse: being honest about sexual indiscretions, and carrying on openly, or lying to “protect” the spouse who was being betrayed.


He loved Jessie’s kitchen, paved with terra-cotta tiles. Several hanging planters spilled translucent manes of spider ferns. At the far end was the glass lozenge of a back door that looked out on a deep, verdant garden, a long, beautifully cultivated strip of property that ended at an octagonal potting shed.


Their ritual, whenever Sam visited England during the warmer months, was to have tea in Jessie’s garden. Tea in the garden had been the very first ceremony of Sam’s affair with her. Perhaps the whole affair—between a maverick young woman and a bisexual man—was ceremonious. Ten years ago, when Sam was thirty, the ad agency that employed them both had sent him to its London office for six months, during which they began an unconventional relationship. However, Jessie severed that six months after Sam returned to America, claiming the distance between them was too great.


From the vantage point of where Sam now stood, he could spy the nineteenth-century teapot and the large, white embossed teacups resting on a wrought-iron table. They were larger than normal teacups, and something about their warm amplitude made them extremely comforting to hold. For a while he had tried to find replicas of them all over London, only to learn that they had been cast from a mold that had since become unavailable. The style was extinct.


So much of what Jessie owned was rare. The house had always struck Sam as one great comfort zone: wall-to-wall bookshelves, Victorian sofas covered with woolen blankets, African tribal masks, old tea tins that held polished stones. Because he himself had grown up among serviceable dinette sets and department store drapes, this place had understandably taken on mythological proportions, pointing out a new direction for his life.


“I’m just getting the biscuits.” Jessie had crossed the kitchen and was reaching for a tin on a shelf crammed with home-decanted spices she’d collected from all over the Mediterranean. She carried a tray of tea, toast, jam, and almond cookies out into the garden, saying, “Oh, and thanks for bringing the beautiful weather once again.”


Sam followed her. “Has it been otherwise?”


“Horrible. Horrible summer. Horrible like always. Just rain and more rain.”


He heard her set down the tray with a bony clatter of crockery as he looked up at the presently blameless sky. “You’d never know it.”


“You always say that, Sam! Every year you manage to miss the worst. The next time we’re having a bad patch of weather I’m going to send you a plane ticket. By the way, how was the flight?”


The terrifying feeling of plummeting seized him once again. He described how the plane had hit an air pocket and plunged a great distance.


“How awful.”


“For a few seconds everybody thought that was it.”


“God!”


“I’ve been feeling light-headed ever since.” Sam heard the toilet flushing and looked at the upstairs windows. He hoped Rudy would remain upstairs but knew there was a slim chance of that.


Jessie reached out and touched Sam’s arm. “Have lots of toast. You’ll feel better. . . . So now, you’ve come over to interview some people?”


“Two people.”


“And it’s for a book that you’re . . . ghostwriting?”


He nodded.


“How does that affect your byline?”


He could tell her look was skeptical. Jessie had often expressed her pride in Sam’s accomplishments as a failed poet. He’d shown her the start of his never-finished novel as well. She’d praised his creativity and wanted him to believe in it, too. Ghostwriting would seem too practical for Jessie.


“I’ll be completely invisible.”


She took a long draught of tea before saying, “And that’s perfectly fine with you?”


Sam explained that it was all part of the job description.


Although Sam’s employer/subject was quite famous in America, Jessie had never heard of him. “I don’t know what’s going on there anymore,” she said wistfully.


“You should come over more often.”


“The more I come over, the more I want to live there.”


And yet Sam knew that despite a certain amount of lament, Jessie would spend the rest of her life in London. She’d paid a song for the house’s ninety-nine-year lease; they both knew that she could never live in a major American city in such comfort for a price anywhere near as reasonable. Then he saw movement in the kitchen and knew Rudy was probably about to emerge into the garden. “Here he comes,” Sam warned her.


Jessie pivoted around to bid good morning to her lover, her teacup held aloft in greeting. Quickly turning back, she said in a low voice, “Before he gets here, just tell me one thing. Is it still over between you and Matthew?”


He nodded.


A year before, when that relationship was first ending, he had retreated here, to this house of oversized teacups and voluminous bookshelves, losing himself in its comforts. Jessie was the person he turned to when he needed to tend his battle wounds.


“He was way too young for you, Sam,” she said gently. “Everybody thought so.”


“I don’t give a shit what everybody thought—or thinks,” he said.


She flinched. “Now, don’t get upset. You’ve just arrived.”


“I’m not upset.”


“Hello there, Sam,” Rudy called from across the garden.


Sam waved and under his breath said to Jessie, “You know, I could say the same thing, about somebody being way too young for you.” There was a five-year age difference between Jessie and Rudy.


“You could, darling, but, as you know, this is a whole different situation.”


“How so?”


“Simply because he’s already married.”
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Sam, in his lackluster career as a journalist, had never even considered writing anyone else’s material until a publisher had contacted him. A renowned art dealer who was dying needed someone to ghostwrite his memoirs and was in the process of interviewing.


Sam’s noon appointment with Elliot Garland happened to coincide with a blizzard that stopped traffic in Manhattan. Just as he was leaving his apartment, the book’s editor phoned. “Hello, Sam, it’s Jonathan Wade . . . assuming you’re on your way—”


“Just out the door.”


“Well, the city is pretty dead. And Mr. Garland’s favorite delicatessen can’t deliver his lunch. Would you mind picking it up for him?” The editor gave the name of a fancy food shop whose ridiculous prices were legend.


How nervy, thought Sam. Glancing at his watch, he knew that the unexpected stop would probably make him late for his appointment. Afraid that subway service might be delayed, he decided to brave the storm on cross-country skis that he’d brought down from Vermont when he first moved to New York fifteen years before. Soon, he was pushing away from his apartment on Twenty-fourth Street, effortlessly gliding up Madison Avenue, passing New Yorkers who hadn’t ventured belowground in years, forced to make their way down into the subway system, wearing expensive furs and camel-hair coats. The muffled midday quiet that greeted him was reminiscent of the wee morning hours, and every car and bus was stranded.


Once he reached his final destination (one of those very grand Upper Fifth Avenue apartment buildings), it took a bit of arguing with the doorman before he was permitted to park his skis in the lobby. This was the sort of prewar building that featured original art as well as porcelain umbrella stands in the hallways outside the apartments. Standing outside Elliot Garland’s door, Sam was hit with the strong fragrance of vetiver.


The moment he rang the bell, two yipping dogs began scrabbling at the floor. The commotion continued for a minute, and eventually a voice yelled, “Shut up!” The door finally swung open and there stood a thin, middle-aged man wearing a black silk shirt tucked into a pair of tailored jeans. The gaunt yet somehow still cherubic face was made serious by reading glasses and a closely cropped beard. The dogs were a Labrador as black and sleek as an otter and a small gray Schnauzer. They began to wriggle themselves in between Sam’s legs. “Come on in, they don’t bite,” said the man while, in an immediate paternal gesture, he brushed plumes of snow off Sam’s jacket.


Elliot Garland then relieved Sam of the white paper shopping bag full of sandwiches and headed toward his kitchen, directing his guest to a sitting room that faced Fifth Avenue. Alone for a moment in the cavernous apartment, Sam peered around. It was almost too much to take in: walls crammed with paintings and tapestries, rooms and hallways lined with jewel-encrusted clocks and gilded eggs and small gatherings of old leather-bound books. The doors on several of the closets and rooms seemed to be inlaid with exotic wood of a beautiful grain. And the sitting room Sam had entered was covered floor to ceiling in a bird motif: bird paintings and figurines, bird plates and even bird taxidermy. It was clear that for Garland collecting was a devout vocation, and in the presence of such acquisitions, Sam (whose own apartment was relatively barren) began to feel somewhat unsophisticated and provincial.


“Why do you think it is that we’ve never met before?” Garland said, holding Sam’s gaze as he came into the room bearing two black plates with the elegant, foil-wrapped sandwich squares that Sam had bought at the delicatessen. Garland’s eyes were small and shrewd, the color of flint. “In one way or another, I happen to have previously met every single other person who wants to write this book.” He sat down at a round lacquer table next to a bank of windows and invited Sam to join him.


“Well, maybe we have met and we just don’t remember each other.”


“Oh, no, I’d remember you,” Garland said.


“I guess I should take that as a compliment.”


“That’s up to you. Do go ahead and eat.” The elegant little man did not even bother to unwrap his own sandwich. Sam peeled away the tinfoil to find turkey with cranberry relish and couldn’t believe how meager it was: the sandwich was gone in five bites. The small eyes watched him.


It occurred to Sam that the one photograph that he had seen of Elliot Garland in Vanity Fair revealed a rather overweight man with an insolent gaze, posing with a group of other collectors, whose names Sam perhaps should have recognized but did not. But the Elliot Garland now seated before him, cross-legged, with the upper leg draped over the lower one in a limp, limber manner, was not just thin, he was pretzel-thin.


The book’s publisher had sent a few of Sam’s articles in a packet of work samples belonging to the rest of the applicants. However, Garland confessed he had yet to read anything by any of them.


“Well, then how can you expect to know who’s right for you?”


“Instinct,” Garland said. “When I interview each person, I can get a sense of what the chemistry would be like. But let me ask, are you eager to do this?”


“Do I want the job, is that what you’re asking? Sure I do, but I also know that a lot of people have come to see you about writing your book.”


“Do you know very much about my life?”


“Just what I’ve read in the magazines.” Sam went on to confess to knowing little about the art world, much less the decorative arts, Garland’s particular specialty.


“So you’re telling me that collecting is not something that interests you normally?”


Sam was aware that anything less than the strict truth would be instantly apparent to this shrewd dealer. “I’m no connoisseur. And I’m certainly not knowledgeable. Then again, I suppose I could do some reading—”


“That’s not necessary,” Garland interrupted. “Why do you want to write this book?”


Sam hesitated, afraid to mention that actually he needed the money.


“Everybody’s got to make a living, I guess.” Garland nodded, glancing at his watch. Then, keeping his eyes averted, “And now I’m afraid I’m going to have to conclude this meeting. Somebody from my gallery is coming over with some papers.”


Sam observed how the ailing man made a feeble effort to stand up, but suddenly lost his energy or his inclination and opted to remain seated. Garland apologized for not seeing Sam out, and Sam, getting up to leave, couldn’t help but point out that his host had forgotten to eat his sandwich.


“I’m not hungry,” Garland said with resignation and then fixed his flinty eyes on Sam. “Why, do you want it?”


Of course Sam wanted it. “No, no. I’m fine. Thank you.”


“Well, then, I guess it’s goodbye.” Garland continued to sit there, waiting for Sam to leave. He did not offer to reimburse Sam for the sandwiches and Sam wondered if his gracefully absorbing the cost was part of his test. As far as he was concerned, the interview had gone poorly.


And so he was shocked when Jonathan Wade called later on that night to say that he had the job, so shocked that he asked outright if the editor was positively sure Mr. Garland had wanted him. The editor laughed at him and said, “Why, what happened during the interview?”


“He seemed pretty dismissive.”


“Probably didn’t want to give you any false hopes.”


• • •


A little more than a week later, Elliot Garland and Sam Solomon reconvened—this time as memoirist and ghostwriter. The dogs made their usual commotion and then settled down into doughnut formations on either side of their master in the sitting room.


“I understand you were surprised to get the job,” Garland said with a smirk.


Sam was annoyed that the editor had relayed this bit of information. Noticing that a small black porcelain bowl near him was filled with Jordan almonds, he said, “I didn’t think I had a prayer,” and impulsively reached for one.


“You also like to eat, don’t you?” Garland remarked.


Embarrassed, Sam admitted, “I do.”


“You probably eat like an adolescent.” Garland suddenly clapped his hands, applauding, and startling the Labrador, who let loose a muffled yip. “Anyway, in case you’re wondering why I chose you—”


“I’m assuming you never got around to reading my clips,” Sam interjected.


“I never did, that’s correct. However, I liked the fact that you were honest about your lack of knowledge. And you didn’t seem overly eager.”


Garland went on to say it might actually be an advantage that Sam didn’t know anything about him, or any of the people involved in his life. Therefore, Sam wouldn’t make any assumptions. Garland added, “I also chose you because I like your name. Sam Solomon. It’s rather euphonious.”


“If you like alliteration, I suppose it is.”


Garland smiled. “But you actually cinched the job when I heard you arrived here on a pair of cross-country skis.” Garland scrutinized him. “You seem rather densely built. Did you play Rugby or some such thing?”


“Water polo, actually.”


“I’ve never seen water polo.” Garland pronounced the word as if it were anathema. “But I’ll have to look out for it. . . . Anyway, shall we start with my childhood?”


As Sam took out the pocket-sized tape player with its voice-activated recorder, he said, “I’ll need to read the book proposal. Just to get a sense of what the publisher is going to be expecting.”


Garland stiffened ever so slightly. “That’s not really necessary. It’s very sketchy. Basically offering to tell about my life, and my work. Before I wrote it I had a meeting with the publishers and that’s when they decided to buy the book. The proposal was mere formality.”


“Okay, then there’s just one more request I have to make before we begin.”


“And what’s that?”


“That everything I write be the truth.”


Garland frowned. “Do you think I’m going to sit here and make up lies?”


“People do sometimes to ‘protect the innocent,’ or to keep from revealing some part of themselves that they’d prefer to keep hidden.”


“Don’t they always say that ‘fact can be stranger than fiction’?” Garland sounded flippant.


Sam agreed. And yet people he knew who had experience with ghostwriting had all warned him that there would be certain important facts, crucial to the memoir, that his subject undoubtedly would want to avoid. “It’s going to be the chronicle of your life,” said Sam. “The thing read years from now by people who never knew you.”


Garland gaped at him, as if surprised at even an oblique reference to his impending death. Sam could tell this was a powerful man who probably resented being told how he should proceed in any new venture—who wasn’t used to being told, either. And, yet, because Sam’s request was reasonable, how could it possibly be refused? “Okay,” Garland said finally, looking away, out the window toward the tree line of Central Park.


The thrust of the collaboration was that Garland would be interviewed and the book written within six months, to insure that publication would occur during the same year as the manuscript’s completion. Obviously, the rush was due to Garland’s illness, to the fact that he didn’t want to die without at least having had the intense though fleeting pleasure of holding the book in his hands.


And, so, they began their work. Sam would arrive at Garland’s apartment nearly every weekday afternoon at around two and interview his subject for no more than a few hours—for that was all Garland could manage. The only days they didn’t work were those when Garland wasn’t even feeling well enough to sit up in bed, in which case Sam would get a peremptory phone call from a man named Pablo, Garland’s personal assistant at the gallery, telling him not to come that day. Depending upon how Garland was feeling, they’d either work in his bedroom (Sam would sit in a chair by his bedside) or in the Fifth Avenue sitting room (Garland called it “the aviary”) where Sam’s job interview had taken place.


At night back in his apartment, Sam would transcribe the tapes; and each morning he attempted to convert these transcriptions into a first-person narrative. It told the story of the only son of concert musicians who had moved around quite a bit, but who had otherwise had a rather unremarkable childhood, neither lonely nor particularly eventful. During his early twenties Garland had stumbled into the art world through a series of clerical jobs in galleries. These jobs had eventually led him to a guest curatorship of an exhibition of Fabergé eggs, which had attracted a lot of media attention. Basking in the glow of his first success, he was recruited by a New York auction house, and though he had an innate sense of good taste and style, he showed an even greater aptitude for marketing, for organizing art auctions around themes and trends rather than by period or locale. He ended up spending the major part of his fifty-six years traveling around the world on buying expeditions for wealthy and celebrity collectors.


However, just as Sam expected, Garland turned out to be more reticent about subjects closer to the bone, about his relationships—particularly with other men. Sam tried to explain that intimate revelations were what people wanted to read about in a memoir. “This isn’t going to be brought out by a vanity publisher. You’ll have a real audience.” But Garland kept hedging.


“Let me ask you something?” said Garland, turning the tables one afternoon. “I’ve never seen you around New York. . . .” His voice trailed off meaningfully.


“Well, what exactly do you want to know?”


“The most obvious thing—let’s start with your sexual preference. What are you, anyway? Are you straight or are you queer?”


Sam threw back his head and let out a hacking, honking laugh.


“You certainly don’t laugh like a queer,” Garland said.


“Are you being self-deprecating now?”


“Hardly.” Garland tittered. “I like to use the word queer. I’ve asked everybody I know and nobody knows who you are. Obviously, when I hired you I assumed you were homosexual, but lately I’ve been wondering.”


Sam reached over and turned off his tape recorder and stowed his pad and pen on a nearby round marble-and-mahogany stand. “So, if you didn’t think I was gay you wouldn’t have hired me. Is that what you’re saying?”


“It would’ve been even more difficult to talk about the men in my life.”


“Even more difficult? Why is it difficult at all?”


Garland shook his head and then his unsettling gaze bore down again. He was intent on an answer. “You certainly don’t strike me as asexual . . . rest assured, if I thought you were asexual I never would have hired you. Straight or gay?”


“Well, if my history talks, then I guess it depends on the person. But there have been more men than women in my life.”


Garland rolled his eyes. “That’s what a twenty-two-year-old says when he still hasn’t come to terms. Anybody who tells me that he likes both I assume is lying.”


“You don’t think it’s possible to be bisexual?”


“No, I don’t. Bisexual to me means only halfway out of the closet.”


“Well, my parents know about my various relationships—male and female. So do my close friends.”


“Was the most recent relationship with a man?”


“It was. However, my most important relationship was with a woman.”


Garland dismissed this with “In my book you’re as queer as your last relationship.”


“Speaking of books, would you please tell me about your last relationship?”


The word “last” hung in the air. Inadvertent, inescapable. Garland winced and said that it was too painful to discuss. Sam gave him a look that said, So then why are we here? Garland’s face darkened and then he complained, “Do you really think that all these memoirs coming out aren’t embellishing some things and glossing over others? Sam, come on. Most of these people have given their lives a thorough cleaning and restoration. Why shouldn’t I?”


Sam stared at Garland. “You promised to be truthful.”


The thin lips grinned. “I was humoring you, because I couldn’t believe your naïveté.” He glanced down at his slippered feet and a few moments of silence passed. Finally, he looked up. “I’m feeling rather tired. Would you mind if we stopped here?”


“I suppose we can.”


“Tomorrow we can start at an even earlier hour if you’d like.”


Sam left the meeting and rode the elevator feeling depressed and frustrated. In his labor of spooling onto tape and then setting down on paper the story of a man who was dying before his time, Sam often imagined that he, too, was dying. After all, Garland was only fifty-six, a mere sixteen years older. Sometimes Sam would look at the skull under the papery skin and be petrified. Garland’s appearance, the wasting look, the slurred movements, the spells of mental fuzziness, were reminiscent of the demise of a close friend. It was an ex-lover, actually, someone with whom Sam had been involved prior to Jessie. The man, whose name was James, had fallen ill several years ago, and one afternoon developed a high fever of 107. Sam rushed his friend to the hospital, where he was first admitted to a room and then discharged into a corridor where he lay for six hours because the initial admission procedures had been improperly performed. It was a terrible ordeal, and Sam had had to scream at the nurses to get proper medication to reduce the fever. Finally ordered to leave at two-thirty in the morning, Sam only agreed because James was calm and seemed to be resting peacefully. “I’ll be here bright and early tomorrow,” Sam remembered saying as he left. But James died ten minutes later. Apparently, his lungs filled with fluid and he asphyxiated in the hospital hallway, completely alone, his death too horrible to even imagine. And Sam would forever feel guilty for being persuaded to leave him.


As Sam left Garland’s building, he prayed for the twin blessings of health and longevity. However, the moment he stepped out onto the cold, windy sidewalk of Fifth Avenue, he felt a sense of life again, the euphoria of being in a city and having so many choices of what and what not to do. Drinking in a deep breath of cold winter air, he began strolling down the windy avenue, reminding himself again and again that he was fit and strong. When he reached Ninety-sixth Street, he impulsively made a dangerous beeline across the wide, two-way road, right smack in the middle of the rush-hour traffic. Death was not ready for him, nor he for death.


He grew aware of the smells of night life, of prime meat being grilled in an Upper East Side restaurant, the fetid scent of steam spiraling up through the subway grating, the sweet burning of the toffee cashews and peanuts sold by street corner vendors. Suddenly hungry, he darted into a small French delicatessen he’d recently discovered and bought a cardboard cup of white bean soup and a ficelle. Outside again, he began slurping the delicious soup and gnawing the crusty bread, the world suddenly holy as a shrine.


As he walked on he replayed in his mind the conversation about sexuality—his sexuality, rather. He was bored by Garland’s skepticism, a skepticism similar to that of his most recent lover, Matthew. Sam never fooled himself. He was primarily attracted to men. However, one of the most difficult lessons that he’d ever had to learn in every gay relationship was that sexual attraction seemed to substantially die down within a few years. He felt this was the reason why so many men kept changing lovers, ignorant of the fact that a relationship had to be held together by many more virtues than just sex.


The virtue of sex? Well, it was in his mind a virtue—but no more important than loyalty, which he highly valued. And honesty, which Garland mocked.


But Sam was genuinely drawn to women. He found most women generally easier to talk to, more sympathetic, and far more complex and interesting than most men he knew. Many women he’d grown up with had managed to find careers as well as be married and raise children.


Sam himself came from an offbeat family. His mother had been a nurse, his father had given up a career as a psychiatrist at a Boston hospital to move to Vermont, where he not only saw patients in private practice, but also milked a small herd of Holstein cows and grew lots of hay, which he tried to sell to the locals. Sam’s parents were liberal. They hadn’t been so upset to learn their son was gay as much as they were disappointed that their only child might never give them grandchildren. This disappointment he could well understand; indeed, it was difficult for him to face the idea that eventually settling down with another man would probably mean that he would never be a father. And he’d always wanted to be a father. It was this desire that, at one time, made him try to have a relationship with Jessie.


Wanting a child not only defined him, it made him feel isolated in a city where, it seemed to him, the majority of gay men were content to build lives geared toward gaining affluence, toward acquisitions—where, outside of their jobs, they lived in a perpetual adolescence of circuit parties. In this kind of life, any desire for children was sublimated into the adoption of pets. Pets could be boarded easily when their owners went on exotic, far-flung holidays. Pets—he thought of Garland’s dogs—settled on either side of “Dad” and listened to tales of youth respectfully.


• • •


The following afternoon Sam arrived at Garland’s apartment to find the door ajar. Figuring it was his signal to enter without being met, he was greeted by the usual yipping of the dogs as he made his way to the “aviary” room. There he found Garland huddled over some papers, dutifully attended to by a young, fashionably dressed man with a swarthy complexion whose jet hair looked fastidiously cut and styled. “Sam, this is Pablo Fortes, my assistant,” Garland said, looking at Sam over his half-moon reading glasses. “Go help yourself to a drink and give us another minute, will you?”


Feeling a bit brusquely dismissed, Sam ambled down the hallway that led to the kitchen, glancing at a trio of landscape paintings. There was always something new to see. The kitchen was hung with a startling number of gleaming copper pans. When he came to a small bathroom off the kitchen, he took the opportunity to relieve himself.


He’d shut the door, turned on the light, and was half unzipped when he glimpsed a stunning drawing hanging over the toilet. It was a study in fine charcoal pencil of a male nude lying in bed, the torso impeccably drawn with shadows that suggested the ridges of musculature, as well as the hollows of armpits and pubic hair. The head of the nude was half-hidden by the wreath of arms crossed above like a dancer’s port de bras. The right leg bent at the knees, and the left leg, massive and muscled, splayed outward. The figure itself was cradling a skull that was half-swathed in a rich-looking fabric.


Looking at the drawing, Sam was deeply stirred. Such an eerie juxtaposition, the languid body and the skull, suggested the alignment of two great mysteries: sex and death. Of everything he’d seen in Garland’s apartment, the drawing was the only work of art that Sam wished he owned.


When he emerged from the bathroom and went back to the front of the apartment, Pablo was being ushered out the door. Garland peered at him and said, “You look as if you’ve seen a dead rat.”


“That drawing,” Sam said. “In the bathroom. It’s so beautiful.”


“Nice, isn’t it?” Garland turned away.


As they were walking back toward the room where they always worked, Garland explained, “It’s done in the tradition of Vanitas. Do you know what I’m talking about?”


“Vanity?”


Garland sat down at the round black lacquer table and, crossing his skinny legs, looked pleased as he quoted the Bible: “ ‘Vanity, vanity, all is Vanity.’ ” He went on to explain, “Vanitas is a theme in painting that was particularly popular in seventeenth-century Holland. In those days, painters would place such things as clocks and dying flowers and skulls in the midst of vibrant scenes of village life to remind us that the everyday, secular world was mortal, whereas the world of the spirit was everlasting.”


“So, the drawing is Dutch?” Sam had sat down facing his subject.


Garland frowned. “No, contemporary.” But Garland’s frown deepened as he added gloomily, “It’s the work of a young artist who now lives in England but who used to live in New York.”


“I see.”


From his backpack, Sam removed his voice-activated tape recorder and his legal pads and pens. He found himself fantasizing about the drawing as if it were alive. Without even thinking, he said, “Do you know if this artist did any more like it?”


“No idea,” Garland replied.


“Well, if you ever think of selling it, would you let me know?”


Garland’s astonished glare made Sam aware that his question had been very inappropriate. “It’s not for sale. Ever!” Garland snapped. “And if there’s anything else of mine that you want, kindly have the decency to wait until after I’m dead. Then you can approach my estate.”


“Oh, my God, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”


“Let’s just forget this little episode and get to work.”


It was a tense moment between the two men, but it was quickly over.


• • •


Despite a few minor infections and a nasty bout of bronchitis, Garland’s health remained fairly stable throughout the rest of the winter. The only noticeable change was his weight’s slow decline. His emaciation grew more apparent. He complained that he never had an appetite and that whatever food and nutritional supplements he managed to get down went right through him. Toward the end of March, his doctors prescribed Marinol, the marijuana-based substance that was a strong appetite stimulant. The drug, however, hardly affected Garland’s desire for food. He continued to waste. In early April he was put on a daily dose of human growth hormone, a very expensive, experimental treatment made of extracts from cadavers that cost fifty dollars per day. There was some progress but not as much as the doctors had hoped.


Sometimes, during the first months of their collaboration, Garland would send Sam to interview other dealers and collectors, as well as key players at auction houses, people whose versions of Garland’s life were necessary to the book. Most of the interviews took place in New York, often a simple cab ride away. Then on one unseasonably warm day in May, when the book was more than half-written, Garland asked Sam to go to London to interview a curator at Sotheby’s as well as an art dealer on New Bond Street. “And I’m going to ask you to do me a favor while you’re there.” Garland seemed to be consciously fixing his face in an expressionless mask. “I want you to track down the artist who did that drawing you’ve been shamelessly lusting after. The Vanitas. As I mentioned to you, he lives in London. But we’ve been out of touch for a few years.”


Garland explained that the artist had once earned a substantial living in New York doing art restoration. He had opened a small gallery in which he sold nineteenth-century French and English paintings he bought at auction and restored himself. “Everything was going well for him, but then he did something a little bit naughty,” Garland said primly, “and had to leave America,”
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