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Dedication
To Ollie



Epigraph

I know my fate. One day my name will be associated with the memory of something tremendous
—a crisis without equal on earth, the most profound collision of conscience, a decision that was
conjured up against everything that had been believed, demanded, hallowed so far. I am no man, I am
dynamite.

—Friedrich Nietzsche
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Prologue

By the time Charlie punches out it’s well after midnight, and everyone else

has long since gone home. He switches off the lights and watches the long aisles
cascade into darkness, then pulls the roll-up door shut behind him. When he
steps out from under the awning the rain drapes over his umbrella like a shroud.

The air clots around his breath. At the far side of the warehouse a train wails
past. Charlie thinks about knitted blankets and hot chocolate, half-forgotten
childhood comforts he’s a few years too old now to admit to missing. The others
all have families and wives and happy plans for the holiday; Charlie just has
matinee tickets and Lucy begging for scraps of his TV dinner. He’s exhausted,
he thinks, because it’s easier to remedy than being lonely.

As he turns onto the side street he fumbles, thick-fingered, for his keys.
When he opens his car door a crown of rainwater disperses from the roof and
scatters. The air inside is even colder than outside—Charlie blows into his
cupped hands and hopes the chill hasn’t seeped between his bedsheets.

He starts the ignition. The engine screams. The rasp of tearing metal is
followed by a heavy death rattle. Charlie quickly shuts off the engine and holds
the wheel in white-knuckled hands. He’s accustomed to dead batteries, flat tires,
engines too stubborn to start in the cold, but whatever just happened was far
worse.

He’s drenched by the time he remembers his umbrella. He lifts the hood with
a squeal, hoping there’s a miracle waiting in the unreadable mess of his engine.
But Charlie has never been much of a mechanic. There’s nothing in there for
him to see.

He steps back and heads toward the phone booth, but stops in the middle of
the street—he squints through the rain and sees the receiver swinging from its
cord. For the first time Charlie lets his dismay tip upward into anger.

“Fucking—teenagers.”

He will have to return to the telephone in the warehouse break room. He
exhales hard and stalks back to the car, leaning inside to grab his umbrella.
There’s the germ of a headache now, just behind his eyes.

Charlie slams the door and straightens. When he looks out into the street
again, he is no longer alone.

“Are you okay?”

A battered black car has appeared in the street beside him. Rain slicks down
the windows and roof, but the passenger door hangs open. A boy is leaning
toward him, one arm braced above the doorframe. His dark hair is artfully



untrimmed, but he’s dressed well. Argyle pullover, toffee-brown jodhpur boots;
a suburban choirboy in halfhearted revolt.

Charlie stares at him, and he smiles.

“That looks like fun.” The boy nods toward the steaming hood of Charlie’s
car. “Have a wrecker on the way?”

Charlie slowly shakes his head. “Phone booth’s out of order.”

The boy gives a sympathetic wince and turns toward the unseen driver. Then
he nods and turns back to Charlie.

“We can give you a lift home if you want,” he says. “Car’s not going
anywhere—you might as well call the tow from someplace warm.”

Charlie lifts the hood again to take one last, hopeless look into his engine. He
sighs and slams it shut.

“I’m in Polish Hill,” he says. “Is that out of your way?”

“Not at all.”

The boy slides to the middle seat, and Charlie shakes off his umbrella before
he gets inside.

The driver is a kid, too, copper-haired and slim. His clothes are as well cared
for as his friend’s, but they’re conspicuously cheaper; his plaid flannel shirt has a
generic plainness to it that makes it look as if it had been sewn at home from a
pattern. Behind the boy’s Malcolm X glasses his dark eyes are solemn, and when
he greets Charlie he does not smile.

He stares just a second longer than he should, then catches his friend’s
prompting glance, chews his lip, and looks away into the road.

“He’s shy,” says the dark-haired boy. “Don’t mind him.”

Charlie nods, unoffended. The boys are younger than he’d thought, maybe
even still in high school. He wonders what these two were doing, driving around
all by themselves. Honor-roll types, clean-cut, out for a midnight joyride. It’s a
poignant thought, almost charming. Charlie was a different kind of teenager—
lousy grades, on the football team but never great at it, a lumbering straight man
to the class clowns. But he knows what it is to wonder what everyone else is
doing differently in order to be happy; he knows what it is to skirt at the
outermost edges of friendship. He can still remember the companionable quiet,
the fleeting warmth, of the moments teenage boys spend being lonely together.

The wipers click and the vents breathe hot. The redhead steers with his hands
at ten and two on the wheel, as if he hasn’t been driving for very long. The other
boy reaches across Charlie’s knees and takes a thermos from the glove box. The
contents smell of hot broth and rosemary, something Charlie’s grandmother
might have made when he was sick as a child.

“Want some?” the boy asks. “It’s chicken and rice.”



“Nice of you,” Charlie agrees.

He holds the metal thermos mug steady while the boy carefully fills it. The
first mouthful burns Charlie’s tongue, but it shocks the cold from his bones, and
it tastes all right. At first there’s the barest tang of soap, as if the mug wasn’t
rinsed properly, but after a moment he can’t even taste it.

The dark-haired boy takes a sip from the thermos and offers it to his friend,
but the driver shakes his head curtly and keeps his eyes fixed on the empty
street.

It’s quiet for a while. Charlie finishes his soup and rolls the mug between his
hands. His scalded taste buds are starting to itch.

“What are your names?” he asks. He’ll forget the answer as soon as he hears
it, but he’s grateful for the promise of home and the weight of hot food in his
belly, and he wants to be courteous.

The boy beside him thinks before he answers, like he’s deciding whether or
not to tell the truth. He looks apprehensive, but doesn’t appear to know it.

“I’m Julian,” he answers finally. He gives his friend a pointed look. The
other boy is silent for a moment, as though summoning the will to speak. His
jaw is a nervous taut line. This one gets on Charlie’s nerves a little, as anxious
people often do. Shyness he can forgive; cringing dread is harder to stomach.

“Paul,” the driver says, blank-faced, so quietly Charlie almost can’t hear
him.

Charlie looks between them, at how differently they are dressed and how
Paul avoids meeting Julian’s eyes—how little they look or behave like friends.
Once again, more insistently now, he is curious what they were up to before they
found him. But there’s no reason for him to be uneasy. They’re just kids, and
he’s on the verge of reaching home. Once he’s there, it won’t matter anymore.

His fingers are too warm around his empty cup. The heat from the vent
suddenly clings like his childhood Ohio summers. He fumbles with the zipper of
his parka, but his fingers are rubbery and fever-fat. The thermos cup is rocking
on its side between his ankles before he even knows he’s dropped it.

Julian grins suddenly and elbows his friend’s arm, as if to include him in a
joke.

“Where exactly are you in Polish Hill, Charlie?” The sudden clarity of Paul’s
voice is startling. There’s an echo of Murray Avenue in his vowels, but he
overenunciates as if he learned to speak by reading—in the middle of exactly,
where Charlie has never heard it before, there’s the precise, conspicuous click of
the t.

“Uh, north of Immaculate Heart,” Charlie answers, “if you turn right on—"”

The numbing heat is trickling through his hands and up his arms, from his



burnt tongue outward to his lips. He brings a hand to his face and smears his
fingertips across the line of his mouth. He feels nothing.

The car is idling at a railway crossing, waiting out the clang of the bell. The
boys watch him with unblinking eyes. Julian is still smiling; Paul looks as if he
never has.

They’re both wearing gloves. They’ve shed their coats in the stifling warmth,
but they’re still wearing their gloves.

“My name.” His tongue is so thick he could choke. “I never told you my
name.”

In the moment before he manages to smother it, Julian dissolves into sharp,
jittery laughter. But Paul doesn’t flinch. His eyes are bright and pitiless. His
every word is tight and mannered, as if he’s practiced in front of the mirror.

“Do you think the neighbors will notice that you’re gone, Mr. Stepanek?”

Charlie tries to will his unfeeling hands to the door latch. His arm lands hard
against the door, and his body slumps uselessly in the corner of his seat.

“You don’t want to do that,” says Julian. It isn’t a threat. He speaks as if he’s
trying to coax a reluctant child. “Could I see your wrists, Charlie? Behind your
back, if you don’t mind, it’ll only take a few seconds.”

He tries again to wrest his body back under control, but he lurches forward
and falls against the dashboard. After that his limbs will no longer obey him. He
can’t even hold still.

What’s going to happen to Lucy? It’s his only intelligible thought.

At Julian’s request, Charlie’s arms move as automatically as if he still
controls them. He can just barely feel the loops of rope around his wrists and the
tug of a tightening knot—a nagging, distant feeling, like someone gently pulling
on his clothes. The car trembles from the passing weight of the train.

“Thank you,” Julian says. “See, that wasn’t so bad. You like following
orders, don’t you? No matter what they tell you to do.”

“We’ve read all about you.” Paul’s voice is soft. “We know exactly what you
are.”

But Charlie doesn’t know what he is, not anymore. Maybe he never has. Fear
makes you forget everything—turns you into something that only knows it can
die.

He’s felt it before, and seen other people feeling it. He knows what it looks
like from the outside, and from the boys’ faces he knows they see it too. In this
cloying heat, smothering as the Vietnamese sun, he remembers the relief of
deciding not to see.

When the train is gone, it leaves a ringing emptiness in its wake. Julian
coaxes Charlie to sit upright and refastens his seat belt for him. Paul watches,



stone-faced, then draws a deep breath and shifts the car into drive.

The numbness bleeds into Charlie’s vision. He sees everything through the
veil of a dream. The widening black between the streetlights; the silent strangers
alongside him looking out into the dark. They’re kids—just kids. He doesn’t
understand, and he never will.

The boys still won’t meet each other’s eyes. They’re afraid, both of them, of
what they might see.






1.

The pills let his mother sleep, but they didn’t help her do it well. They left

her lower eyelids dark and thick, as if she hadn’t slept at all. Paul could tell when
she was taking them because she became sluggish instead of jittery. Most sounds
still startled her, but they reached her at a delay, enough that she could brace
herself first. She moved languidly, low-shouldered, as if through water.

It wasn’t much of an improvement, at least not for the rest of them, but Paul
wasn’t the only one who had given up on that.

She was sitting by the living-room window, where she had always claimed
the light was best. The winter light cast her face in the same creamy gray as her
dressing gown. Paul watched her sweep her fingertips under her eyes; the
shadows vanished beneath a film of concealer.

“There’s nothing wrong with your present,” his mother was saying. Her eyes
were turned toward the compact mirror but not really watching it, as if she had
surrendered her movements to muscle memory. “It’s beautiful. Bubbe Sonia’s
always loved your artwork.”

Paul was already dressed for the party, in the brown corduroy suit and knit
blue tie he wore to every party. The blazer had grown too tight across his
shoulders, little folds of fabric biting into the flesh whenever he lifted his arms.
The sleeves were too short by an inch. Paul hated the look of his own bare
wrists, with their shining blue veins and the skin stretched too thin to hold them
in place. They reminded him that his body was a thing that could be taken apart.

“She won’t love this,” he said. “If I were her I’d hate it. It’s a slap in the
face.”

“Who puts these awful ideas in your head?” His mother had the doleful dark
gaze of a calf. When he forced himself to keep looking at her he felt a dull,
insistent ache. “You’re forever assuming the worst. I don’t know how I feel
about those books they’re making you read.”

“No one puts ideas in my head,” said Paul. His voice was sharp, but it took a
moment for her to wince. “It’s an objective assessment. She’ll despise it, and
she’ll be right to do it.”

His mother slowly clicked her compact shut. She smiled at him, but with a
weary finality designed to end the conversation.

It was snowing, large wet flakes that were stained gray before they even hit
the ground. Outside the window, the family Buick hydroplaned in the slush
before pulling to a stop. Audrey ducked out of the driver’s side, shaking her long
strawberry-blond hair out of her face, and sauntered up the walk with a paper



bag swinging from one hand.

“Well, it’s the fanciest I could find for the money,” Audrey said by way of a
greeting. She shook the wine bottle free of its bag and inspected it. “Whether it’s
fancy enough for Mount Lebanon people is a whole other matter—Ma, Jesus, are
you ever planning to actually get dressed for this thing?”

It had once been the job of Paul’s mother to play the sheepdog, to chase
everyone into place and keep an eye on the clock. Now it had fallen to Audrey,
who up till a year ago had always been the one stumbling from the basement in
half-tied shoes while their mother fretted at the head of the stairs. Audrey was
ready in time today, bootlaces pulled tight, but she was still so skeptical of the
idea of punctuality that she struggled to convince anyone else of its necessity. By
the time she’d coaxed their mother upstairs to get dressed it was clear that they
were going to be late.

The three of them waited in the front hallway in their party clothes and
winter coats. Paul stood very still, elbows tucked in, trying not to fidget with his
cuffs. Audrey kept lifting her sleeve to look at her watch; Laurie, ignoring them
both, leaned against the railing and listened to her transistor radio.

“I’m going to go see if I can give her a nudge,” said Audrey after a while.
“Paul, what’s that face? You look like you’re going to cry.”

Paul glared at her back as she made her way up the stairs. Laurie took out
one of her earphones and heaved a sigh. She was doll-like and scrubbed pink,
wearing T-strap shoes and a flowered pinafore dress their grandmother had sewn
for her. She looked much younger than her twelve years, but she had already
adopted an air of adolescent lofty irritation.

They exchanged a long, wordless look. Paul summoned a wry smile; Laurie
deliberately didn’t return it. When a door finally swung shut above their heads,
she tensed almost imperceptibly.

“God,” she said. “This thing is going to be a drag and a half.”

Audrey drove, a little too fast. His mother rode shotgun, gloved hands folded
in her lap, watching the window. She didn’t complain about Audrey’s driving, or
her decision to take the interstate; she didn’t even mention the unseen tangle
behind Audrey’s right ear. Whenever the car entered an underpass, the reflection
of his mother’s face became visible in the shaded glass. Paul took measure of her
—the blankness of her eyes and the fine lines at their corners, the way her
lavender knit hat cinched into her dark auburn hair. It was easy for him to hate
her; it was almost primal.

They were late enough that the rest of the fleet of cars outside their aunt
Hazel’s house were already dusted with snow. After Audrey parked she drew a
deep breath, then turned to give Paul and Laurie a sardonic grin.



“Okay, gang,” she said. “Let’s go pretend to be normal.”

It was just like every other family gathering—filled with well-meaning,
exhausting people, eager to pull Paul’s scars open and uniquely qualified to do
so efficiently. Hazel’s husband, Harvey, who adored Paul without reservation,
had a way of behaving as if Paul’s every interest and gesture was outlandishly
wrong for a boy. Today he rattled Paul’s shoulders and asked, as if even the
premise of the question were a laugh riot, “So when’s your next butterfly-
hunting expedition?”

“They’re all dead at the moment,” Paul answered, forcing a smile, “but
thanks for checking in.”

The family treated all four of them with conspicuous delicacy. His mother
was pillowed on all sides by his aunts’ soft voices and gentle pats on the arm, so
that nothing too sharp stood a chance of reaching her. When Paul and his sisters
drifted too close to any group, conversations became artificially light. Younger
cousins, who had clearly been instructed to be careful, fell silent altogether
rather than cause offense; they exchanged panicked glances, then retreated in a
flurry of whispers.

There was something different about the way the family dealt with Paul;
there always had been. But now it had distilled—the fascination, the wariness,
the anxious undercurrent of worry. He tried to be polite, which was the nearest
he could get to making himself too small to see. He forgot conversations as soon
as they ended; all he could remember was what people said as he was walking
away. Ruth says college isn’t doing any better for him as far as friends go. No
surprise—it’s not his fault, but he’s a little intense, isn’t he? Oh, it must be so
hard for her, he looks more like his father every day . . .

His grandfather caught him creeping into the pantry, where he’d been hoping
to gather his thoughts. He gave Paul a knowing smile, which Paul couldn’t find
the energy to return. Just past his grandfather’s shoulder Paul could see Hazel,
resplendent in her first-generation suburban finery, trying to convince Laurie to
taste a spatula of frosting.

“It’s a bit much, isn’t it?” his grandfather said. “All this fuss.”

Paul pressed his shoulders against the dry-goods shelves and shut his eyes.
He didn’t need to nod. He and his grandfather had repeated this exchange at
every family party since he was five.

“Holding up all right? You’ve got no sort of poker face, Paulie.”

“Everyone’s treating me like a time bomb,” Paul said, more frankly than he
would have dared with anyone else. “So there’s that.”

His grandfather made an amiable, dismissive noise at the back of his throat.

“It’s in your head,” he said, as if this would be a great comfort. “What, you



think anyone’s still upset about that business with the Costello kid? Boy stuff,
the whole thing. That was nothing—ancient history. Your mother might feel a
little different,” he added, “but she wouldn’t know, would she? A boy has to
defend himself.”

He was deflecting and they both knew it, but Paul let him believe he hadn’t
noticed. After a moment his grandfather gave his arm a quick shake.

“Come on,” he said, “why don’t we go show Mamaleh what you’ve painted
for her?”

He’d put it off as long as he could, but there was no avoiding it now. His
great-grandmother had been placed in the den, her wheelchair folded and set
aside to give her a place of honor in one of the good armchairs. She looked like a
baby parrot, kindly faced and vulnerable, tiny beneath her blankets. The air
around her had a sweet, powdery smell of decay.

When Paul leaned down to kiss the rice-paper skin of her forehead, she
clasped a hand around his fingers. She looked toward Paul’s mother and nodded,
so feebly that the gesture was almost invisible.

“You and Jakob had such beautiful children, Ruthie,” she said, and Paul felt
a rare moment of kinship with his mother when he noticed the falter in her smile.

An awkward hush fell over the room as his great-grandmother struggled with
the wrappings. When the paper fell away, the silence didn’t lift.

Paul had based the painting on the sole photograph to survive his great-
grandmother’s adolescence in Lithuania. He had invented from it a proud,
handsome girl with long black hair, and a smile—not unlike Laurie’s—that had
a trace of mischief in it. He had meant to make the painting happy and gentle for
her, something to brighten her dimming days. He watched her adjust her thick
glasses to look at it more closely, little hands shaking like thorny branches. He
knew, even before she spoke, that it was the cruelest thing he could have given
her.

“It is very strange,” she said, accent distilled by memory. “Strange to think
that I am the only person who remembers me this way.” She smiled at Paul,
peaceful and resigned, and Paul wished he could fade into the air. “It is always
the same, you know, in my mind. No matter how old, when I look into a mirror,
this face is what I expect to see.”

He couldn’t hide his dismay, but she was too nearsighted to see it. She
reached for his hand again and squeezed it; her skin was feverishly warm.

“It is a beautiful memory,” she said. “Thank you.”

He retreated as soon as he could without drawing notice. He found himself in
his aunt’s bedroom, where the dwindling sunlight was blotted to a thin stripe by
the curtains. It was cold; Hazel still wasn’t middle-class enough to leave the heat



running in an empty room. Paul sat in the window seat, stretching out his thin
legs and trying to forget that he existed. His only companions were the shadows
of family photographs and the quiet, snuffling snores of the cat at the foot of the
bed.

The door slivered open, and Laurie edged inside. She put a finger to her lips,
grinning, and installed herself beside him on the window seat.

“This is so fucking boring,” she said, reveling in a word that hadn’t yet lost
its novelty. She swung her stockinged legs up to drape over his; Paul only gave
her a halfhearted shove before yielding to the intrusion. “Hazel wanted me to
find you and tell you there’s cake in a few minutes. It’s gross, though, the
frosting is full of coconut.”

“You’re the only one who doesn’t like it, weirdo,” said Paul automatically,
but he couldn’t muster any enthusiasm to tease her.

Laurie rolled her head to one side and touched her temple to the curtains.
The family always noticed Paul’s likeness to his father, but no one remarked on
how much stronger a resemblance there was in Laurie. Alone among the
Fleischer children, she had missed out on their grandfather’s red hair. Her face
was fuller than Paul’s and far more kind. But the others didn’t expect her to take
after their father—it was something only Paul noticed, something that now and
then could strike him breathless with grief.

“Are you okay?” Her eyes met his, and she made a quick, matter-of-fact
assessment, nothing like the rest of the family’s self-interested concern. “You
look really sad.”

Paul was tired of being asked, but he was also tired of pretending the answer
was what everyone wanted it to be.

“Aren’t you sad, too?”

Laurie made a noise that was a shade too angry to be a laugh.

“I miss Dad,” she said. “He messed everything up.”

“Well.” Paul tucked his glasses into his breast pocket and shut his eyes.
“You’re not wrong.”



2.

He remembered the boy from freshman orientation—months ago now, but

the memory still lingered. Paul had only seen him from a distance, then; he was
a laughing dark-haired blur with a straight spine, perpetually surrounded by
people as if he took for granted that he ought to be. He’d reminded Paul of the
golden boys he knew in high school, the state-champion track teammates and
stars of school plays. Paul remembered writing an elaborate life story for the boy
in his head while he picked at the label on his soda bottle and spoke to no one.
He couldn’t remember any details of the story now, but he hadn’t chosen them to
be memorable. Paul assumed such people had the luxury of leading uneventful
lives.

The boy had come to class alone, which looked unnatural on him. He sat a
row back from Paul, carefully draping his satchel and wool winter coat over the
back of his seat. He wore his sleeves folded back from his forearms, which he
leaned on as he listened, attentive to the point of impatience. His hands were
very like Paul’s, long-fingered and lean, blue delicate shadows of vein just
visible. There was a winter-faded smear of freckles beneath his skin, and his
watch (burgundy leather) was a shade too large for his wrist.

The professor was making a list, ETHICAL ISSUES IN THE SCIENCES. Paul turned
forward again at the squeal of the chalk. He thought he felt the other boy glance
toward him, as if he’d finally noticed that he was being watched, but Paul didn’t
dare look back.

“So many eager volunteers,” said Professor Strauss. He picked up the class
roster again, holding the chalk between his fingers. He wore a film of eraser dust
on his hand like a white laboratory glove. “Let’s see, how about—Paul
Fleischer, Biology. Perhaps you can think of a pertinent problem in experimental
ethics?”

His classmates were looking at him, not staring, but in that moment the
distinction felt very fine.

“Well,” he said, “there’s the fact that doctors keep medically torturing people
in the name of science whenever they feel like they can get away with it.”

All the air left the room. Strauss took a moment to shake himself.

“Human subject experimentation,” Strauss said to the class, “is an excellent
example of what we’ll be talking about in this class. The places where the
demands of scientific inquiry come up against the boundaries of human need—"

“Pardon me for interrupting,” said the boy behind him suddenly, “but I don’t
think that’s what he was saying.”



Paul turned, slowly, to look at him. The boy sat at attention, turning his pen
between his fingers. When the other students’ eyes landed on him, he hardly
seemed to notice.

“Of course it’s an example,” the boy said, “but it’s not his example. I think
what Fleischer is actually getting at is a widespread failure of the scientific
conscience to consider the humanity of its subjects at all.”

“Yes,” said Paul, “yes, that’s it exactly,” but he was speaking so quietly and
the words felt so thick that he didn’t think anyone heard him.

“I think that’s sort of a melodramatic way of putting it,” said a voice from
the front. Paul knew the speaker slightly—Brady, an upperclassman in
Chemistry who had been the student assistant in Paul’s laboratory section the
semester before. There couldn’t have been more than five years between them,
but he was decisively a man rather than a boy; his hands were broad and thick-
fingered, nails wider than they were long. “This isn’t the Third Reich,” Brady
said. “Scientists here operate under ethical standards.”

“Yes, and those standards work so well,” said Paul acidly. “That’s how we
get, what, only a few decades of letting innocent people die of syphilis in
Tuskegee before anybody thinks to complain—"

“Sure, there are problematic studies, conducted by a few bad apples who
manage to avoid notice, but we’re doing something about it. With institutional
review boards and the like, we’re imposing—"

“But you can’t impose morality from the outside.” Paul knew anger had
seeped into his voice, but he didn’t care. “The whole idea of an infrastructure of
ethical oversight is a symptom of the—the ‘failure of the scientific conscience.’
I’m saying there’s something about the way we conduct scientific inquiry that’s
actually appealing to people who want to slice people up just to see what
happens. Because they sure seem to do it the second they think the infrastructure
won’t notice.”

“A review board is just a hedge on liability,” said the boy behind him. “We
can’t and shouldn’t pretend it functions as a conscience. Let’s not delude
ourselves that we can send Mengele on his way with a stack of consent forms
and pretend that solves the problem.”

“Spirited debate!” said Strauss with a clap of his chalk-streaked hands.
“Highly preferable to dull-eyed terror. Hold that thought, gentlemen, because the
readings for week seven in particular will prove pertinent . . .”

Paul sank back into his chair and exhaled slowly. As the conversation
shifted, he felt a stir of movement at his side. The dark-haired boy had gathered
his belongings and settled at the desk beside him. Paul watched him, but the
boy’s eyes were trained on the professor. They were the same shade of green as



sea glass—a soft and striking color but very cold, an eerie contrast with the dark
of his lashes.

Strauss had moved on to a girl from the Physics department, who suggested
nuclear weapons research. Paul only half listened to the discussion as he
sketched a skeleton with Brady’s barrel chest and wide jaw. He blackened the
bones and haloed them from behind with the shadow of a mushroom cloud.
Further achievements in American ethics, he wrote underneath. A superior
system.

Something tapped at his ankle—the toe of a jodhpur boot, stained with a
faint crust of sidewalk salt. The dark-haired boy was looking over at his
notebook, leaning forward so he could see past Paul’s arm.

Paul felt his face flush. At first he considered turning the page, or tucking his
arms around the notebook to conceal it as he’d done countless times, protecting
his sketchbooks from the singsong girls who liked to pester him in the cafeteria.

Instead, scarcely recognizing himself, he pulled the page free and placed it in
the boy’s hand.

“We haven’t had an example from you, yet.”

Paul jumped, but Strauss was talking to the boy beside him, with a teacher’s
well-worn glee at catching a student unawares. The boy hid the drawing under
his desk and smiled, unabashed.

“Just two names to go, and I have to doubt you’re Ramona,” said Strauss
serenely. “So you must be—”

“Julian,” answered the boy. “Julian Fromme.”

“I see.” Strauss glanced down at his roster again. “And I see I have you
down as ‘undeclared’—surely the lives of the indecisive are beset with ethical
quandary.”

A polite titter made its way around the room. In his place Paul would have
wanted to melt into the floor, but Julian Fromme endured it without a trace of
distress.

“It’s Psychology, actually, as of yesterday,” Julian said. “And I’m interested
in social psychology in particular, which is inherently problematic. Every
method of social research does some kind of harm. If you observe social
phenomena from a distance, you often only see evidence that conforms to your
hypothesis—‘objectivity’ is a lie scientists tell themselves, even in the hard
sciences, and with qualitative research, forget it. But if you observe from up
close, then your presence alters the nature of the data. And social experiments in
controlled environments have certainly been conducted, but they all require
some degree of deception to get untainted results—which may or may not cross
ethical lines,” he added with a glance at Brady, “depending on the particular



conscience your IRB has imposed on you.”

“Am I to understand, Mr. Fromme,” said Strauss, “that you want ‘social
psychology in general’ listed as an ethical debate in the sciences?”

“Just put me down for ‘confirmation bias,” ‘observer’s paradox,’ and
‘informed consent,’ please,” said Julian briskly. “I believe that’s the order I cited
them in.”

Strauss raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Very well, Mr. Fromme,” he said.
“I suppose we won’t throw you to the wolves just yet.”

Strauss turned toward the blackboard again, and Paul watched with alarm as
Julian casually set the drawing on his own desk. He looked down at it for a
moment, stone-faced and calm. Then he wrote something in the margins with a
lazy flourish.

By the time the drawing arrived back in Paul’s hands, Julian’s scarlet ink had
bled straight through the cheap paper.

Crime rate reduced to 0%, Red Menace permanently defeated—an apocalypse for the greater
good.
(Sign this. I want to keep it.)

It didn’t occur to Paul to wait. At the end of class he pushed his books into

his knapsack and zipped his army parka up to the throat. Beyond the second-
story windows a soft snow was falling. With the stain of soot blurred by
distance, flakes paler than the dark sky, it almost looked white.

He lingered at the top of the stairs to uncurl the ball of his knit wool gloves.
Brady pushed past him. When Paul heard someone call out behind him—*“Hey,
wait a second”—he thought at first that Brady was the one being pursued. It took
the sound of his own last name for him to turn and look back.

Julian Fromme smiled when he caught Paul’s eye. His gait was brisk but
unhurried; he slung his scarf around his neck as he approached, a single languid
movement that betrayed an unthinking sureness in his body.

“In a hurry?”

“Not really.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

Julian joined him at the head of the staircase, fastening the last button on his
double-breasted coat. He looked meticulously cared for, like a rare plant in a
conservatory; Paul felt abruptly shabby beside him in his anorak and snow boots,
too careworn and practical to be worthy of attention.

“You look familiar,” Julian said. “Did we see each other at orientation?”

Paul had forced himself to forget, the memory too humiliating to dwell on.



They were supposed to remain strangers—the other boy had been meant to
forget him, because Paul couldn’t be the first or last person he’d ever caught
watching him. He remembered Julian’s faint smile, the slight rise of his left
eyebrow. That eyebrow was sliced through by a thin scar near its outer edge, an
incongruous imperfection Paul had noticed with sudden ardor and then stowed
away.

He’d spent the rest of the mixer on a bench outside, waiting out the ninety
minutes he had promised his mother. He remembered wanting the strange boy to
follow him, but of course he hadn’t. They never did. That was how it was always
supposed to end.

“I don’t really remember,” he replied, and reflected in Julian’s face he
immediately saw the weakness of the lie. “I didn’t stay very long, those things
give me a headache.”

Julian smiled, but he didn’t answer. He started down the steps, watching Paul
impassively over his shoulder. He didn’t use the railing; Paul tried to ignore it
himself, letting his fingertips skate along the edge on the way down as if he paid
it no mind, but he’d been nervous about heights all his life and couldn’t quite
force his hand to fall.

Once he was certain Paul was following, Julian smiled again and looked
ahead. “You’re one of those people who worry all the time, aren’t you?” he said,
and it was as much an accusation as a joke. “You’ve got that look.”

Paul hurried to catch up. He turned up his hood as they emerged into the
snow, but Julian’s head was bare, so he quickly lowered it again. “I don’t
worry,” he protested, and when Julian looked skeptical, he dug in his heels rather
than let himself be mocked. “I ruminate. They’re distinct actions.”

“Are they?” said Julian. “From this angle . . .”

“Worrying,” said Paul, “means you’re afraid it’s going to happen.
Ruminating is when you know it will, if it hasn’t happened already. One is
neurotic, the other is fatalistic, and fatalism is supported by evidence. It isn’t the
same.”

Paul didn’t notice his own tension until it receded when Julian laughed.

“That’s the most goddamn German thing I’ve ever heard,” he said.

Paul retrieved his bicycle from its berth outside and walked it alongside
them, the fresh snow squeaking beneath its wheels.

“Speaking of German.” There was a note of keen interest in Julian’s voice,
muted but unmistakable, and Paul’s chest tightened like a coil. “That thing you
were saying, about the infrastructure of ethical oversight. Where did you get it?”

Paul’s excitement faded. “I don’t have to get it somewhere,” he said
defensively. “I can think for myself.”



“Of course you can. Don’t be so eager to get your feelings hurt, it’s boring
and beneath you.”

Something in the spiteful impatience of the remark put Paul at ease, far more
than a more earnest reassurance would have. Julian coughed on a mouthful of
cold air and pulled his scarlet scarf a little tighter. Against the dull gray of winter
he was the only bright thing.

“Did you really just make that up?” said Julian after a pause. He didn’t sound
disbelieving, though the fascination in his eyes was still remote and clinical in a
way Paul didn’t entirely appreciate. “Didn’t they give you any of the world-
weary Continentals in Phil 101?”

“Um—we did the Symposium,” Paul offered in dismay. “And some
Descartes, a little bit of Kant.”

“That’s not philosophy, that’s paleontology.” Julian spoke with a sardonic
grandness that couldn’t quite conceal his enthusiasm. “You’re better than that,
you need a philosophy that’s equipped to grapple with the moral reckonings of
the twentieth century—you’re already most of the way there, you obviously
ruminate better than most. Is that your last class of the day?”

Paul was so dizzy on the compliment that it took him a moment to parse the
question that followed. He noticed odd notes of likeness between them—the
shape of their hands, their heights within an inch. It made him feel better about
how dissimilar they were otherwise, as if he might really be worthy of notice.

He nodded, belatedly, and Julian grinned.

“Good,” he said. “Come on. I need to lend you some books.”

On campus tours, the college always showed off its handful of spotless,
intensely modern dormitories with poured-concrete walls and facades pitted with
plate-glass windows. The building where Julian Fromme lived was not one of
these—it was ancient and drafty, built in the same cheap brick as an elderly
elementary school.

The kitchen was a dank subterranean room with grills on its squat windows.
The dim light was a mercy, since it spared Paul from seeing too clearly how
filthy every surface was.

“I’m not seeing any ginger ale,” said Julian, peering into the fridge.
“Barbarians. Is Coke okay?”

“Sure.” Paul glanced over his shoulder toward the group of boys sitting at the
kitchen table, who were eating beans on toast in their boxer shorts and
sweatshirts. Julian had serenely ignored them, breezing past them as if they were
furniture. Paul wasn’t convinced they were returning the favor.

“Don’t mind them,” Julian said quietly. He handed Paul his soda and glanced
dismissively at the strangers. “They don’t deserve your attention.”



Julian didn’t belong in this place. He was like a dart of clean bright light,
alien and vibrant.

He led Paul back into the hallway and up a staircase through the atrium.
Someone had misplaced a volume of Hegel on the landing; Julian paused over it
with feline disinterest, then deliberately kicked it the rest of the way down the
stairs.

“You don’t live on campus, do you?” he said as he searched for his keys.

“I live with my mother.” Paul realized the moment he spoke that he couldn’t
have phrased it any more like a Hitchcock shut-in. He quickly tried to paper over
it. “—and my sisters. I wanted to be in the dorms, but my scholarship doesn’t
cover housing, and we only live a couple miles away.”

“Well, as you can see, you get a lot for your money.” Julian gave his door a
shove to free it from the damp-swollen frame. “Come in, make yourself at
home.”

Paul did his best to pretend he did this sort of thing all the time. He tried not
to linger too long over the details, lest it become obvious that he was trying to
commit them to memory. There were no family photographs—just a picture of
Julian himself, several years younger, arms flung around the neck of a large
brown dog. There was a small stereo by the window, but no television. Instead
the little room was dense with books, which spilled over from the shelves and sat
in crooked stacks on the dresser and floor. Many of the spines were titled in
French, and a few, with their spiky half-familiar alphabet, looked like they had
to be in Russian.

A portable chessboard lay open on the desk, pieces scattered in full combat.
Paul stared at it to see if he could make sense of it, but when Julian looked at
him, he turned away and seated himself tentatively in the desk chair.

“Arendt is mandatory,” said Julian. He tossed his coat over the end of the
bed and began gathering books from the case. “She’s brilliant, I Greyhounded up
to New York last semester for a talk she gave at the New School. She gets at why
behavioral norms can’t function as a conscience—the purpose of social norms is
to norm, not to attain moral perfection—oh, let’s get some of old Fritz in here
too, why not, the Teutonic bombast will stick to your ribs. Your other friends
don’t give you homework, do they, Fleischer?”

“I wish,” Paul said faintly. It startled him, perhaps more than it should have,
for Julian to use the word friend.

“You’ll regret saying that by the time I’m through with you.” Julian had
dropped the books at Paul’s elbow and was rifling through his milk crate full of
records. “I was led to believe,” he said, “that college was a haven for the
intellectually curious. Turns out that it’s really just about acculturating you to



academia—which is fascinating, petri dish of maladaptive behavior that it is, but
still.”

“Is that even true? I thought it was about drugging yourself into a stupor.”

“I think they prefer to pronounce it ‘seeking enlightenment by way of the
chemical expansion of the mind.” How else are they going to feel self-righteous
about it?”

Julian flung himself onto his bed. Paul felt an odd thrill, not unlike relief,
when he saw that Julian was grinning. He was terrified Julian would notice that
he spoke too haltingly around the remnants of his childhood stutter—that his
thoughts were ugly and incomplete and insufficiently well-read.

“How old are you, anyway?”

“Uh—T’1l be seventeen in March.”

“Ha! I knew it.” Julian retrieved his soda from the windowsill and settled
back on his elbows. “I can always spot a fellow runt. I skipped third and seventh
—ruined my chances of ever playing varsity sports. My father was furious.”

He could have resisted the impulse to be honest, but he chose to yield. The
surrender made his body feel light and cool.

“I just had to graduate early, because otherwise they wanted to expel me.”

“Get out,” said Julian. “What did you do?”

He had never said it out loud before. It occurred to him, as he was speaking,
that it ought to feel stranger than it did.

“I hit a guy in the face with my locker door.”

“The hell you did!”

“He needed about fifteen stitches.” Paul couldn’t decide if Julian looked
enthralled or horrified. “He had it coming,” he added, but Julian waved him off.
“I can imagine. God, If I’d known that was all it took to get out of high

school, I’d’ve done it myself. Did your parents hit the roof?”

Paul scrambled for an excuse to avoid Julian’s eyes. He busied himself
making room in his knapsack for Julian’s books; the diversion felt transparent,
but he couldn’t think of anything more sophisticated.

“My mother doesn’t really . . . she just gets sad,” he said. The truthfulness
was beginning to burn like an overextended limb. “That’s all she does anymore,
she worries at you and asks “Why are you doing this?’ and sits around feeling
sorry for herself where she knows you can see her, so you feel like you have to
do something about it—which is what she does anyway, she’s a house-widow,
all she’s good for is cashing the pension checks and making people feel bad for
her. So it was just—more of that. And I guess I got grounded, but I don’t go out
much anyway, so I didn’t really notice.”

In the brief silence that followed, Paul still couldn’t bring himself to meet



Julian’s eyes.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “I didn’t mean to just . ..”

“It’s a raw nerve,” said Julian evenly. “You’re allowed them. For what it’s
worth, there’s a reason I decided to go to college in a town where my parents
don’t know anybody.”

Paul noticed distantly that he didn’t much care for the record Julian was
playing. It was a girl singing in French, nothing he could object to in substance,
but the cadence was poppy and simple in a way that he felt Julian oughtn’t to
care for. The dislike elated him—it gave him something, however trivial, that he
could politely overlook for Julian’s sake.

“Where are they?” he asked.

“DC.” Julian paused, then corrected himself. “Near DC. My father works at
the State Department, but they live in a little village on the bay that ‘keeps the
riff-raff out,” as he says. Of course, according to the town charter, he’s riff-raff,
but we’re pretending to be Episcopalian so that we’ll be allowed into the country
club.”

Paul tried to conceal his fascination. “That’s,” he said carefully, “I mean, it’s
very—"

“Don’t be diplomatic about it, it’s disgusting—I think he only married my
mother because he was hoping the kids would turn out blond,” said Julian. “Not
that she’s any better than he is, or she’d be chum in the water. She’s from
France. Her father owns a bunch of department stores there—money’s so new
you can still smell the ink, but they’re swimming in it. She’s on the board at
MoMA and owns a gallery in New York, because I guess she needed a hobby.”

A few details in the room that had struck Paul as strange at first sight now
began to make sense. The string of maritime signal flags pinned to the wall
above the bed, clashing brightly with the room’s general asceticism; the crisp
new wool of Julian’s winter coat and the conservative, prep-school shape of his
clothes. These details rang false because they had been chosen by someone else,
someone who lacked Julian’s wit and energy and his ability to ignore everything
beneath his notice.

“It’s not tragic, or anything,” Julian was saying. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s
just tedious. I hope you won’t hold it against me—being, you know, a half-
shiksa trust fund baby who’s never had to work for anything. I usually lie about
it.”

Julian’s vulnerability was more calculated than it pretended to be, but Paul
decided not to fight it.

“I’d never hold it against you,” Paul said. “I’ve actually been thinking this
whole time how I can’t really make sense of you. You’re nothing like anyone



else, and now I know it’s not because of where you come from. Nothing made
you. You just are.”

He didn’t know before speaking how nakedly earnest the words would
sound, but he only regretted it for a moment. One corner of Julian’s mouth went
a little higher than the other when he smiled; Paul remembered something he’d
read in his art history class last semester, about how the Japanese believed there
was something poignant and endearing about asymmetry.

“Damn you, Fleischer,” said Julian. “Now I’m going to have to try and live
up to that.”



3.

Paul could only forgive himself for keeping a journal if he told himself he

was documenting history. He wrote it for an audience, one who would only read
it after the end of a life he’d made significant. He imagined a future biographer
poring through his juvenilia for the signs of future greatness, and how that
person would perceive the moments of weakness and self-indulgence in
between. In hindsight his frustrations and fears would be taken as evidence that
he was still human—but in the present, before he’d made anything of himself,
they meant he was only human.

A few weeks after his father’s death, Paul had launched and begun to
document a variety of self-improvement projects designed to increase his mental
and physical vigor—running times when the weather allowed, swimming times
when it didn’t, synopses and excerpts from the enriching books and essays he
read between the horror and science fiction he secretly preferred. Every few
weeks he took himself up the Mount Washington funicular, resuming alone a
ritual his father had led when Paul was little in an attempt to cure him of his fear
of heights. When he reached the top, Paul had to stand on the observation deck,
close enough to the railing to touch it with his elbows, until he was so shaky and
light-headed that he had to retreat. His father had always rewarded this so-called
bravery with an ice cream or a packet of baseball cards, no matter how much of
a fool Paul had made of himself by running away or crying. Nowadays Paul
brought his stopwatch with him, and he recorded the minutes and seconds he
lasted before his crashing heartbeat pulled him back from the edge.

On bad days, there were no improvements to write down. On worse days he
couldn’t even try to make himself better. But he wrote every day, even when all
he could do was pick fights with a dead man. He resurrected long-ago arguments
about his schoolwork or spats with classmates, things his father would never
have remembered. He searched his memory for lies his father had told him, the
gentle coddling lies parents always told their children, and none was so small
that he couldn’t dissect it down to threads. When the fury burned so bright that
he couldn’t bear to look, Paul curled over his desk with his head bowed close to
the page, watching the pen move from the corner of his eye. He wrote long,
ruthless lists. Reasons to stay alive, however little joy it brought. The same
words appeared every time, duty and defiance and refusing to submit to
weakness. Paul never let himself consider who he was trying to convince.

He tried to believe there was no shame in what he wrote, those days when he
was too lead-limbed and numb to try to make himself stronger. Paul could be



forgiven his unhappiness, even his fear, so long as one day he proved strong
enough to overcome it. There was no surpassing himself unless he knew which
parts of him deserved to be left behind. Paul imagined the summarizing
sentences in his biography—how they would mark his sharpest turns of phrase,
and marvel, in retrospect, at the resilience he’d showed.

The day after he first spoke to Julian Fromme, he took his journal out of the
locked paint box he kept under his bed and opened it to a fresh white page.
January 17, 1973, he wrote, more neatly than usual because he pictured the
biographer making a note of it. Yesterday I met someone I believe will prove
very important.

Paul didn’t know what Julian was destined for, but the promise of greatness
marked every part of him. Even Julian didn’t seem to know—throughout the
first few weeks Paul watched him breeze between interests and ambitions, and
he became an expert on each one so quickly that it was as if he were born
knowing everything. But he wasn’t aimless. His curiosity was ravenous, blazing
in all directions like the sun. He wanted to write scathing treatises on human
nature, empirical data on obedience and self-delusion, nocking neatly into
Arendt’s bleak promises. He wanted to hone his Russian to a fine enough point
to read Nabokov’s early works in the original, or else to become a spy. He had
ideas for satirical novels about what he called the haute-bourgeoisie, because
god knew his hometown had given him enough material. When he reviewed
movies for the college newspaper, he was razor-precise, calling out long takes he
liked and choppy editing that he didn’t—after all, if he ever became a film
director, he had to know how to do it right.

He took Paul to strange art galleries in the Strip District, where there were
wild nonsensical interpretive dances or fleshy sculptures whose formless
sensuality made Paul squirm and look away. Whenever Paul and Julian stood
together in front of an artwork—a canvas blank but for a single fleck of blue, a
collage of magazine models with their eyes blacked out—Julian would take
rapid measure of it and then elbow Paul’s arm. “What do you think?” he would
ask, with no hint of what he wanted to hear, and Paul could never think fast
enough to say anything at all.

It was impossible to keep up with him. Paul’s tongue was too clumsy for wit.
His thoughts were meticulous and slow, and he could never find words for them
until he had milled an idea down to the grist.

There was something mesmerizing about the way Julian moved—carelessly
graceful, as if he weren’t excruciatingly conscious of every atom he displaced.
Paul had tried all his life to erase the anxious delicacy in his own gestures,
especially the hesitant motions of his hands. For a while he thought he could



teach his body to follow Julian’s somehow, if only he practiced long enough. He
spent hours in front of his bedroom mirror, trying to relax into that loose-limbed
elegance. But Paul was fettered and careful, and even his weak imitation of
Julian’s posture looked wrong.

When they walked together across campus, Paul could all but see the two of
them from the outside—a dark-haired Apollo painted in flowing Botticelli lines,
and the ungainly stork of a boy beside him, trying to keep in step. He could tell
other people were thinking it too, especially the friends of Julian’s who thought
themselves more deserving of Paul’s place. They never hid the disbelief in their
smiles as they glanced between the two of them, clearly wondering why.

Because Julian did have other friends, though Paul rarely saw them. Julian
had thought of studying drama in his first semester, and occasionally the two of
them were accosted on the snowy path by one of Julian’s buoyant, overwrought
theater friends. Other times, the interlopers were colleagues from the arts pages
of the student paper—these friends spoke in an identical arrogant drawl and
made insipid comments about Max Stirner, and they never seemed to realize that
Julian’s replies were making fun of them. After the initial introductions Paul
always hung back at Julian’s side with his arms folded, staring at his shoes. If
the friends acknowledged him at all, it was in the third person—your friend here,
never his name.

But no matter how mediocre or shallow the other friends were, even they
could tell Julian was destined for something. They might not understand it, but
they knew. When Julian addressed them, Paul watched the way their faces
opened. They smiled as if they were already thinking of what they would say
years later. That they knew him when he wasn’t anyone yet; that they were there
before it all began.

There was no avoiding them if they approached first, but whenever Julian
caught sight of his friends at a distance he would take Paul’s arm and steer them
out of sight. “I attract pretentious people,” he explained, and there was nothing
in his voice that betrayed any fondness for them. “I think that’s why I like you so
much, Pablo. You’re so goddamn sincere.”

Paul never asked where the nickname came from, because it didn’t matter—
what mattered was that Julian had given it to him unbidden. His real name was
common, ordinary, something Julian might say and then forget saying. But
Pablo rang like a harp string. Julian said it warmly, but it was an imperious kind
of affection. It was as if this were the name he’d given a favorite belonging.

Julian moved through every part of Paul’s life the same way—not entitled,
nothing so crass and insecure, but taking for granted that Paul would allow him
anywhere. His was an arrogant intimacy, the kind that followed Paul home



without asking and spent the afternoon examining the bookcases and pantry
shelves.

Neither Paul’s mother nor his sisters were home that first day—he had the
house to himself on Friday afternoons, or else he might have refused to let Julian
inside. The fact that Paul allowed him into the house at all wasn’t the
acquiescence Julian probably thought it was. He’d done it for the same reason
that he embraced Julian’s nickname for him—the same reason he didn’t flinch
away from the occasional brush of Julian’s hand on his shoulder. Paul was
taking something for his own, and he wasn’t sure it was something Julian even
knew he was giving.

“So which door is yours?” Julian asked, one foot already on the bottom stair.
It didn’t seem to have occurred to Julian that Paul might refuse him. Even Paul
didn’t know why he did. But it pleased him to hold something back, if only for
now. He liked the look that came over Julian’s face, the bewilderment that
someone might tell him no and mean it.

“My mother’s going to be home soon,” Paul said, and he caught himself
smiling in the brief, exhilarating moment that Julian’s face faltered.

That denial only lasted another week.

He let Julian be the one to open his bedroom door, and from the foot of the
bed Paul watched him help himself to the details. Julian carefully opened Paul’s
drawers of butterfly and moth specimens, then paused at the desk to examine a
watercolor—a rib cage emptied of heart and lungs, a trio of bright tropical
songbirds trapped inside. There was a copy of The Man in the High Castle on the
dresser next to Paul’s bed, and for a moment he panicked at having forgotten to
hide it in favor of something more rarefied. But Julian picked it up and paged
through it without apparent judgment.

“God, and I’ve got you reading even more things about Nazis,” he said, and
Paul only realized belatedly that he was supposed to laugh.

Julian hopped onto Paul’s mattress and lay back against the pillows, legs
outstretched, his head resting on the Leonard Baskin reproduction on the wall
behind him. The sudden nearness of him was a shock—the warmth of his ankle
gnawed alongside Paul’s hip, so close that Paul could have closed the distance
between them and made it seem accidental. He watched how easily Julian settled
into the same place Paul’s own body lay when he slept. Paul imagined the traces
of him that would remain—a stray dark hair, fine scarlet fibers from his merino
pullover.

“It’s so funny the way you paint,” said Julian idly. “It’s like you checked out
of the twentieth century sometime around Frida Kahlo, you still paint pictures of
things . . . It’s all very Paul Fleischer, isn’t it? You don’t care what other people



think you should be doing. It’s so blood-and-guts moral, so rigid. It’s exactly
like you.”

Paul was sure Julian wasn’t making fun of him—he knew by now exactly
what that looked like, because he’d memorized the movement of Julian’s
eyebrow and the dismissive angle of his mouth. He knew that Julian took him
seriously, even when Paul himself felt foolish and overreaching. But that didn’t
mean he could tell whether the remark was a compliment or a criticism.

“That’s the way a person should be.” Paul’s certainty didn’t waver, but the
longer he spoke, the more his confidence did. “Nothing imposed from the
outside. You figure out on your own what’s good and what isn’t, and maybe that
idea ends up being rigid, but that’s better than not having anything at all. I don’t
care if anyone doesn’t like it, even if it’s you.”

If Julian had asked where this thought came from, Paul would have had to lie
a little to claim it for his own. It was similar to something his father had told him
when he was young—that there was a difference between the law and what was
just, and that being a good man meant building a framework for deciding which
was which. For Paul justice could encompass infinite space, far past questions of
crime and punishment. But Paul wondered in his cruelest moments if the idea
had extended any further than the inside of his father’s own head.

“You’re a Kantian to the core.” Julian laced his fingers and stretched his
limbs like a cat; for the barest moment Paul could feel the light pressure of
Julian’s leg brushing his. “I do like your paintings, by the way,” he added
carelessly. “I don’t understand why you don’t just major in art, you’re good at
it.”

The compliment burned in his face, then at the outer edges of his ears. He
didn’t dare acknowledge it.

“It’s like you said,” he answered after a moment. “I don’t want other people
telling me what to do.”

Julian liked that, enough that he let Paul see that he did.

“So what are you telling yourself to do?” asked Julian.

That was something else Paul had been holding back, at once less personal
and far more intimate than the mere physical spaces of his life. He had no name
yet for what he was trying to become, nothing he wanted to be able to call
himself—no “renowned conservationist,” no “famous painter.” The early sprouts
of his ambition were still so deep under the earth that he couldn’t say for sure
what it was.

“Whatever I do has to mean something.” He hugged his knees and stared at
them; it took all his nerve to raise his voice above a mumble. “I need to make
something beautiful, something that lasts. I don’t know what, but I have to, if I



want my life to matter at all.”

When he finally made himself meet Julian’s eyes, he couldn’t find any doubt
or ridicule in his face. Julian believed him, and his respect was so consequential
that it felt like Paul’s first step toward mattering. Paul wasn’t sure he would ever
grow used to it—this precipitous thrill of being seen and known and understood.

“Surely it can matter even if it doesn’t last,” said Julian—not disagreeing,
just prompting, the way he did with all their other thought experiments. “If you
painted a masterpiece and then set it on fire, it still would have mattered. If you
know you’ve made something beautiful, who cares how long it lasts? Apres toi,
le déluge.”

“I like it better the other way,” said Paul. “Where it means you’re leaving the
flood in your wake.”

Julian smiled; it was a private, elusive smile, almost as if he thought this
were funny.

“You would, wouldn’t you?” was all he said.

They left soon after, at Paul’s insistence. It was getting dangerously close to
the time his mother tended to drift back from her weekly appointment with Dr.
Greenbaum. She was what he wanted to hold back the most, for as long as he
could get away with.

“They can’t possibly be that embarrassing,” Julian said as Paul hurried them
to the far end of the block. “And even if they were, I’d never hold it against
you.”

“It’s not that,” said Paul. He couldn’t think of a way to articulate the real
reason, which felt far more complex. He liked how clean the boundary was
between what his family knew about him and what belonged to him alone. He
had spent his entire life in a house whose doors had keyholes but no keys. It was
a new sensation for him to have a secret, and he wasn’t ready to relinquish it.

They made their way to the nearest deli. Paul was worried about the venue at
first—it had been his grandparents’ lunch spot for decades—but it was off-hours
and mostly empty, and Paul didn’t particularly recognize anyone, aside from the
bored-looking girl behind the counter with whom he’d taken a civics class.

Paul took a while to decide on what he wanted, while Julian quickly loaded
his tray with soup and cookies and cake slices and went to claim them a table.
By the time Paul had selected his meal (turkey sandwich, French fries, ginger
ale, a single deviled egg), Julian had nearly finished his first cup of coffee.

He had also retrieved one of the plastic mat chessboards from their shelf over
by the napkins, and was arranging the pieces—not into their starting
configuration, but an elegant midgame chaos. The positions looked familiar.
Paul had seen something like them on the portable chess set in Julian’s room.



“Pop quiz,” said Julian as Paul arrived. “Say you’re playing black. What’s
your next move?”

It took Paul longer to contemplate this than he would have preferred; he was
distracted by the belated realization that there wasn’t any dignified way to eat his
egg. But Julian appeared content to let the silence linger. He poured Paul a cup
of coffee and placidly dropped his crackers into his soup one by one.

Finally, Paul moved one of his knights to threaten the white bishop. When
Julian didn’t visibly react, he began to doubt his instincts. “Is that right?” he
asked too quickly. “I’m not going to pretend I’'m, you know, great at it—"

“It’s a solid move. Maybe a little conservative, but it’s solid.” Julian reached
to return the knight to its previous place. “But watch this.”

He picked up the black queen and pulled her across the board to check the
king. It was an option Paul had immediately written off as suicidal, positioning
the queen such that white had no choice but to capture her. Only after he saw the
aftermath did he understand the beauty of it—the way the sacrifice burned the
path clear, so that no matter how white chose to reply, he would find himself in
checkmate two turns later.

Julian was watching him, grinning. Paul looked between him and the board
in disbelief.

“Didyou...?”

Julian gave a sudden, dismissive laugh.

“God, no,” he said, so ruefully that he sounded almost defensive. “I had
nothing to do with this, trust me.”

Julian rifled through his satchel and produced a cheap paperback, battered
and dog-eared and creased sharply along the spine. He opened to a page in the
middle and handed it over. U.S. Open 1970—Kazlauskas v. Kaplan—
Championship Final. Paul’s knowledge of chess notation had atrophied since
junior-high chess club, but the queen sacrifice was easy enough to find because
white had immediately resigned. The transcriptionist gave the move a double
exclamation mark.

“The whole game was like that,” said Julian. “I was there. I’ll never forget
that moment—the way the whole room drew a deep breath at the same time as
they realized.”

“What were you doing at the U.S. Open?”

Paul had never seen Julian look embarrassed before.

“Ugh—I had no business being there. I was barely in the Juniors section, I
was cannon fodder for the cannon fodder. All I really got for my trouble was a
few days away from boarding school.”

He picked up the black queen and left the piece lying on its side next to the



salt shaker. Paul waited for him to speak again; it felt wiser and more honest
than offering an uninformed reassurance.

“It was a beautiful game. Even between grandmasters, that’s not a given,
there’s plenty of ugly chess even at the highest levels. But this game, this
goddamn game—the whole time you could see the players trying to take each
other apart and push each other as far as they could go. And it’s gorgeous—
when chess is played at its best, by two genuinely great players, it’s a work of art
made from pure reason. It was . . . Watching them build that game together—and
after I'd spent the whole tournament proving my own absolute mediocrity—but
anyway, how beautiful it was, and how far it was from anything I’d ever be able
to do, it broke my heart a little, is all.” He pulled a face. “God, sorry about that,
that sounds so mawkish.”

“No, it doesn’t.” The protest sounded more emphatic than he’d planned.
“Beautiful things are supposed to hurt. It’s what I was saying earlier—even if
you don’t know how you’re going to create something that matters, you can still
want to do it so badly you can barely think about anything else—"

Paul thought, for a moment, that Julian was reaching across the table to take
his hand. Then Julian retrieved the black queen, and Paul understood in a rush
how foolish he was being, how little sense the gesture would have made. They
weren’t children. Perhaps that would have to be another self-improvement
project for the journal—observing how grown men spoke and behaved around
each other so that he could mimic it more effectively.

“People tell you you’re ‘shy’ all the time, don’t they?” said Julian. He
watched Paul’s face with a slight frown, as if he were listening to a familiar tune
in an unusual key. “And then they act like you’re crazy when you do speak up,
just to drive the point home that being shy is safer?”

Paul didn’t reply, at least not aloud, but Julian knew the answer already. He
swept the board clear and smiled.

“Don’t listen to them. The rest of the world might not be ready for you, but I
don’t know how I ever got on without you. You play white,” he added. “I want
to see how you think when you have to move first.”

Paul could tell he was blushing, and Julian made it known, wordlessly, that
he had noticed and would take it for what it was. This often happened between
them now, the silent transmission of recognition and acceptance. Paul thought
that Julian must see some immense potential in him, an early glimmer of all he
hoped to become. It was the only way he could make sense of Julian’s
willingness to forgive him.
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43 . »
So honey, when do we get to meet your new friend?

Paul instantly wished he hadn’t dawdled so long at the breakfast table. He
could tell from Audrey’s reaction that this wasn’t the first she’d heard of the
subject. She sighed as if trying to hide her annoyance and took a purposeful swig
from her orange juice.

“Which friend?” he said.

It wasn’t convincing, and neither his mother nor his sisters did him the
courtesy of pretending it was. His mother smiled at him obligingly and ignored
the question altogether.

“Mrs. Koenig,” she said, “mentioned you have a friend who comes by
sometimes. She says she doesn’t think he’s from the neighborhood.”

“Mrs. Koenig is hoping he’s a drug dealer,” Audrey muttered into her glass.
“Smug buttinsky.”

“She said he looked perfectly nice, very clean-cut.” His mother fired Audrey
a quick warning glance. “Weren’t you ever going to say something? Why would
you keep that a secret?”

He should have seen this coming—he’d known the boundary would have to
be breached eventually, because they always were. But anger still plumed
through him, and his chest felt so tight that for a moment he couldn’t speak.

“It isn’t a secret.” He squared his shoulders and glared down at the
lukewarm, rubbery scrambled eggs he’d spent the last half hour cutting into
pebbles. “It’s—there’s nothing untoward about wanting to conduct my own
social life without keeping you apprised of every detail.”

“That’s college for ‘mind your business,” Ma,” said Audrey.

“But it’s not a detail,” his mother protested, “it’s an entire person. I just
don’t know why I haven’t even heard you mention a name.”

“You don’t keep an inventory of all Audrey or Laurie’s friends, so I don’t
see why—"

His mother wrung her hands and gave him another smile, this one much
more strained.

“All I’m saying is that it’s a big change for you. I’d have thought you’d say
something. I hope,” she added, as if it were an afterthought instead of the main
thrust behind the line of questioning, “that it’s not because you’re ashamed to
introduce us to your college friends.”

Of course this left Paul little choice but to surrender. He harbored a vain
hope that Julian would reject the invitation, and it felt like a deliberate jab in the



ribs when he didn’t. That weekend, inevitably, Julian arrived at the house for
lunch with a box of pistachio candies and a bundle of hothouse sunflowers. He
was late—fashionably, he would have claimed—and slightly overdressed in the
now-familiar way that made him seem like a character in an English novel.
When he took off his overcoat, Paul caught the scarlet flash of a carnation
pinned to his lapel.

Paul was only ashamed because his mother had suggested he might be. The
house felt smaller and dirtier now—sun-faded curtains, cheap detergent smells, a
year’s patina of soot and grease on the outside of the windows. As if through a
stranger’s ears he heard the small blemishes in his mother’s grammar, and the
way her working-class accent, much thicker than his own, made every vowel as
blunt and flat as a woodchip.

As they were all sitting in the living room, drinking Folgers out of the good
peach-blossom cups, Paul had trouble ignoring the photograph of his father on
the mantelpiece. Jake Fleischer had never learned to smile like an American—
there was too much tooth to it, or else they were the wrong sort of teeth,
functional rather than ornamental. The picture had been taken at his father’s
twenty-year anniversary at the department. He was wearing his dress blues, and
he held his checker-banded cap in one gloved hand as if he were gesturing with
it. The pictures had come back from the printer three months later, when the
remnants of the family were still surviving on sympathy casseroles and Chinese
takeout.

In an empty house, when he and Julian were caught up in conversation about
immense abstract ideas, it had been possible to ignore the void left in his father’s
wake. Surrounded by the rest of his family, though, Paul could no longer pretend
the elision was an accident. Since his death his father’s absence had spilled far
past the carefully drawn outlines his father had occupied when he was alive. It
had flowed into every available space and settled there, and there was no chance
Julian hadn’t noticed it. Paul had no idea, watching him, how he was managing
to think about anything else.

“No, it’s all lovely, Mrs. Fleischer,” Julian was saying. He had been
similarly effusive about the beet soup and white-bread sandwiches his mother
cobbled together for lunch. Paul knew Julian was just trying to get her to stop
making a spectacle of her self-disgust, but something about the politeness
irritated him. Julian’s kindness toward his mother felt so deservedly patronizing
that Paul was embarrassed for her—and even for Julian, a little, for deigning to
give her what she clearly yearned for.

“Paul’s father always took care of most of the cooking,” his mother said, still
apologetic and anxious. She nudged the cookie tin across the coffee table as she



spoke. “He came from a restaurant family, he had a real gift for it.”

That was one of his parents’ old lies. It was strange that she would resurrect
it now, for the sake of this stranger who could never guess what it was supposed
to hide. It had been a nice story until Paul thought to do the math. He’d known
for years now that the war began when his father was still young, and the
bohemian café in Berlin was lost long before his father was tall enough to reach
the counter. In his father’s stories the family restaurant stood on its own power,
moving like clockwork, unaided by human hands. There were only the patrons,
with their raucous conversations and pipe-smoke smells. There was winter-
squash stew bubbling on the stove, its steam glazing the kitchen windows. There
was bitter, soft rye bread and the sweet aroma of cinnamon coffee cakes. The
woman who lifted them from the oven was such a deliberate afterthought that
Paul never learned her name.

Perhaps Paul’s mother thought she could keep his father alive by telling his
favorite lies for him. Paul knew better, but the story wasn’t for him anymore.

“Well, I would never have known,” said Julian. Paul saw something perilous
behind his schoolboy manners—an interest, genuine and eager, in the details of
Paul’s life that he was still holding back.

“It’s just hard.” Paul’s mother, as always, was unwilling to stop talking about
his father once she’d started. She sat with her elbows on her knees, cradling her
empty cup like a fallen bird. “You get used to things being a certain way, and
then when they aren’t—"

“Ma,” Paul cut in, “it’s fine.”

She looked as if he had struck her. The silence that fell was ugly.

Julian’s hand grazed Paul’s shoulder; the touch didn’t last long enough for
Paul to decide if it was meant to be reassuring. At his other side, Laurie was taut
as a slingshot. She was playing joylessly with the cat, teasing it with an ostrich
feather that had come free from the duster.

“I really ought to get better at cooking,” Julian said, brisk and bright, as if he
weren’t taking control of the conversation. “Dining halls foment learned
helplessness, I can barely boil an egg . . .”

The air no longer felt so thick. Laurie eventually let the cat run off with the
feather and settled back into her seat, less irritable now than merely bored.

Paul’s mother didn’t seem to notice any false notes in Julian’s earnestness.
Julian soon had her promising to teach him the basics of cooking, and assuring
him that he was welcome to drop by whenever he wanted a hot meal. Julian
handled her magnificently—flattering her without appearing to do it deliberately,
steering her gently toward safer topics when she drifted too close again to the
subject of Paul’s father. Paul watched the process with distant fascination, not



unlike what he had felt during his fetal pig dissection in high school. This is
being nice, he thought. This is what she wishes you were like.

Watching Julian’s performance, Paul realized he had been wrong all along to
imagine his family wanted him to metamorphose into something softer and
kinder and more docile. It was much simpler than that. All they actually wanted
him to do was lie.

Audrey was home, but she was in and out of the living room, and showed
few signs of interest even when she was present. At their mother’s behest, she
was washing a load of towels; once that task was complete, she had to get herself
properly counterculture-looking before her shift at the record store. She only
settled down toward the end of the visit, sitting in the chair by the window in her
overcoat and boots. Paul thought he could feel her listening, and could even
imagine the face she was wearing, but whenever he looked at her she appeared
absorbed in her magazine.

“I hope you know I meant it, about being welcome at dinner,” his mother
said to Julian as he and Paul gathered their coats. “What are you boys going to
be up to tonight?”

Julian answered before Paul could speak. “I don’t know—get a soda,
probably, maybe go bowling. Or see if anyone’s still playing The Godfather, it’s
a crime Paul hasn’t seen it yet.”

He said it so casually that at first Paul doubted his own memory. Somehow it
was easier to believe he’d forgotten an entire conversation than to accept that
none of it was true. He couldn’t fathom why Julian would have lied, but the
sheer pointlessness of it convinced him all the more that it had been deliberate.

As they were leaving, Paul heard his mother and Audrey in the front
hallway, speaking as if they didn’t think he would overhear.

“He seems like a sweet boy.”

“Yeah,” said Audrey. There was a smile in her voice, but an arch one.
“‘Seems.’ That kid’s trouble.”

He didn’t linger. He followed Julian into the snowy streets, sprinting to catch
up. Julian didn’t stop walking as he lit himself a cigarette. For a moment he left
the match lit, and he brushed his fingertips over the flame, one after the other,
just quickly enough not to burn. Then he shook the match cold and flicked it into
the gutter.

Julian’s hands were bare despite the chill, but he was wearing a new scarf,
courtesy of a care package from his mother—camel-colored, some kind of exotic
wool, softer than anything Paul had ever touched.

“I like them just fine,” he said, looking sideways at Paul with one of his sly,
tilted smiles. “I don’t know what you were so worried about.”



Julian smoked in shallow inhales, holding the smoke in his mouth rather than
drawing it into his lungs. Paul suspected it was a relatively new affectation for
him, one he hadn’t yet learned to enjoy—but he’d already mastered the
aesthetics of it, holding the cigarette between his fingers with the practiced,
languorous grace of a film star.

“Listen—why did you lie?”

Julian raised his eyebrows in mild surprise. “When?”

“When you said we were going bowling or something instead of to the
museum.”

“Oh.” Julian was unabashed. He shrugged and drew another mouthful from
the cigarette. “I thought that sounded more likely, I suppose—more what she’d
expect to hear. Going to the art museum sounds like a cover story, or else it just
sounds queer. I thought you would prefer for me to lie.”

For a long while Paul couldn’t speak. Julian finished his cigarette at the bus
stop, leaning against the signpost in the dimming gray-blue light.

“So are you going to sulk all afternoon?” he asked suddenly as their bus
drew near. “It’s so goddamn boring when you wallow in self-pity.”

The snap of cruelty didn’t surprise him. He’d been expecting it all along.
Everything about Julian was shaded with the threat of it—even his affection felt
dangerous, as if it might curdle at any moment into derision.

“I’m not here for your entertainment.”

When Julian grinned, Paul felt as if he’d passed a test he didn’t know he was
taking.

“So I gathered.” Although he was smiling, there was an edge to his voice.
“Still—try and make an effort. We’ll both be happier if I can find you as
fascinating as you ought to be.”

Paul was almost relieved to feel the sting. It meant Julian saw every
weakness in him and still thought he was worth the effort of hurting.



D.

Most nights the fifth chair in the dining room still sat empty. But even in its

emptiness there was an absence occupying it that belonged there. Paul wished it
would speak, in that soft-hard High German lilt that sounded almost nothing like
his great-grandmother’s Yiddish accent. Paul still wanted to tuck in his right
elbow to make way for a sweeping gesture that would never come, to grimace at
a pun, roll his eyes at a prolonged explanation of a request to which he’d already
assented. He wanted the silence to press hard enough that Audrey would
remember how to argue with it, to throw down her fork and scream “You’re
impossible” while their mother—always the more decisive disciplinarian—
pointed sharply at the basement door. Paul wanted to feel the quiet at his side, to
wait, keep waiting. He wanted to hate it for giving him nothing.

But two nights a week now the absence receded, replaced by an eager and
chatty version of Julian, whose features were the only recognizable thing about
him. Paul’s family hurried to make a place for him, the way people always did.
His family had so many spaces to fill—some they’d spent the last year trying to
ignore, others that had been there so long no one but Paul seemed to see them at
all. Julian found each one in turn, and Paul’s family gave him little chance to
hold anything back.

Julian’s presence chased away the grim hush that hung over the dinner table.
Only Paul felt any discomfort now. Even Audrey—who didn’t think much of
Julian—occasionally smirked into the back of her hand at one of his jokes. And
he had won Laurie and his mother over so completely that it was hard for Paul to
remember how guarded they usually were around outsiders. Julian wasn’t a
worried aunt or a prying, tutting neighbor; he was a blank slate, easy to talk to,
endlessly interested in what they had to say but never too curious. He patiently
absorbed Laurie’s questions about France and her fondly cynical gossip about
her friends. One day he surprised her with a few of his Dalida and Francoise
Hardy LPs, and Paul knew right away he would conveniently forget to ask her to
return them. At first Paul’s mother was nearly as quiet as when the family sat
alone, but she observed Julian attentively, and occasionally even smiled. When
he asked a few questions about the Bobby Kennedy biography she was reading,
she picked it up the next day for the first time in months, as if she wanted to
have more to tell him next time she saw him.

To Paul’s mother, Julian must seem less a human being than a miraculous
apparition. Here at long last was a friend for her only son, one who could match
all Paul’s intelligence but who showed none of the awkwardness or fragility that



accompanied it in Paul. He was respectful and charming, sophisticated but
deliberately uncondescending; when a siren screamed past the nearest
intersection, he didn’t cringe and cover his ears like a child. She welcomed
Julian with a shy, decisive warmth that made Paul feel almost as though
something was being stolen from him.

Even before his father’s death, Paul would have been embarrassed for Julian
to know her—her wringing anxious hands, her flowery homemade blouses, the
way she sometimes talked with a mouthful of peanut-butter-and-sweet-pickle
sandwich tucked into her cheek. But now she was just a sorry blot of gray, so far
from Julian’s own energy and searing color that it was hard to believe he could
even pity her. Whenever Julian spoke to her, Paul felt such a sick wave of
humiliation that he could barely stand to look at either of them. And yet Julian
seemed to seek her out, engaging her even when there was no need for him to
acknowledge her at all. When Paul tried to slip straight out after greeting him at
the door, Julian always leaned around his shoulder and called “Hi, Mrs.
Fleischer!” into the entryway. More often than not that reeled her in, and the two
of them would cycle through ten minutes of the same small talk they had the last
time. Paul could do nothing but silently wait them out, one hand on the
doorknob, army jacket zipped to the chin.

“I’m sorry she was still in her nightgown,” he told Julian once, when they
finally managed to depart for their weekly visit to the art-house theater. “She’s
so lazy sometimes, I hate it, I wish she’d—"

“She’s sweet to me, Pablo,” said Julian flatly. The defensive edge to his
voice somehow made Paul remember that Julian wasn’t actually any older than
he was.

Paul tried to grow accustomed to the visits. He tried to enjoy this other
version of Julian, if only for the flashes of humor and wry grace that managed to
break through the false earnestness. He tried to think of the dinner-table chatter
as a reprieve from his father’s absence instead of an affront to it. Still he caught
himself resenting this half-familiar boy at his side, making his little sister laugh
and his mother smile, talking through the silence as if he didn’t know or care that
it was there at all. Paul knew he was unsuited to this place he’d claimed, no
matter how easily he made himself fit.

Paul’s grandparents made a point of whisking him and his sisters out of the
house on Sundays. The custom had begun not long after the shiva, back when it
was ostensibly intended to allow Paul’s mother a few quiet hours to give
widowhood her undivided attention. Nowadays, as their daughter made it clear



nothing else would ever hold her attention again, his grandparents seemed to
make the overture more toward the Fleischer children themselves—a chance,
however brief, to pretend nothing had changed at all.

It was such a beloved reprieve for them that even Audrey still participated.
At their grandparents’ house, all the unnatural seriousness would leave her. Paul
liked Audrey better there, where she laughed as loudly as she wanted and told
outrageous stories about her musician friends. She wasn’t back to normal—none
of them were—but it was enough of an improvement that they always dreaded
having to go home again.

Sunday’s entertainments were never elaborate. Lunch was usually Shabbat
leftovers and oddments from the freezer; as far as Paul could tell, his
grandparents’ music collection was comprised of the same thirty jazz standards,
recorded in slightly different orders and styles. But the very monotony was
soothing in a way that few things in his world managed to be.

Nothing ever changed at his grandparents’ house. The two of them scarcely
even seemed to age, and had remained robust well into their sixties. His
grandmother was a restless hummingbird of a woman, shorter even than his
mother, with a cloud of steel-gray hair and a rapid Brooklyn patois. His
grandfather was her opposite, tall and somber-faced; he carried himself with the
lumbering deliberation of a draft horse. They liked to tell the story of their first
meeting in the back of a police van in the twenties—a pair of restless idealists
pouring their lives into labor activism. But in their old age they shared an idyllic
stasis. They filled in each other’s gaps so thoroughly that it felt inconceivable
that they could exist separately; at lunch they always sat elbow-to-elbow,
speaking in overlap and borrowing freely from each other’s plates. Paul believed
in his own death far more conclusively than he believed in theirs. He knew it
must have occurred to them that one day the stasis would have to end—that one
would have to go before the other, that the wallpaper would be torn down and
the house sold, Ella Fitzgerald and Benny Goodman divided between their
daughters’ basements. But they gave no indication that they believed in endings
at all, for themselves or for anything outside of them, and that was nearly enough
to forget he believed, either. He remembered his parents bringing them here
during the Cuban Missile Crisis. The house had had the same effect then—it
could dull a cataclysm into background noise.

“...not as if I didn’t think he had it coming.” Paul was only half listening to
Audrey’s story. “But all I’'m saying, you can’t kick a chair out from under some
drunk yutz and claim that’s a ‘revolutionary action against the bourgeoisie.’”

“Never heard that one before,” said Paul’s grandmother as she brought her
teacup to her lips. She exchanged a wry look with his grandfather, who raised his



eyebrows and said nothing. “I thought your generation wanted to liberate the
proletariat through peace and love?”

“No one I’d hang out with,” said Audrey airily. “I have no patience for that
self-righteous do-nothing flower power bullshit—sorry, Bubbe.”

“Such language, Audrey,” said his grandmother, unfazed. “You’ll burn your
Zayde’s ears.”

Paul let his attention fade again. His family allowed him to be quiet, which
was a rare mercy, especially now. While the others picked at the crumbs of their
meal, Paul worked aimlessly in his sketchbook. He was trying to plot out a
painting—he had the image in his head of a human figure overtaken by flora, the
torso erupting with ferns and wildflowers. But whenever he started in on the
details, he decided he didn’t like the composition. He sketched and erased until
the paper was ragged, but he couldn’t seem to force himself to give up and turn
the page.

Eventually his grandmother recruited Laurie and Audrey to help her put the
kitchen in order. “Let’s not get underfoot,” his grandfather said to him; he spoke
so casually that Paul didn’t detect any cause for concern until it was too late.

He gathered up his belongings and followed his grandfather into the living
room, eyeing the chessboard by the fireplace. He thought about rearranging the
pieces, but couldn’t quite remember the configuration of Kazlauskas v. Kaplan.
Even if he could have, though, the queen sacrifice felt oddly personal—as if its
beauty should belong to him and Julian alone.

His grandfather switched on the television at a low volume, turning the
channel dial until it landed on a static-frayed hockey game. “Your mother tells
me she hardly sees you anymore,” he said. He settled heavily onto the couch and
motioned for Paul to do the same. “Says you’re always out with friends.”

“She’s exaggerating.” Paul sat on the edge of the cushion and tried to
become raptly interested in his sketchbook. “Friend, in the singular.”

“Give it time, they tend to multiply.” His grandfather had an odd air of self-
satisfaction, as if he’d thought of a joke he wasn’t in the mood to share. “What’s
he like, this Julian?”

“Um—I don’t know. He’s cool.”

“What do the kids say nowadays—he’s groovy?”

“Ugh, Zayde, don’t do that.” Paul pulled a face rather than smile. “Not
groovy, just cool.”

“You two get into any trouble?”

“Of course not,” Paul answered quickly, but he knew as soon as he spoke
that it wasn’t the right answer. “I mean, not really.”

“A little trouble is a good thing for a young person,” his grandfather said.



“All the old stick-in-the-muds are afraid of the young people making trouble and
shaking things up. Might as well give them something to fuss about.”

He thought that might be the end of it. The quiet was broken only by the low
hum of commentary from the television and the occasional flurry of
conversation in the kitchen. When his grandfather spoke again, he still gave the
impression of telling himself a private joke.

“Mind you,” he said, “you do want to be careful about girl trouble.”

“There’s no girl.” Paul knew that this was another wrong answer, but he was
too desperate to shut down the conversation to care.

“There’s always a girl,” said his grandfather. “Especially once you get a
couple of teenage boys together, and they have an audience they need to
impress. [ wasn’t born yesterday, Paulie, I know what boys get up to.”

His grandfather appeared to read his revulsion as mere embarrassment. Paul
stared at the television and curled inward like a dying spider.

“A bit of girl trouble is normal. Like I said—everything in moderation. And
it’s good for you especially, because it’ll teach you not to be shy when it comes
time to find the kind of girl you want to marry. Just don’t let yourself get talked
into any girl trouble you’ll end up regretting. Do you understand what I’'m
saying, here?”

The distant strains of jazz from the kitchen radio had taken on a cloying
sweetness. Paul abruptly wanted to escape the safe, soft confines of this house,
to let himself feel everything its walls kept at bay.

“It’s good, though,” said his grandfather. “We’re all glad you’re starting to
make friends, Paul. Didn’t I always say it would get easier once you were out of
high school? And it’ll only get better from here on out—when you’re a doctor
and you’re married to a nice girl, you’ll look back on the hardest years and
you’ll think, ‘I can’t believe how easily it all came together once it really
counted.’ I believe that. I hope you can, too.”

Paul’s family had been telling him this for years. It was the only story they
knew, and they told it relentlessly because they thought they were doing him a
kindness. All he could do was force a smile and hope that they would all be gone
before he had a chance to disappoint them.

“I’s fine if you don’t like it. Just give it a chance.”

There was a check from his parents burning a hole in Julian’s pocket—for
expenses, allegedly, on top of what they spent on his room and board. There was
always plenty left over after the few expenses he did have, and it didn’t seem to
occur to Julian to save it. Instead it went toward small relentless gifts, and the



movies and meals he insisted on paying for. Today he seemed to be spending the
bulk of the money on records. Paul counted seven so far, and not one that he
would have picked out himself. Julian was most enthusiastic about the one he’d
selected now. It was a replacement, Julian claimed, for one his father had taken
away and burned. The anecdote was so outlandishly cruel that Paul wasn’t sure
he believed it. He would have called it a lie outright if not for the matter-of-fact
way Julian told him, as if he didn’t consider it remarkable at all.

Awful as the story was, though, Paul nearly understood why it had happened.
The singer’s photograph made him look very much like a woman, rawboned and
imperious. Paul couldn’t look directly at the record sleeve without feeling a
flood of embarrassment, so he avoided seeing it, as if he were shying away from
eye contact with an acquaintance he didn’t want to acknowledge.

The listening booths were tucked away behind the jazz section, far from the
front counter where Audrey and her friend were pretending to be busy. The
booth was so narrow that there were only inches between him and Julian, no
matter how small Paul tried to make himself. Julian, however, didn’t appear to
mind. He let Paul hold the stack of records while he squirmed free of his
peacoat; Paul tried not to notice the way the striped fabric of his T-shirt pulled
and slid over his torso as he moved.

“Ninety seconds. Not even the whole song.” Julian closed the distance
between them to hand him the headphones. “Either you’ll be in love by the end
of the first chorus or you’ll never get it.”

The booth walls blocked the sounds of the store, but the headphones muffled
even the hush; all Paul could hear was his own heartbeat and a soft hiss of static.
The closeness of their bodies was overwhelming—the shadows at the hollow of
Julian’s throat, the clean wintry smell of his skin. When he sidled past to put on
the record, his hand brushed Paul’s chest. It was an accident of proximity, but it
still sent a jolt through him. He pulled off the headphones and started to recoil,
but Julian stopped him with a glance.

He almost expected Julian to hit him. Instead he lifted the headphones again
and placed them firmly over Paul’s ears.

“Listen.”

Julian watched his face, patient and prompting, as if he still cared about
Paul’s verdict on a song he could barely be bothered to hear. Julian’s smile was
impassive and absolutely opaque.

Paul had heard parts of the song before, drifting up from Audrey’s basement
bedroom or in snatches from the car radio. He’d thought it pleasant enough, if a
little frivolous, but now he felt too sick from shame to keep listening.

“Didn’t like it?”



“I’m weird about music,” said Paul to his shoes. “Sorry. It doesn’t mean I
don’t think it’s any good, I just . ..”

Julian stopped the record and returned it carefully to its sleeve. “It’s all right.
We don’t have to be twins.” He said it carelessly, but that only worsened the
sting.

They emerged into the low thrum of The Dark Side of the Moon playing on
the PA system. Audrey and her friend Joanne looked up as they approached, but
Joanne quickly decided they weren’t her problem and went back to sorting the
singles rack. She was tall and glamorous, with a tasseled macramé vest and an
immaculate Afro. Like most of Audrey’s friends, Paul could tell she’d been a
kind of cool in high school that he was constitutionally unable to comprehend,
much less emulate.

“Sure you don’t want to take home the whole shelf?” said Audrey. It was a
sharper remark than she pretended, but Julian feigned cheerful oblivion.

“I want to get his, too.” Julian caught Paul’s elbow when he tried to retreat.
“Don’t be dumb, it’s your birthday next month anyway. This one still hasn’t
forgiven Dylan for going electric, has he, Audrey?”

“He likes what he likes,” said Audrey coolly, though she’d been teasing Paul
about his music tastes for the better part of a decade. “It’s good that he’s got
guns to stick to, instead of turning his record collection into a performance of the
kind of person he wants to be.”

“Well, I find it very charming,” said Julian, scrupulously amiable but
brooking no argument. “I hope that was clear.”

Paul reluctantly allowed Julian to pull his lone record out of his hands. He
could feel his sister watching him, but he refused to meet her eyes.

“Do you have any idea what Ma’s doing for dinner?” Audrey asked him over
Julian’s shoulder.

“She isn’t.” Not wanting to look at either of them, Paul stared at the bracelets
on Audrey’s wrist. “It’s fine, there are TV dinners.”

“Ugh, hell with that, I’ll make us some spaghetti or something.” She
exaggerated her annoyance to conceal her worry. “Want we should do the
candles this week, at least? I’ll be in a little late, but no one wants to eat when
the sun goes down at fucking two in the afternoon anyway.”

“We’re not going to be home, I don’t think.” It was only after speaking that
Paul noticed the jarring, conspicuous we; Audrey’s lips twitched when he said it,
as if she were fighting the urge to echo it in disbelief. “Sorry—next week, for
sure. I’ll help cook and everything.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Audrey slid Julian’s change across the counter, but
Paul could tell she was still watching him. “All right, enjoy, stay warm out



there . . . See you at home, Pablo.”

It would have been better to pretend the jibe barely registered. Instead he
froze and pressed his elbows into his sides to keep from covering his face.
Audrey could only have heard the nickname by listening in on a private
conversation, and her scrutiny felt all the more invasive because she treated it
like a joke.

Julian paused, forearm propped on the exit door. He glanced back at Paul,
eyebrows raised as if in polite impatience.

“Don’t,” Paul said quietly.

“What, isn’t that your name now?” said Audrey with skeptical amusement,
but her smile faded when he didn’t laugh.

“Not to you, it isn’t,” he said, and he hurried to join Julian at the door before
she could protest.

As they made their way along the icy sidewalk, Julian pushed down the back
of Paul’s scarf and rested one gloved hand on the nape of his neck. The touch
moved hot through Paul’s body, but Julian’s eyes were serene, even cold. Julian
held Paul’s gaze for a long moment. Then he smiled, straightened his spine, and
pushed Paul to keep walking.

“They’re nice people,” Julian said carelessly, and it took Paul a moment to
parse that he was changing the subject. “Your family, I mean—they like you.
But they don’t understand you, do they?”

It was the first time he’d ever known Julian to miscalculate. It was a strange
mistake for him, trying to chip away at something that wasn’t there. It was ugly
enough to know that Audrey thought he needed protecting; no matter how many
vulnerabilities Paul had let Julian collect, he couldn’t let them lead Julian to
believe the same thing.

“I don’t know if I want them to understand me,” Paul answered, and he felt a
little less powerless when he saw the falter in Julian’s smile.



6.

Julian could never sit still while he was talking to his parents. He drummed

his fingertips on the wall of the pay phone kiosk, biting the inside of his cheek as
he listened. Paul leaned against the wall opposite him, watching the small, tense
movements of the muscles in Julian’s jaw and neck.

“Yeah, they’re not very good.” Julian spoke to his father in a flat, clipped
tone. “I don’t know why you’re torturing yourself getting invested.”

Mr. Fromme was following the college’s mediocre lacrosse team in what
struck Paul as a poignantly pathetic attempt to cultivate a common interest with
his son. Julian had even less interest in this subject than his father did, but
without it they would have had hardly anything to discuss at all.

“Did he really?” Julian looked toward Paul, rolled his eyes, and pulled his
necktie sideways in a pantomime of a noose. “Well, how nice for him—so how
does that one rate next to, I don’t know, the one at Harvard? . .. I’m not, Dad,
I’m very happy for him, I know both of you have worked hard for this . . .”

Julian always wanted Paul nearby for his weekly call home. At first Paul
hadn’t understood why. Julian never mentioned Paul to his parents, even though
he offered regular updates on the childhood friends whose letters arrived
postmarked from New England college towns and tony boarding schools. He
would sometimes go the entire call without meeting Paul’s eyes once; when he
spoke to his mother he usually did so in French, which Paul knew was partly
intended to prevent him from listening in.

But there was inevitably a moment that Julian would retreat to monosyllables
and long silences, and the lie of his self-assurance would collapse around him.
Paul knew he was being trusted with something no one else would ever see. That
Julian never discussed it afterward was immaterial. The mere existence of
Julian’s vulnerability was an immense and terrible secret, and keeping it was as
much a burden as a privilege. It sent a long ugly fracture through everything
Paul knew about him, and he struggled sometimes to remember that Julian had
enough resolve to hold himself together in spite of it.

Something his father said made Julian’s face fall. He shut his eyes and drew
a deep, slow breath. It frightened Paul how readily he yielded to the pain, almost
as if he were so used to it that it bored him. By the time he exhaled, the grief had
disappeared again; Paul couldn’t tell if it had passed through him or if he’d just
absorbed it so completely that Paul couldn’t see it anymore.

Julian didn’t meet Paul’s eyes, but he closed the distance between them and
rested their foreheads together.



“Ha ha. I suppose so.” His skin was warm, but the overhead lights cast long
shadows under his eyelashes that made him look sickly and cold. “T’1l try.
Thanks, Dad.”

Calling home always put Julian in a volatile mood. After he hung up, he
broke away from Paul unceremoniously and sidled out of the booth, rolling his
shoulders as if he were shrugging off a too-tight jacket.

He lit a cigarette as he climbed the stairs to his dorm room, not looking back
to see if Paul would follow him. Paul thought about leaving until Julian’s ill
temper had ebbed; he decided, as always, that there was more honor and loyalty
in enduring it.

Julian didn’t slam the door behind him, which was the only evidence of an
invitation. Paul lingered in the doorway while Julian picked up an ashtray and
threw himself onto the bed. He crossed his booted ankles on the quilt and blew a
mouthful of smoke at the ceiling.

“If I have to deal with one more person today, I’ll fucking kill myself.”

Paul almost snapped at him, but he didn’t want to explain why the threat
made him feel sick. Instead he said, very quietly, “I can leave.”

“Don’t be dumb,” said Julian, “you don’t count.”

That stirred something inside him, something ill-defined but instantly
calming.

Paul sidled inside and shut the door. Julian watched impassively before
rolling to one side to ash his cigarette. Paul pocketed his glasses and sat on the
bed, still a little wary, but Julian pulled him down by the back of his shirt.

“I don’t feel like getting lunch after all,” Julian said. If he was sorry, he
didn’t sound it. He wrapped one arm around Paul’s neck and held him in place.

“It’s fine,” said Paul. “I’m not that hungry.”

They lay like that for a long while, Julian watching the ceiling, Paul
watching him. He tried to pour his consciousness only into the parts of his body
that Julian touched. He wanted to forget everything but the way Julian’s blood
ran a little hotter than his own, how the warmth of him pooled just below his rib
cage and at the hollow of his throat.

“I don’t understand why you haven’t tried it yet,” Julian said carelessly. He
glanced at Paul’s mouth, so fleetingly that he might have imagined it. “I
wouldn’t stop you, if that’s what you’re worried about. You could do anything to
me and I’d let you.”

It didn’t surprise him that Julian had asked, but he still felt a shock of shame
—mnot at the desire itself, but at the fact that Julian could see him. He wasn’t
ready to be seen, not yet. He hadn’t done anything to earn it.

“It just—" He started from the beginning, trying to steady his stammer. “It



feels like it would be disrespectful.”

“I don’t need you to treat me respectfully. I’'m not made of glass.”

When Paul still didn’t move, Julian sighed and turned his gaze back toward
the ceiling.

“Tell me you love me, at least,” he said quietly. “Please. I need to know
somebody does.”

When Paul shut his eyes, he could pretend someone else was speaking.
Someone he hadn’t become yet; someone who deserved to speak.

“I love you,” he said, and once he’d spoken, the words took hold of his
tongue like a prayer. Julian pulled him nearer, but he didn’t dare open his eyes. I
love you. I love you. I love you.



/.

T'heir classmates never seemed to find the film clips troubling. Distasteful,

perhaps, in the same way as a flayed specimen or a foul chemical smell. When
Paul couldn’t stand to look, he watched the others instead, their faces lit moon-
white by the screen. He’d kept an eye on the girl from Physics a few weeks ago,
while the class watched Japanese children wither slowly from cancer in
unforgiving black and white. Here was her discipline’s crowning achievement,
mirrored in the lenses of her glasses so he couldn’t quite see her eyes. He should
have seen shame in her face, but it wasn’t there. All he saw was distant
revulsion.

His classmates’ faces were the same today—politely repelled, with no
evidence of anything so unscientific as an emotion. Today’s clip wasn’t as
showy as some of the others had been. There was no gore, no disfiguration, no
animal vivisection in service of some “higher purpose.” But when Paul watched
it too closely, he could hardly stand to keep his eyes open.

The experiment was notorious; Paul hadn’t heard of it, but Julian had. It was
a dire practical joke, played decades ago on unsuspecting Yale boys who still
wore suits to class. They weren’t the subjects, the researchers claimed—they
were just helping, seeing if they could help a fake subject at the other end of an
intercom pass a quiz by punishing him whenever he got an answer wrong. A
little zap of electricity, barely painful, until they were told to turn up the voltage
notch by notch and the victim begged them to stop.

The victim’s pain wasn’t real, of course, but the subjects thought it was. The
subjects squirmed, giggled with alarm, occasionally even asked the researchers
whether this was really all right. But they didn’t stop. Even when the dial said
the voltage had edged from painful into dangerous; even when the unseen
victim’s pleas faded away, and he stopped responding at all. They didn’t
question it, because the researchers wore white coats and spoke with authority,
and that meant they must know what they were doing.

The subjects weren’t cruel people, the narration claimed. They just didn’t
think.

Before the film played, Julian had told Strauss it was the reason he’d chosen
to study social psychology. Paul felt an unwanted surge of fury toward him now
for having the capacity to be fascinated—for the way Julian could look at the
truth, even feel it, without it overwhelming him.

The light afterward was a shock. Strauss lifted the projection screen with a
clatter; behind it on the blackboard, THE MILGRAM EXPERIMENT had been scrawled



large.

Strauss rested his hands on his hips before speaking. The chalk left silver
shadows on his clothes.

“Mr. Fromme,” he said, “perhaps you can get us started. What was so
controversial about this experiment?”

Paul didn’t even parse the question at first, because it was inconceivable that
Strauss wanted them to argue about the mechanics of the experiment itself. It
missed the point so decisively that it felt deliberate.

“What was controversial about it? Honestly, the fact that nobody liked the
results,” Julian said. “I mean, they dress it up in a lot of hand-wringing about
informed consent and whether the subjects experienced undue distress and all
that. But I think if the findings had made us feel good about ourselves, nobody
would care one way or the other about the methodology.”

“Oh, come on, we spend half this class talking about how science has a
responsibility to treat ‘the human variable’ with kid gloves,” said the girl from
Physics. “But when it’s your discipline, suddenly it’s hand-wringing.”

“The difference is, the human variable chose its own outcome this time. The
experiment was about the decisions the subjects would make—they made them
under false pretenses, sure, but they made them of their own free will. If they got
their feelings hurt because they learned they were Eichmanns waiting for a
Hitler, that’s on them.”

“In other words, it’s all right to mess with their heads because they had it
coming,” Brady interjected. “It’s a nasty trap to spring, and I don’t even think
you can make broad inferences from it—it’s such an artificial scenario, so to
extrapolate from it into real-life applications . . .”

“And if there’s really no way to gather that data without inflicting that kind
of distress on the subjects, even if the data were informative,” the girl went on,
“I don’t see how it’s even worth it to try.”

Strauss was busy making notes on the chalkboard. The room had turned
decisively against Julian. Several students were nodding along; others still wore
their looks of mild disgust, as if the experiment was just another film-strip horror
that had failed to touch them.

Under the accumulated weight of their indifference, something inside him
collapsed.

“It is worth it.”

Paul’s voice trembled, but it still left silence in its wake.

“You don’t get to complain about a test being a ‘trap’ when it’s your own
decisions that cause you to fail it.” His stammer was rising to the surface, but he
didn’t care. “It’s—the experiment proves that people only respond to the



authority, they have no sense of morality themselves—we need to know that,
science needs to know that. I don’t care how upset they got about learning what
they were.”

“Mr. Fleischer certainly isn’t alone,” said Strauss quickly, as if to smooth
things over before they got out of hand, “in finding the ethical implications of
the results themselves disturbing—"

“Hold on now,” Brady said, affronted but calm, holding up his hands as if in
self-defense. “At the end of the day, these are ordinary people. It’s natural to
trust authority, so of course most people do. This experiment was predicated on
abusing that trust. Drawing the worst imaginable conclusions about the subjects,
based solely on an extreme and contrived situation that put them under immense
stress—”

“Crying crocodile tears afterwards about the atrocities you commit isn’t
morally exculpatory.” Red flooded the edges of Paul’s vision. He could feel his
pulse in his teeth. “Tell me what makes them different from every Nazi who
‘just followed orders’ and only felt bad about it after the fact. Don’t you dare ask
me to fucking pity them.”

The high wave of adrenaline swelled through him and then receded into the
shallows.

In the ringing quiet, the others all stared. Some were irritated, others on the
verge of nervous laughter, but none showed any sign of comprehension. All they
could see was the rule he had broken, one of the innumerable unwritten
boundaries of politeness designed to protect them.

Only Strauss was grim with compassion, as if he understood too well for his
own comfort. His hands reminded Paul sharply of his father’s—fine dark hairs,
knuckles thickened by early-stage arthritis. It was Strauss, in the end, whose
presence Paul couldn’t bear any longer.

He didn’t speak; he wasn’t sure he could. He retreated up the lecture hall
steps as quickly as he could without running. He realized too late that he’d left
his belongings at his desk, but he refused to turn back. The hallway was
deserted. Paul ducked into the bathroom—empty, cold, lit by fluorescence so
that every detail screamed. He filled his hands with frigid water and cradled his
face and throat, then lifted his glasses to splash another handful over his eyes.

Slowly, Paul turned off the faucet. There was a strange sound in the room,
rapid and rhythmic, that Paul thought at first must be coming from a faulty pipe.
It took him a long time to recognize it as his own breathing. His reflection
looked inhuman and barely familiar.

He didn’t see Julian follow him into the washroom; he just wicked into being
like a ghost. He leaned against the counter, already dressed to leave, Paul’s



knapsack and coat draped over one arm. The harsh light clarified the filaments of
artery in the whites of Julian’s eyes.

“I’ve had all the bourgeois apologetics I can stomach for one day, I think,”
said Julian. “We can go once you’re ready.”

“Where are we going?” Paul asked, but Julian only shrugged. Paul tried to
scrutinize his reflection, but he could hardly stand to meet his own eyes. “Do |
look normal? I can’t tell if I look normal.”

“You never do,” said Julian dismissively. “Thank god for it.”

“You know what I mean, though, do I look—you know—"

Julian handed him his coat, gentle and impatient in equal measure.

“You’re fine. Not that you need to care. Think for a second about what
‘normal’ means.”

They were headed to the river; that was all either of them bothered to know.

Paul waited in the snow while Julian conned a liquor store clerk out of a bottle of
bourbon. It shouldn’t have worked, but even from the other side of the plate
glass it was a convincing pantomime—Julian searching his wallet for a
nonexistent driver’s license, all apologies and sheepish smiles, until it yielded an
Okay, just this once. “You can get away with anything,” Julian had told him
beforehand, “as long as you act like an authority on the truth.” It sickened Paul a
little to watch Julian prove this right.

“So what happened after I left?”

They were passing the bottle between them as they walked, as if there were
no chance anyone might notice them, as if they were the authority on whether or
not they were visible. There was a hum of unease in Paul’s body, but he didn’t
think it was from the drink. He couldn’t remember his heartbeat slowing since
they left.

“Don’t pay attention to them,” said Julian bitterly. “I mean it. You use other
people’s useless fucking opinions as an excuse to hate yourself—”

“I don’t care what they think. I just need to know whether I have to drop the
class.”

Julian considered this around a mouthful of alcohol. Then he swallowed hard
and shrugged. It was a superficially careless gesture, but Paul recognized it as
the first gust at the head of a hurricane—Julian’s face was the mask of vibrant
serenity that always marked his cruelest whims.

“It’s a very complex case,” he said, but it was no longer him speaking. His
body language was changing; his gestures became less expansive, emphatic but
constrained, hands held awkwardly, as if he had been an ungainly child long ago



and had never quite forgotten it. “There is, as you can imagine, a fair bit of
historical resonance, some still very recent—"

“Stop that.”

“—was intended, certainly, to provoke a discussion, and it’s natural for
emotions to run high.” Julian brought his free hand to his face, as if to push a
pair of wire-framed glasses up the bridge of his nose. There was no trace of him
left; he’d even borrowed Strauss’s voice, dropping from tenor to baritone as if
the shape of his throat had changed. “We cannot fault any of our colleagues for
responding to the real-world implications—"

“Stop it,” Paul pleaded. “I mean it. It’s horrible—”

“If you can’t be objective, the least you can do is recognize your own bias.”
Julian had shifted to Brady’s self-satisfaction and blunt gestures as easily as
donning a coat. “Put in the effort to gain some distance, or recuse yourself before
you hurt your argument by—"

“I’ll knock your teeth in if you don’t stop.” Paul didn’t know whether he was
talking to Julian or to the simulacrum of Brady, and he didn’t care. “I mean it, I
swear to god—"

It was over as suddenly as it had begun. Julian relaxed back into his own
body and flashed Paul a wide showman’s grin.

“Not bad, right? That’s my party trick—five minutes of observation, and I
can do anyone. I do a great one of my dad. His underlings all love it, and he
can’t stand it.”

Paul took the bottle and drank; it seemed the only thing to do before making
what he already knew would be a mistake. The alcohol scorched the inside of his
throat.

“So you’d be able to do me,” he said. “Wouldn’t you?”

A pause.

“I could, I suppose,” said Julian. “But you wouldn’t want me to.”

“Don’t tell me what I want.”

Julian stopped walking. He looked very young in that moment, wind-bitten
and flush with drink, and Paul could see the effort it took for him to keep his
gaze steady. His smile had become opaque and careful.

“Go on.” Paul stood in front of him, watching, not sure what he expected or
wanted to expect. At his side he held the bottle by the neck; its brown wrapper
was freckled with melted snow. “I want you to. I won’t be angry.”

He could see Julian’s disbelief, then the impulsive resolve as he decided to
make the mistake along with him. Without asking if he could, Julian reached
forward and pulled Paul’s glasses from his face.

“If you insist,” he said. When he put on the glasses, he disappeared behind



them.

There was nothing cruel about it, except for its accuracy. Paul hadn’t already
noticed all the details Julian observed in him, but he still knew instinctively that
they were true, the same way he would have known his own face even after
years without a mirror. He watched Julian’s shoulders sag as he curled in on
himself like a too-tall weed growing in the shade. He recognized the solemn bow
of his head and the anxious sharp line of his jaw, and the truth in the way his
hands moved, their halting delicate gestures like fine-petaled flowers bowing in
a breeze.

Paul could have accepted it if not for the frailty there, the uncertainty and the
overwhelming fear. He couldn’t see anything about himself that was immune to
yielding to the right lie—to biting his tongue and saying “Yes, okay, just this
once.” The transformation was perverse and unforgivable. It was evolution in
reverse.

Julian only maintained the illusion for a few seconds. He exhaled hard when
he let it fall.

“How do you stay sane, Pablo?” The sincerity in Julian’s voice took both of
them by surprise. “It’s exhausting. Everything’s so bright and sharp, it’s like
there’s nothing protecting you—"

Paul didn’t notice that Julian was reaching toward him until he’d already
snatched his glasses back and turned away. He walked quickly, barely noticing
the cold.

It took Julian some effort to catch up. There was a hazy echo in his
breathing, like music from a dusty speaker.

“You said you wouldn’t be angry,” he said. He took firm hold of Paul’s arm,
as if to hinder his pace, but when Paul slowed down, he didn’t let go.

“I’m not. Not at you.”

“Don’t even try,” said Julian almost gently. “You know you’re just about the
worst liar I’ve ever met.”

Down toward the river. The bottle was drunk down enough by now that it

sloshed like a full stomach. They crossed over the railyard on a pedestrian bridge
caked in graffiti; as they made their way along the waterfront, the sidewalk
gradually crumbled from the outside in, until the asphalt finally gave way to tar-
blackened gravel and long gray grass.

They came upon an abandoned building. It had been a slaughterhouse once,
according to the fading letters whitewashed onto the brick. Moss streaked the
windows and climbed the walls; the corrugated metal doors were creased with



rust. The only sign of life was a mushroom cloud spray-painted onto one of the
doors, captioned, in jaunty block letters, WALK IT OFF SUNSHINE.

Julian climbed over the chain-link fence, holding his cigarette between his
teeth. Paul passed the bottle to Julian and dropped his knapsack onto the gravel,
then cautiously followed after him. The rusting wires shivered and squealed
under Paul’s weight, and it took him a moment to convince himself to climb the
rest of the way.

“How long has it just been sitting here, do you know?”

Paul shook his head. Julian finished his cigarette and ashed it on the heel of
his boot. With his coat collar turned up, leaning carelessly against the fence, he
looked like a film still of James Dean. Paul could never decide if Julian was
borrowing mannerisms from the movies or if it was the other way around—that
the movies were trying to synthesize an image that came to Julian naturally.

Paul turned away and tucked his glasses into his breast pocket. Then he
scooped up a rock, tossed it from his right hand to his left, and pitched it straight
through a windowpane.

He thought he heard Julian speak, but a wool-thick quiet had settled over
him, and no sound could penetrate. He worked his way along the bank of
windows, smashing them column by column, each filthy mirror to the sky
collapsing backward into black. Empty panes gaped, ringed with fragments of
glass like broken teeth. He could imagine nothing beyond this moment; there
was no reason, no goal. He had been here all his life.

Then the final pane fell away and he had a body again—sore muscles and
roaring blood and fierce mortal heart, skin taut against the chill and damp snow.
The air splintered in his chest, and what was left of his father lay in a box in the
frozen earth with a tunnel through his skull, and for all that he raged against it,
nothing had changed.

Paul sank down to the tangled grass and brushed the dirt from his hands. He
was too exhausted to cry, or to hate himself for wanting to. He wasn’t certain,
once he sat down, that he would be able to stand again.

Julian stood in front of him, carrying the bottle by its throat. His lips were
chapped, his nose and fingertips pink from the cold. For the first time since Paul
had known him, he looked uncertain. He offered the bottle, but Paul shook his
head. He couldn’t put a name to what he felt, but he knew it would be dishonest
not to feel it. He fought against what the alcohol was already doing; he wanted
the world to stay clear and sharp and unbearable.

Julian emptied the bottle into the snow. He knelt beside Paul cautiously, as if
he were approaching a wounded dog. When he touched Paul’s face, the gesture
seemed at least as experimental as it was affectionate.



“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You don’t have to.” Julian brushed Paul’s hair back from his face and
darted forward to press a kiss to his forehead. The gesture seemed to startle him
far more than it did Paul. “But there has to be something I can do. I can’t stand
it. What am I supposed to do?”

He didn’t remember how to speak. He couldn’t have given the answer even
if he’d had one.



8.

He would never get used to the scar. It looked like a dead tree, milk-white,

bare branches grasping. The whole right side of Julian’s torso was given over to
it. He claimed it didn’t hurt anymore, though he’d had it for so long that Paul
wasn’t sure how Julian could know what his body had felt like before. The lung
inside was so heavy with dead tissue that it didn’t remember how to be a lung
anymore. When Paul put his ear to Julian’s back, he could hear the asymmetry,
the way the left lung had to drink in almost more than it could hold in order to
keep its twin from drowning.

He had pictured Julian’s body wrought from marble, flawless and intangible
even under his undeserving touch. “You said you wouldn’t stop me,” Paul would
say, and Julian would let him take what he wanted, because he’d promised he
would. But even in his most shameful fantasies, that was all Paul let himself
expect. He never allowed himself to imagine Julian wanting him. In Paul’s mind
Julian only ever made himself an object. He was pliant and receptive; he would
surrender to him as smooth unbroken skin, as hips and collarbones and
acquiescent mouth. But if the imaginary Julian ever deigned to kiss him back, it
was only to draw forth another unanswered I love you. Paul could never reach
past Julian’s surface, no matter what he did to him.

When he arrived uninvited at Julian’s door the next day, it wasn’t the
unblemished immortal idol that had brought him there. Instead he came for the
boy who had tried in vain to comfort him, whose Kkiss at his forehead had felt
like an uncertain imitation of something he’d only ever seen in the movies. He
came because that kiss was as vulnerable in its way as Paul’s own unhappiness.
Paul wouldn’t even see the scar until after. It was enough just to perceive the
ones that Julian carried inside him, even if they were too elusive for Paul to
name.

Julian wasn’t expecting him. He was dressed for warmth, wool socks and
haphazard layers, more careless and aesthetically indifferent than he usually let
Paul see him. He answered the door with a book at his hip, marking the page
with his first two fingers.

He started to ask, then stopped.

There was a long silent moment of understanding each other—of panic
crashing through, so forcefully that it might have swept everything else away
with it. Then Julian took him by the arm and quickly pulled him inside.

After long desperate weeks of imagining him this way, it was frightening
how tangible he was now. There was nothing divine about him. When Paul



pushed him back against the door, part of him still expected Julian to withdraw
into himself, yielding and passive as a doll. But through their clothes Paul could
feel the spring-tight apprehension in Julian’s body. Paul only hesitated for a
moment. They were breathless, eyelash-close. The snow-dimmed light deepened
the color of Julian’s eyes like the sea under rain.

“Go ahead,” said Julian, almost too quietly to hear, and when Paul kissed
him it was as inevitable and instinctive as breathing.

They didn’t properly undress; it was rushed and clumsy. Paul kept losing
track of his own body, and when he found himself again, there was too much of
him—clothes clinging to his skin, the weight of his knee making the mattress
sigh. All that anchored him was the eager unhesitant way Julian touched him, the
unexpectedly gentle reassurances he murmured against his mouth. When Paul
couldn’t bear to meet his eyes any longer, he pressed his face to the shoulder of
Julian’s sweater and shut his eyes tight; Julian wrapped one hand around the
nape of his neck, soft and firm.

They lay together for a long time after, not speaking, the closed circuit still
echoing between them. Julian lifted Paul’s chin and studied his face, and Paul
could tell it was a deliberate mercy that he didn’t ask if he was all right.

Eventually Julian sidled out from under him. He rifled through his wardrobe,
then his drawer, gathering a clean shirt and sweater that were more carefully
matched than the ones they were replacing. He tugged off every layer at once,
undershirt and all. It felt nonsensically intrusive to watch him, and Paul almost
looked away, but when he caught his first glimpse of the scar he froze.

When Julian looked toward him again, Paul couldn’t turn away fast enough
to hide his face. Whatever Julian saw there, it didn’t appear to make him self-
conscious, much less hurt him.

It seemed impossible that Julian was still alive. The scar all but sliced him in
half, sternum to hip and midway up his back. It rendered the truth of Julian’s
body with startling brutality.

“Car accident, obviously. When I was ten. The most American way to die,
and I nearly managed it. The door peeled back like a sardine can, a big shard of
it went straight through me.” Julian spoke calmly, dreamily, as if he couldn’t
remember the pain—or as if he could remember, but chose not to struggle
against it because he knew it was part of him.

He folded the clothes over one arm and sat on the bed, and for a long
moment he watched Paul’s face. He was impassive, or almost; Paul could sense
there was some feeling that Julian wouldn’t let him see, even now.

“You can touch it if you want,” said Julian. It was as if he’d put his hand to
Paul’s chest and felt the shape of the impulse inside. “I thought you might like



it.”

It should have felt strange to touch him, but it didn’t, any more than touching
his own body. When he’d kissed Julian for the first time, all Paul could think
was Of course, and he would never forget the shiver that passed through Julian’s
chest as he gave himself over to it too. Of course. The feeling would have been
peaceful if not for the insidious way it made its way inside of him and took root.

There was a perverse beauty to the scar, holding Julian’s body together in
defiance of every force that had tried to pull it apart. Whenever Paul caught sight
of it, he would feel an echo of its texture in his hands, smooth and dense and just
slightly cooler than the surrounding skin.

The low winter sky grew heavier the longer the city bore its weight, and no

amount of rain or snow could rinse the filth from the air. Paul moved through his
days like a ghost, retreating to the farthest laboratory benches and the shadows
under burned-out lights at the back of lecture halls. Whenever he returned from a
run, there would be an invisible film of pollution on his skin, and no matter how
hard he scrubbed or how hot he ran the shower, the greasy feeling never quite
lifted away.

The synagogue sent them a postcard to remind them, as if they needed it.
There was a handwritten postscript from the rabbi, imploring them to “please
reach out without hesitation if there’s anything at all that you need”; Paul’s
mother hung the card on the refrigerator and covered the note with a magnet.

Dread seeped through the cracks in the house. His mother descended into a
quiet, frantic misery, so that he longed for the kind of unhappy she’d been just a
few weeks before. His sisters fled from the house as much as he did, seizing
every excuse they could to escape.

He compounded his grief relentlessly, like pushing at a sore tooth with his
tongue. He reread Silent Spring, then forced himself to press through Hiroshima
and Eichmann in Jerusalem. During classes he would sit very still and shatter
himself over and over, by flames and toxins and blunt force, until he was so
numb that it almost felt like indifference. When he imagined the moment of
death, he never let himself flinch. He had to look straight into the emptiness until
it felt real. That was the only way he could be certain he didn’t want it.

Paul could hardly stand to be apart from Julian anymore. There was little
reason for them to be separated for more than a few hours, and so they rarely
were—Paul only returned to his house to sleep, or for the few family dinners he
couldn’t avoid. When Julian was in class, Paul let himself into his dorm room
and waited until he got back. If Paul wasn’t in the mood to brave the public,



Julian would bring their meals up from the dining hall on clam-shelled paper
plates. On the days he was too miserable to eat or speak or even to sit upright,
Julian curled up next to him and let him rest his head on his hip while he read
aloud from a book of O’Hara or Mayakovsky. But even Julian couldn’t make the
dread ebb completely. It wouldn’t; not on its own. Something would have to
break. Last year it had been Danny Costello’s face.

The yahrzeit, when it came, was bitter and bleak, the sky so dark with the
threat of snow that the sun never seemed to rise. None of them had discussed
what to do about it, because that would have required acknowledging it in
advance. The debate over breakfast nearly turned ugly when Audrey, uneasily
irreverent, suggested that they go to the movie theater.

“We could pick at the movie on the way home,” she said, gesturing with her
coffee cup as she spoke. “Point out all the plot holes and correct every little
detail it got wrong. I think that would honor a part of Dad’s legacy that he was
pretty proud of.”

Paul nearly laughed, and Laurie started to smile, but their mother looked so
wounded and furious that they both looked away and sank into their seats.

“It was endearing,” Audrey protested. “It was just such a Dad thing. I
thought it would be nice to remember something funny and annoying that we
loved about him, instead of just the parts that are—"

“Your father deserves respect.” His mother’s voice was clipped and airless.
“He always did, Audrey. The least you could do is start showing it to him now.”

Paul could see the effort it took for Audrey to bite her tongue. He wished she
wouldn’t, and that the argument could devolve into the fight it wanted to be.
Instead it festered all morning without anyone daring to mention it.

After breakfast they took the candle to the cemetery in its little brass box. It
fell to Audrey to place it at the base of the headstone because she was the only
one who could stomach it. They waited in silence under the cobweb of black
branches, watching the candle flame gutter in the cold.

“Shouldn’t we say something?” said Laurie.

“Why?” Paul countered. “Who do we think is listening?”

But his mother was already drawing a deep inhale so that she could get
through the kaddish without collapsing. He joined her along with the rest of
them, because somehow there was still some comfort in following the pattern.
There was no argument over who they were to each other or what the absence
meant. Paul couldn’t forget the size of the void on the far side of the clouds, or
his sense that any being that could encompass it would be too terrible and
unfathomable to notice them at all. The only thing to pray to was the agreement
between the four of them, and between them and the centuries of blood and



bones that came before.

And then when they left, they were sick of each other again. They had to
withdraw; they had to pull themselves forward into another year of pretending to
forget.

“I want to go to services tonight, I think,” Laurie said tentatively in the car.
“Anyone want to go too?”

Audrey said nothing, wringing her hands in front of the heating vent as the
Buick sat idling. In the passenger seat Paul’s mother sat very still, and he could
tell she was imagining the same thing he was—the neighbors’ faces turning
toward them when the rabbi read his father’s name. Nearly all the neighbors had
been compassionate, which really meant deigning to pity. After it happened, the
wives had brought trays of food, while their husbands offered to make repairs
around the house and clean the gutters in the fall. But compassion didn’t mean
their faces wouldn’t register the gravity of his father’s final sin—their surprise at
having to hear his father’s name spoken aloud, among their own deserving loved
ones, as if he had any right to be mourned the same way.

“I’m sure your grandparents will go with you,” his mother said after a long
pause. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m just too tired today.”

Once they reached home, they scattered. Laurie escaped to their
grandparents’ house, Audrey to cover a friend’s shift at the record store. As Paul
was leaving, he saw the light flick on above the stairwell. He pictured his mother
leaning over the bathroom sink, tying her hair back into its plait with a Seconal
waiting on her tongue. Whenever he got home, whether in one hour or eight, he
knew she would be asleep.

When he boarded the bus to campus, he was barely conscious of where he
was going—he was preoccupied by fantasies of crashing, every anonymous
body around him torn and battered. At first he imagined dying alongside the rest
of them, agony splintering through him, perfect understanding and then perfect
oblivion. He asked himself if this was what he wanted, and he kept asking until
he could believe his own answer. Paul was still braver than his father. He would
try to survive like Julian, defiant, holding his body together through sheer will to
live.

Paul was in his winter clothes, hat pulled low over his red hair and one of
Julian’s old scarves covering his face, but the other boys in the dormitory still
recognized him. They never got used to Paul’s comings and goings. Often they
muttered to one another as he passed; occasionally he heard a ring of jeering
laughter.

He couldn’t relax until he’d put Julian’s door between him and the world
outside. It wasn’t that he was afraid of the others, exactly. But he remembered



Danny Costello crumpled on the linoleum, blood-slick hands covering his head.
He remembered how suddenly the dread had receded, how every other sensation
was buried beneath the thrill of relief. Paul didn’t trust himself to listen too
closely to what the boys said outside the door. If he heard the wrong thing, he
knew his self-control would snap.

Julian was out, but he’d left his day planner open on his desk (group proj.
mtg., 12—2ish—bring Goffman—do not concuss K. with it). Paul shed his shoes,
hat, and coat, but he kept the scarf close. It smelled like menthol drops and
orange peel and a dusty trace of smoke, deeply familiar and nothing like home.

He set aside his glasses and lay on the unmade bed in his cemetery clothes,
watching the signal flags catch on the eddies of heat from the radiator. Outside
the window, at the outer edge of his vision, snow was finally falling.

When Julian returned, Paul drifted out of his uneasy sleep, consciousness
fanning outward petal by petal with the sound of Julian’s voice. There was a
fresh cool weight over his body—the blanket, he realized after a few seconds,
pulled up to cover him.

“I’m not sure if it’s the cold or the smog or both.” Julian was chatting idly as
he put away his belongings. Paul watched him from the corner of his eye as he
stepped out of his shoes. “But I’ve been a wheezy mess all week, it’s mortifying.
Listen, I sound like an accordion . . .”

He shut his eyes again until Julian had slid under the covers beside him.
They settled against each other a little gracelessly, more intent on closeness than
comfort. Paul pressed his mouth to Julian’s temples and wrists and the side of
his throat so that he could feel his pulse against his teeth. There were still a few
half-melted fragments of snow clinging to Julian’s hair, but they dissolved
between Paul’s fingers as soon as he touched them.

“Listen,” Julian said again, and drew a deliberate inhale. There was a ringing
haze in his breathing, air struggling to find a path around scar tissue. Paul feared
suddenly that a fissure would appear inside the broken lung. He pictured blood
bubbling up and spilling from Julian’s nose and mouth.

He looked away quickly, but Julian still saw some ugly truth in his face. Paul
felt Julian’s fingertips press into the side of his chest, as if he were measuring the
gaps between his ribs.

“Oh,” Julian said. “That was today, wasn’t it?”

Paul thought at first that the question perturbed him because he had told
Julian and then forgotten about it. Then he remembered that he hadn’t—
wouldn’t have, ever, even if he’d resolved to forget afterward. “I don’t...,” he
started to say.

“That was creepy of me.” Julian didn’t sound sorry. “I saw the postcard on



your mom’s fridge. I had to look up what it meant.” He added, “That’s one of
those things my family doesn’t do.”

There was a jarring gentleness in Julian’s voice, uncharacteristically wary,
but it didn’t entirely eclipse the cool verve of curiosity. Paul avoided Julian’s
eyes until he was certain he wouldn’t press for details. He knew, or thought he
knew, that Julian cared whether or not he was in pain—but there was also a part
of Julian that was fascinated by how the pain worked, just as he was fascinated
when Paul revealed a weakness or idiosyncrasy during a chess game. Perhaps he
scrutinized it in case he needed to use it someday. The alternative was that it was
curiosity for curiosity’s sake, which was almost more dangerous.

“There’s this idea in psychoanalysis that I’ve always liked.” Julian pulled
himself closer and rested his head in the crook of Paul’s arm. “It’s that what we
call ‘love’ is actually letting your identity fill in around the shape of the other
person—you love someone by defining yourself against them. It says loss hurts
because there’s nothing holding that part of you in place anymore. But your
outline still holds, and it keeps holding. The thing you shaped yourself into by
loving them, you never stop being that. The marks are permanent, so the idea of
the person you loved is permanent, too.”

Only as permanent as I am, Paul wanted to say, but being cynical in response
to Julian’s kindness would have been cheap.

“But I’ve always been shaped around you.” Paul had given up on trying not
to stammer through his sincerity; whenever he became embarrassed Julian would
kiss his forehead and promise to be charmed by it. “It’s different, you’re
different, it’s—I always think of a passage from the Symposium, this allegory
about people who started off as two halves of a whole, but then something cut
them apart, and they spend their whole lives looking for their other half so they
can fit themselves back together. And that’s how it feels, it hurts, it’s like I lost
you before I was born.”

“I don’t think you’ve ever felt anything that didn’t hurt you,” Julian said.
“We’ve found each other, out of everyone else in the world. Does that hurt,
too?”

Paul abruptly let go of Julian’s hair and slid his hand under the layers of
sweater and shirt. He felt the embossed ragged line of the scar and imagined how
deeply it threaded between muscle and interstice. Julian yielded as if Paul were
following his command.

“What happens if I lose you again?” Paul didn’t mean to ask it aloud, but he
couldn’t stop himself.

“You don’t.”

“How do I know that?”



A sharp, inscrutable smile. “You don’t.”

Paul could never forget, not quite, that the closeness between them was an
illusion. He had no scar to mirror Julian’s, because the wound that had cut them
into separate bodies was much older and deeper, invisible. When he kissed
Julian, there was always a moment when he believed they could heal the
division. But it didn’t matter how urgently or reverently they touched each other,
how inseparable they pretended to be. He couldn’t trust that they wouldn’t be
parted again, not so long as the separation still existed.



9.

Weeks ago, he’d tried to tell his family that he didn’t want them to do

anything for his birthday. They hadn’t listened last year, when the day came so
soon after the funeral that it still startled him to see his reflection in an
uncovered mirror. He had all but pleaded then, but they insisted. The cousins
brought gifts wrapped in bright crépe, and his grandmother baked a cake he
could barely taste, and they all pretended vehemently that he still had a
childhood left to indulge. If they’d been willing to make him endure that charade
for the sake of their sense of normalcy, then Paul knew that this year’s battle was
already lost. When the day arrived, there was nothing he could do but set his
shoulders, resolve to endure it, and try to convince his face to smile.

He had to get through the first half of the party without Julian. One of
Julian’s brothers was in town for the morning, and he insisted on being
entertained. (“A long layover on his way down from Dartmouth for a crew
meet,” Julian had explained, “which is a mortifying sentence, and I could kill
Henry for forcing me to utter it.”) So Paul spent the hours before Julian’s arrival
trying to fade into the wallpaper and avoid notice, which was difficult when the
festivities were ostensibly in his honor.

He could tell some of the family thought he was being churlish, no matter
how much he widened his eyes or how amiable a shape he tried to make with his
mouth. He did his best to absorb the small talk and best wishes, but he still
caught sight of Hazel and her daughter, Debbie, exchanging a look of
exasperation. He could hardly wait to get rid of us, one was thinking; It was
inevitable that at least one of those kids was going to turn out funny, answered
the other. They shared a discreet laugh, and Paul crushed his elbows against his
sides until the fury faded.

Julian was late; this wasn’t unusual for him, but it still stung. They started
lunch without him, twenty minutes after he was supposed to arrive. Finally there
was a tentative knock at his grandparents’ door, then a more decisive ring as
Julian figured out how to work the old-fashioned twist doorbell. He was waiting
on the porch with a hinged wooden box under one arm.

“I hope I didn’t miss lunch, it smells great,” said Julian with breathless
earnestness as he stepped into the foyer. Paul’s grandparents were waiting
behind him, and Paul could tell Julian was engineering a very specific first
impression. “I’m so sorry, my cabbie vastly overstated how well he knew the
neighborhood.”

“It’s fine,” Paul said, though he was quietly trying to discern whether the



excuse was actually true or just a plausible thing for Julian’s persona to say.

Paul’s grandparents had crept up beside him. His grandmother gave his
shoulder a quick, prompting tap, and Paul scrambled for the script he was
supposed to follow. “Um, right, so this is—I would like to introduce—Julian
Fromme, he’s my friend from school, Julian I would like to introduce my
grandparents Maurice and Flora Krakovsky—"

“A solid effort,” said Paul’s grandmother fondly, “although for future
reference, it may help to breathe. How are you, Julian? Let me take your coat,
we’ve got your plate in a warm oven . ..”

When his grandparents had drifted back out of earshot, Julian caught Paul’s
eye and smiled—his real smile, sly and electric.

“‘I would like to introduce,’” said Julian. “Poor Pablo. You’re so square,
you’re a cube.”

“Remind me, how much money did your parents spend on those nice straight
teeth?” Paul countered, and the smile became a grin.

“My brother says happy birthday, by the way,” Julian added. “Nice of him, I
suppose. When he’s President, you’ll be able to tell all your friends.”

“God, is that what he wants to be? Is he out of his mind?”

“Oh, our Henry wants whatever Father tells him he wants. There’s not a
single thought in his head that wasn’t bought and paid for by someone else, so
it’s really the perfect job for him.”

Paul soon forgot he’d ever been annoyed at Julian for being late. He even
forgot how anxious his family had made him all morning. If they paid him any
attention now, he no longer noticed; he imagined that in Julian’s presence they
had gone sun-blind, and that they would only perceive Paul himself as a faint
blur at the periphery. It freed him to speak, because anything he said would be
forgotten as soon as he’d spoken. Whenever Julian answered a question, Paul
caught himself joining in, trying to focus Julian’s brilliance to a fine, searing
beam. He tried to coax Julian into venturing past the bland, polite persona
designed to placate Paul’s mother. He prompted Julian to tell his most eloquent
stories, to talk about topics Paul knew he was so passionate about that he
wouldn’t be able to contain his enthusiasm. When Julian failed to divulge an
interesting detail, Paul did it for him, eagerly, as if the life he described were his
oW,

After the meal, the party began to dissipate. Charlie Parker faded out to soft
static, and neither grandparent hurried to replace him. A young cousin had a
temper tantrum, and his parents whisked him and his siblings home for their nap.
The Mount Lebanon cousins made their goodbyes next, pleading traffic, and
drove away into the torrent of late-winter rain. The rest of the group drifted into



the living room, where there was a fresh Duke Ellington record and more coffee.
Paul’s grandfather made a great show of cagily adding a splash of whiskey to
each mug (Laurie received no more than a teaspoon).

Julian had fallen quiet. He gave the impression of being serenely unguarded.
Paul lingered in the doorway to observe him, trying to decide whether he was
looking at the machinery or at the ghost that turned its gears.

He watched Julian reach toward the sugar bowl, the movements of his hands
and the way his shirt shifted over his shoulders. As he was collecting a third
sugar cube, he looked up and met Paul’s eyes with a ready smile. There was no
evidence of a shift, but Paul also knew better than to think he would be able to
detect it.

He returned the smile, wary and sincere, and sat alongside Julian in the
armchair.

“Anyone mind if I smoke?” Julian asked the room. He settled back as he
spoke, draping one arm carelessly around Paul’s neck. When no one objected,
Julian held a cigarette between his teeth and lit it one-handed. Paul tried to
imagine his own body moving with the same fluid grace.

“You never opened the one Julian brought,” Laurie pointed out after a while.
Sure enough, the box sat undisturbed in the front hallway. Paul had set it there
with the opened gifts, the inevitable hiking socks and hand-knit sweaters and
books that were almost, but not quite, the kind he actually liked.

“I figured, you know—Iater,” Paul said to his shoes, but she was already
rising to retrieve it. “I don’t like turning it into a performance.”

“It is later,” said Audrey. “All the cousins are gone, there’s nobody here but
us chickens.”

Paul hesitated before opening the box, wishing the others would take pity on
him and look away. He lifted the lid just far enough to parse the contents—then
shut it again and quickly fastened the latch.

“Are they the wrong kind?” Julian asked, with a guilelessness that might
even have convinced Paul if he hadn’t known better. “I can take them back and
get different ones, I just got the brand my mother said was good.”

“You know perfectly well,” said Paul quietly, but his stammer overtook him
and he couldn’t summon any words beyond that.

There was no preventing it. The box was pulled from his hands, its contents
inspected; there were appreciative murmurs and shared looks of tight-lipped
alarm.

Paul had hoped they wouldn’t know enough to understand, but they had the
same memories he did. A few summers ago he’d saved up for weeks, pulling
weeds and washing windows up and down the street, so that he could go to the



art supply shop near Carnegie-Mellon and buy a single tube of real carmine red.
He’d used every scrap of it, flattening the tube down to a sliver and then slicing
it open to scrape out the remnants. It hadn’t even been quite top-of-the-line, not
like these; the mere presence of the word artist instead of student on the label
had been so daunting that he was afraid to open it once he had it.

“Don’t you dare fret about ‘wasting’ them,” said Julian. “I like your weird
paintings, I want there to be more of them.”

If Julian had detected Paul’s embarrassment at all, he was atypically
oblivious about where it might have come from—misattributing it, apparently, to
mere modesty. There was nothing to do but forgive him, but it didn’t happen
without effort. It came slowly, breath by breath, before Paul could finally
manage a smile.

Paul’s grandfather was sitting in the other armchair, watching the two of
them. He held the box open in his large hands while Paul’s grandmother perched
on the arm, reading glasses held aloft as she looked inside. Their faces were
shrewdly calm, as if they were waiting for the right moment to share a piece of
bad news.

“You have a very generous friend, Paulie,” said his grandfather gravely.

They took advantage of the chaos as the party was finally ending. While the
others gathered their coats, Paul’s grandparents ushered his mother into the
dining room, then shut themselves away behind the louvered French doors. Paul
only listened in for a moment; it was all that he could stand.

“It’s just that he’s so lonely. He pretends he isn’t, but he wouldn’t try so hard
if he weren’t. It’s hard on him the same way it is on Paul, they’re both so smart,
and I think that’s why he—"

“Ruth—oh, Ruth, honey, it wouldn’t be so bad if it were just him. Paul could
take care of himself, provided he wanted to, but—wasn’t there some concern,
before?”

He could hear the panic in how briskly his mother ignored the question.

“You don’t understand how good this has been for him,” she said. “He’s
never had someone his age he could talk to before—I’m not sure either of them
have. Of course they don’t know how they’re supposed to behave around each
other, they haven’t learned yet, and they’re still so young—"

“He’s seventeen.” (His grandfather knew, of course, what teenage boys got
up to.) “Two years younger than you were when Audrey was born. He isn’t that
young. He knows.”

“It isn’t healthy to let him carry on like this. You need to do something, or
this is going to get out of hand.”

“Jake said he would grow out of it.” His mother held his father’s name in her



mouth as if the shape of it could cut her tongue.

“For god’s sake, Ruthie,” said his grandfather. “Look at the way he looks at
that boy. This isn’t going to go away by itself.”

Paul tightened the belt of his raincoat as if to cinch his fluttering insides into
place. He turned away and stalked out; his sisters were both still waiting in the
front hallway, but they recoiled quickly and didn’t try to stop him.

Julian waited in the back seat of the Buick, door hanging open, droplets
dusting the inside of the glass. Paul threw himself inside and slammed the door.
He could feel Julian watching him, but refused to look his way.

“Are you—7?” Julian started to ask, but Paul’s last nerve finally snapped. He
wasn’t even aware of hitting the back of the passenger seat until the shock was
reverberating between his elbow and his fist. He hadn’t broken anything, he
knew that right away, but there was a ringing jagged pain in the bones of his
hand that told him it had been a close thing.

“Okay,” said Julian coolly. “Thank you for your clarity.”

Paul stretched his hand to let sensation flow back into his fingers. His
knuckles ached with the slow promise of a bruise. “Shut up. It isn’t about you.”

He expected Julian to snap at him, but he didn’t. He just set his jaw and shut
his eyes, the way he did when he had decided to absorb an insult from his father
rather than pick a fight. It was unfair of him to be hurt, unfair of him to put
himself deliberately in the way of Paul’s anger. Paul looked away quickly and
stared at his knees, wringing his injured hand to worsen the pain.

“I don’t want to take it back.” Julian looked at his hands as he spoke, so
carelessly that Paul couldn’t tell whether he was avoiding his eyes. “It’s
supposed to be a vote of confidence. You’re always saying you want to create
something that matters—I wanted to show you that I know you can. I just want
you to believe me when I tell you you’re worth something.”

“I don’t want you to tell me that. I’ll believe it when it’s true. And in the
meantime this sort of thing is just—just so conspicuously unearned, it’s so
obvious that I haven’t done anything to deserve it that [—”

“Spare me, Pablo,” said Julian acidly. “This isn’t a transaction.”

He had never wanted reassurance. When Julian finally lashed out at him, it
was a relief.



10.

He expected a confrontation at home, but it didn’t happen immediately. His

family handled him with kid gloves, the way they always had. “They’re nice
people,” Julian had said, as if it were an amusing peculiarity rather than evidence
of cowardice. His grandparents still had him over for lunch on Sundays, and
even if the questions about girls had grown more frequent, they asked them so
carelessly that Paul couldn’t tell. Julian was still welcome at his mother’s
kitchen table. He still watched with performative raptness as she demonstrated
how to fry mushrooms or sew on a button; Paul’s mother still laughed, quietly
but sincerely, at the stories of prep-school whimsy that were too sunny to be the
whole truth. When she walked past Julian, she would often squeeze his arm
gently, as if he were one of her own children.

The strangeness of it sometimes took Paul aback. What existed between
them shouldn’t share a reality with the world outside; it should be its own truth,
self-contained and defined on its own terms, the same way that a dream was true.
But at odd moments the two realities converged as he watched Julian’s body
move through the world and remembered how recently and how intimately they
had touched. He would notice the angle of Julian’s wrist as he turned a doorknob
and remember twisting that wrist behind his back—Ietting his teeth cut a slim
black bruise into the flesh of Julian’s shoulder, only hours before, a wound so
fresh that Julian must still feel it sting. Now and then there was a stray note in
Julian’s laugh that rhymed with the way the right touch could make his voice
break. The familiarity drew an uncanny bright line between two moments that
should never have been able to reach each other. Look at you, Paul would think,
in a voice he despised because it imposed itself from the outside. Look what
you’re doing. What’s wrong with you?

But when they were alone, he could promise himself that he and Julian were
each other’s birthright, and that the only unnatural thing was the fact that their
blood was divided between two bodies. He could believe that even calling it
“sex” was incorrect, because it wasn’t about anything so shallow as physical
desire. They wanted each other in the way of flesh wanting to knit itself together
over a wound.

As winter faded into a dreary spring, Julian grew more tense with every

passing day. Tentative summer plans to watch a professor’s house had fallen
through—his parents were demanding that he accompany them to visit his



grandfather in France at the very least, and the professor decided that his orchids
required a house sitter who could provide continuous care. As the end of the
school year grew nearer, there were no other opportunities. Julian pretended to
find the topic merely irritating, but his dread was clear from the sheer number of
times he mentioned it.

Eventually Julian couldn’t talk around it any longer. He’d been in a volatile
mood all day, snappish and brittle and not making any effort to hide it. They had
the house to themselves, but as usual they had barricaded themselves in Paul’s
room. Warm, dirty rain glazed the window; Julian was sitting up beside him,
watching it fall.

“This summer is going to kill me.”

Paul felt a twist of annoyance at him for speaking. He wanted to keep
pretending that the full extent of space and time only reached as far as the walls
of his room. When Paul pulled the blanket over his head, he could pretend in the
dull light that their skin was the same color, no freckles or veins or scars to break
the illusion. He could convince himself not to know that his own limbs belonged
to him and Julian’s didn’t. Both their hands were the same lean shape,
indistinguishable in the dark.

“I hate being there,” said Julian. Paul listened to his voice moving through
his chest, the eerie way it rang hollow on one side but not the other. “I hate their
creepy Stepford town. I hate the dinner parties they throw for their war-profiteer
friends. I hate how when we go to the country club, my dad always wears the
same fucking sunglasses that he thinks distract people from the bridge of his
nose. Three months of them, without a real human being for miles around—if I
don’t take a hammer to every last one of them, it’ll be a miracle.”

Paul noticed with a sudden, sickly chill that Julian had said nothing about
missing him.

“You could come stay with me if you get too tired of them,” he said, trying
to convince himself as much as Julian. “Or I could even come visit for a few
days, just, if you wanted backup—”

Julian laughed so dismissively that Paul didn’t dare keep talking.

“What you can do is write to me,” Julian said. It didn’t sound like anything
he actually needed so much as an acquiescence to Paul’s childishness. “And
keep an eye out for anything—anything at all—that might get me back up here
before August. The rest is my problem, not yours.”

Carefully, half certain that it was a mistake, Paul pulled the blanket down
and propped himself up on his arm to meet Julian’s eyes.

“Listen,” he said. “What do they do to you?”

Julian looked as if he’d never heard such a pathetic question.



“What do they do to me?” he echoed, singsong and impatient. There was
something a little flat about his vowels, and with a twist of self-disgust Paul
recognized it as an imitation of his accent. “God, Pablo. It’s not fucking Peyton
Place, they don’t have to ‘do’ anything.”

“So why do you feel so sorry for yourself?” It sounded much nastier out loud
than it had in his head, but he pressed on, desperately, as if that might achieve
anything besides making it worse. “Either you’re lying to me, and they’re worse
than you say, or what you’re going home to isn’t much worse than what I'm
going to be stuck here with all summer, so I don’t—"

Julian’s gaze was ice-cold.

“You don’t have the first idea what you’re talking about,” he said. “Shut up
before you make a fool of yourself.”

Paul let the ugly silence settle over them. He disentangled his legs from
Julian’s and put some space between them, lying on the edge of the twin
mattress with his arms folded tight. Julian shrugged back into his unbuttoned
shirt and sat hugging his knees. His fingertips brushed his lips now and then,
restlessly, as if his hands were itching for a cigarette.

“I just thought—I don’t know—that if I were around to look after you, it
wouldn’t be so bad.”

Paul imagined Julian imitating him again and didn’t dare let on that he meant
every word. Even at a murmur, he sounded so ridiculous that he couldn’t have
blamed Julian for making fun of him. But he didn’t; his mercy was just as
capricious as his cruelty.

“I’m going to miss you, too, you know,” said Julian—resigned, or else
indifferent, and Paul didn’t dare try to decide which. “But the sooner we stop
fighting it, the better chance we have of getting through it in one piece. It is what
it is.”

Paul knew this was the closest he was going to get to an apology.

Over the course of finals week, Julian’s room wrung itself empty. The

signal flags ended up in the same trash bag as a year’s worth of worksheets and
discarded calendar pages. The bookshelf was disassembled and taken, along with
its boxed contents, to a storage unit in the Strip District. When Paul arrived the
morning of their last exam, the wardrobe was hanging open, and when they
spoke their voices rang from the high white walls. Stripped of everything that
had given it the illusion of permanence, the room filled Paul with the muffled,
eerie sadness that he associated with Cape May motel rooms and his great-
grandmother’s suburban rest home. It was designed to be forgotten and to forget.



He would be staying with Paul for the next two nights, which Paul’s family
had allowed without protest. Sunday morning, very early, his grandfather would
drive Julian to the airport—had volunteered to do so, with a prompt benevolence
that looked a bit too much like eagerness. Paul could tell his family had pinned
their hopes on the separation. They intended to keep him occupied with his
annual volunteer position at the butterfly garden and a job at his grandfather’s
repair garage. The plan, he knew, was that he and Julian would slowly lose
interest in each other.

Julian had consoled him in fits and starts, far too wrapped up in his own
dread to expend much effort. He gave Paul a book of airmail stamps and the
address to his grandfather’s summerhouse in the South of France, but he refused
to share his parents’ telephone number; he frequently extracted promises from
Paul to write twice a week, but only rarely did he make the same promise in
return. The last day of finals, Paul knew better than to expect any reassurance.
Julian was full of nervous energy, his voice bright with false cheer. As they sat
at either end of his bare mattress, he gestured expansively and talked without
pause.

“I haven’t given up on coming back early.” Julian lit a new cigarette with the
stub of the last, leaning over the empty wastebasket to catch the ashes. “Once
we’re back from France, I’ll be able to commit to house-sitting engagements—
that can’t have been the only one in the entire city.”

Paul had never met anyone who employed a house sitter in his life, but he
didn’t dare say so. Julian’s overnight bag sat at the outer periphery of his vision;
its presence nagged at him even when he looked away.

Their last final was with Strauss. Julian finished early, as always, while
Paul’s handwriting compressed and his thoughts ballooned past the boundaries
of the mimeographed page. He saw Julian lingering at the desk, chatting quietly
with Strauss; both laughed at something Julian had said, but when Julian turned
away, he caught Paul’s gaze and rolled his eyes.

Paul was nearly the last to finish; when he brought his exam and term paper
to the front, there was nothing to distract Strauss from his approach, and Paul
knew he wasn’t going to get away as easily as Julian had. He tried to summon
something banal and trivial to say, something that demanded a response he’d be
able to roll his eyes at as well. But he couldn’t think of anything, and Strauss
wouldn’t have let him get away with it anyway. All he could do was watch
silently, shouldering his knapsack and chewing the inside of his cheek, while
Strauss lifted the essay’s cover sheet with the end of his pen.

“‘Morality as Social Control and the Ethics of Obedience’—straight out of
the gate, we know this is a Paul Fleischer creation.” He said it amiably, even



with affection, but Paul blushed and furiously avoided his eyes. “I do look
forward to straining my eyes at those great, galloping Germanic sentences of
yours—with you it’s never a boring read . . . You’ve taken the Milgram example
rather to heart, haven’t you?”

Paul picked at a loose thread on his knapsack strap and stared at the corner of
the desk. “It didn’t say anything I didn’t already know,” he said in a flat
monotone. “Other people might understand too, if they weren’t so—so lazy and
atavistic they don’t bother thinking for themselves, if they were smart enough to
pay attention. But then of course the results would be different—"

Strauss lowered the cover sheet again. His smile was solemn and
infuriatingly patient, as if he were trying to talk down a fretful child.

“I understand,” he said, “that yours is a meticulously researched pessimism.
Justified, even, to a certain extent. The trouble lies in the same thing that makes
it seductive, especially at your age—a certain heady isolation in believing that
you, and you alone, are burdened by the truth. That’s what concerns me about
your approach, Mr. Fleischer. It tips into nihilism if one isn’t careful.”

The door behind him pulled like gravity. When he glanced over his shoulder,
he expected to find Julian waiting, but he’d already gone.

Strauss was watching him expectantly. Paul tried, very weakly, to smile, but
he took a step backward even before he spoke.

“Have a good summer, Professor,” he said.

Sunlight sliced through the hallway. Julian was leaning next to the window
by the stairwell, cigarette in hand. When he caught sight of Paul, he seemed
unsure what he ought to do with his face; after a moment he settled on a smile,
but it was too nervy and joyless to be convincing.

“Ma’s making you that thing with the mushrooms for dinner.” Paul watched
Julian closely as they descended the stairs. Usually when they walked together,
they fell effortlessly into step, but today Julian was moving just a shade too
quickly. “She insisted,” he said, “so I hope you weren’t lying when you told her
you liked it.”

He had intended the remark to be a benign distraction, but Julian stared at
him as though the news had struck him silent. “Why would she do that?” he said.
He had an odd, fierce look, as if he were trying to hide his alarm.

Paul couldn’t make sense of it, so he shrugged and tried to pretend he hadn’t
noticed. “She was just trying to do something nice for you, I guess.”

Julian’s mood abruptly changed after that, though Paul didn’t dare ask why.
He became very quiet and still, speaking to Paul’s family only when prompted.
The nervous energy didn’t leave, but he kept it under tight control. He was polite
but far less effusive about the meal than Paul’s mother had likely planned. After



dinner he helped Laurie with her French homework in the living room, but he
didn’t tease her as usual or theatrically read the textbook passages aloud—he
didn’t show the slightest enthusiasm for the task at all. Laurie seemed to decide
this was a personal insult. When they’d finished, she mumbled her thanks, then
picked up the cat from Julian’s lap and carried it upstairs to her room.

“Well, I thought dinner was lovely,” Paul heard Audrey tell his mother. They
were in the kitchen, tidying up before their detective show. “Teenage boys, for
god’s sake, nothing ruder on this earth. I’'m sorry, Ma.”

Even from the hallway, he could hear the weight of his mother’s pause.

“He was just sad, honey,” she said, as grimly as if she were taking this into
evidence.



11.

For their last day together, Julian had unexpectedly asked to accompany

Paul on a hike. Barely believing his luck, Paul had offered more palatable
alternatives in case it was a bluff, but Julian insisted. “I want to see what you
like so much about it,” he’d said, just skeptically enough that Paul was able to
believe him. Now that their few dwindling hours together had actually arrived,
Paul suspected that what Julian was really after was novelty. It was something
Julian’s own family had never done, so drastically unfamiliar that it might
distract him from his flight in the morning. Julian’s mood was so tense and
unpredictable that the slightest friction could make him snap, and Paul could
hardly sleep the night before because he couldn’t stop imagining the mistakes he
might make to set off Julian’s temper. If they parted on bad terms, he knew that
would be the end of it. His family would get their wish.

Julian slept far more soundly, so much so that Paul suspected he’d stolen one
of his mother’s sedatives. When the clock radio went off at half past four, Julian
barely stirred; Paul kissed the nape of his neck, but he didn’t seem to feel it.

They had slept in a tangle, sheets kicked to the foot of the bed, the sleeping
bag pristine on the floor. When Paul got up to shut the window, he noticed his
door was slightly ajar, as if it hadn’t latched properly; the cat, predictably, had
taken the opportunity to install itself under his bed.

He showered and dressed as quietly as he could, but when he reached the
kitchen he found his mother awake. She sat alone at the table, soft hands
wrapped around a tea mug. The only light came from the dying bulb above the
stove, painting the edges of her face in yellow. Paul noticed for the first time that
they had the same full upper lip, the same kittenish upturn at the outer corners of
their eyes. For an instant, before she moved, his face wasn’t entirely his father’s;
then she turned to look at him and the resemblance disappeared, as if it had
never been there at all.

“You’'re up early.”

“I’m looking for specimens today,” he reminded her. He suspected she
would forget again as soon as he stopped speaking. “I’m taking one of Zayde’s
loaner cars.”

She smiled at him wanly, tucking a stray lock back into her braid. No pill last
night; he could tell from the uncanny outline of her hands, as if they were
trembling just a shade too subtly for the movement to be perceptible to the naked
eye.

She started to get up, but Paul quickly waved her back to her seat. She was



wearing an old lavender cardigan over her nightgown, and the flat mother-of-
pearl buttons clicked against the kitchen table as she sat back down. At first she
pretended to ignore him while he prepared a thermos of Campbell’s soup and a
stack of sandwiches, but now and then he could feel her eyes on his back.

After a while she pushed herself to her feet and arranged two slices of white
bread in the toaster. For a long while she leaned against the counter, sipping
from her second cup of tea. Her silence had become apprehensive.

“Your friend is going with you, isn’t he?”

Paul knew instantly that this was going to be a fight—his mother’s usual
kind, wrapped in so many layers of earnest concern that she could pretend it
wasn’t a fight at all.

“Maybe, if I can actually get him out of bed this early.” He stared at his
hands and pretended to be raptly focused on the task of wrapping the sandwiches
in wax paper.

Another long silence. Paul stacked the sandwiches in a bag; his blush
receded slowly until it lingered only at the edges of his ears. His mother stood
with her back to the counter, taking tiny bites from her toast. She hadn’t put
anything on it, not even butter; Paul wondered if she was sick to her stomach.

“Paul,” she said, and her careful tone made his own stomach drop. “You
know I’ll always love you. We all will.”

He had to stand very still. All his energy went toward reassuring himself that
the ground hadn’t really pitched beneath his feet.

“It’s just that it’s hard to explain to the neighbors why you and Julian spend
so much time together,” she said, setting aside her dish. “Because it’s—well, it’s
strange, Paulie. If it were a group of boys, it’d be one thing, but just the two of
you . .. And we’re all a little worried about you, because you really only have
the one friend—and I’'m proud of you for starting to make friends, I really am,
but—"

“But what? Spit it out, Ma, what are you actually asking?”

At first she made a vague gesture and looked away, but he could see her
fighting against her own cowardice. She drew her spine a little straighter and met
his eyes.

“When you two go out,” she said, voice shaking, “are you trying to meet
girls? Or is it just the two of you, off in your own little world?”

“I don’t think that’s any of your business.” His tongue tripped on the b, one
of his childhood enemies. He knew better than to hope she wouldn’t notice.

“Just tell me.” She was on the verge of tears, which he felt was monstrously
unfair. “Just tell me there’s a girl—I won’t get angry, if you two are out there
chasing shiksas, you wouldn’t be the first, just tell me so I’ll know at least



you’re a normal boy—"

“I’m done talking about this,” he said, or meant to say, but he couldn’t hear
his own voice and wasn’t sure the words made it out intact.

“Just tell me I'll be able to look the neighbors in the eye without being
ashamed. Please, Paul. It’s been hard enough for us this last year, I’'m begging
you, don’t make it worse.”

From a great distance, Paul heard a loud bang, as if a car had backfired two
streets away. Only belatedly did he realize he had slammed a cupboard, hard
enough to scar the doorframe.

“So you’re ashamed because of Dad?” He was so furious that he didn’t even
stammer. “All this time I thought you just missed him, but no, I was giving you
too much credit, the whole show you’re putting on is so the neighbors will know
how goddamn embarrassed you are.”

His mother’s mouth fell open in shock. When she didn’t answer, he pressed
on ruthlessly rather than let it go.

“The only person who should feel any shame did a pretty good job of
ensuring he never had to answer for anything again. So what, we have to fucking
apologize to the neighbors because he’s not here to do it for himself? Or are we
‘ashamed’ because we’re supposed to have driven him to it?”

“No.” It was less a word than a pained exhale, as if he had struck her in the
gut. “No, honey, that’s never—it isn’t your fault, no one thinks it’s your fault, no
one would ever—”

“Maybe they drove him to it.” Paul heard a laugh, but it couldn’t have come
from him; it was too sharp to have left his lungs without slicing them apart from
the inside. “Ever think of that? All most people care about is pretending
everyone is exactly the same as they are, and he wasn’t, he couldn’t be, he knew
too much about what the world really is. Those people don’t care about anything
except reinforcing their own fucking normalcy by making you reflect it back at
them—"

His mother exhaled hard.

“Paul.” She didn’t quite snap at him, but he could see the effort it took not
to. “Honey, there were a lot of things going on with your father, and I don’t. ..
You might not believe me, but I get angry, I do, I get terribly angry that people
can’t understand. But there are limits,” she said desperately, “to what you can
expect people to understand without living it, and that’s not something they’re
doing to you. You can’t fight everybody all the time, you still have to live with
them—"

“Hell if I do.” His voice nearly broke, but he didn’t dare let himself fall silent
lest the weakness reach his face. “I’m done trying. Dad tried, he spent his whole



life trying, and I refuse to end up the way he did.”

At first he felt a miserable thrill of adrenaline. He hadn’t let her turn her
suffering into a problem for him to solve. Perhaps he had finally proven to her
that he wasn’t the malleable, fearful child she assumed he was. But then the fury
cleared, and he saw that she wasn’t actually the relentless crush of need he
always felt from her; she was just a woman, sad-eyed and small in her faded
cardigan. As if for the first time, he realized that she wasn’t only his mother, but
a widow. That once she’d been only a couple years older than Paul was now and
had fallen in love with a boy, never knowing that the boy would wait alongside
her for twenty years before taking his service pistol into the garden shed.

There had been a note pinned to the shed door; Paul knew because he’d
heard his grandparents talking about it when they thought he couldn’t hear. It
was nothing elaborate, just a plea to call the police rather than look inside. He’d
thought at the time that it was foolish and pathetic of her to disobey, as if she had
merely disbelieved the warning. Only now did he understand that she hadn’t
failed to comprehend the horror. She had faced it knowingly, without question,
because even the slimmest hope outweighed the lifetime of nightmares. It was
such a profound act of love that it agonized him even to imagine it.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and the apology was as inadequate as the belated,
horrifying empathy that accompanied it. “Ma, I’m sorry.”

He could see the effort as she pulled herself back inside her outlines,
swallowing the pain to fester inside her. Had she learned that trick from his
father, or had they taught it to each other?

“I hurt you,” she said. I hurt you as much as you hurt me, was what it really
meant. “Forget I said anything, sweetheart. Please. It was never supposed to hurt
you.”

He didn’t answer, or even look at her. When he gathered his belongings and
hurried up the stairs, she made no attempt to stop him.



12.

“Trve always thought this might be where he first saw an opening,” said

Julian.

Paul glanced over to the passenger seat. Julian looked sickly in the dull
morning light, shadows deepening the crescents under his eyes until they echoed
the hollows of bone underneath. He’d brought the chess book with him, and Paul
knew even without looking that he had returned to Kazlauskas v. Kaplan. Other
games caught his interest now and then, but only that one held it.

“You can’t tell from the notation,” Julian went on, “but Kaplan took the
longest time to answer this move from the white bishop. It was a great move, but
not so aggressive that he’d think he was in really serious trouble. I’ve always
wondered why he took so long, and then to decide on such a standard reply—but
god, how can this be it? It’s a strong move, black spends the next few turns
trying to dig out from under it, it’s not as if Kazlauskas made a mistake.”

Paul didn’t really follow, but he knew he wasn’t meant to, particularly;
Julian talked himself through this game whenever he wanted a distraction, and
Paul could hardly begrudge him for needing one now. He let Julian’s voice wash
through him, pleasant and familiar even in the absence of comprehension, just as
it was when he spoke French.

“Kazlauskas does everything right. Everything, I can’t find a single flaw.
Playing black against him should be like trying to climb a sheer cliff. So why is
he doomed? Where does he go wrong?”

As Paul steered the borrowed car around a curve in the road, the rust-
streaked mass of a steelworks emerged from behind the hills. He noticed with a
jolt that he had been given far more power than he wanted, and for a moment he
wasn’t certain he could stop himself from using it. He could slam the accelerator
and swing the car off the road into the ravine alongside the steelworks—smash it
into a tree and kill them both. There was nothing Julian could do to stop him.

“Maybe he doesn’t do anything wrong,” Paul said, tightening his hands
around the wheel. “Maybe Kaplan’s just so good that white is doomed no matter
how perfectly Kazlauskas plays.”

“That isn’t how it works.” Julian held the book between his knees as he
peeled the wax paper back from a tomato sandwich. “No. Jury’s still out on
whether he wins or draws—it’s a big debate in chess theory—but in perfect play,
white doesn’t lose. That means somewhere in there, no matter how good each
move looks, Kazlauskas made a mistake. Something is imperfect, and I want to
know what it is.”



“Or it’s just less perfect than black’s game, rather than being imperfect.”

“There are degrees of perfection,” said Julian airily, “the same way there are
degrees of being dead.”

They fell into an amiable silence. Julian finished his sandwich and rested his
head on the window, watching drowsily as the landscape grew wilder. The
steelworks faded into the distance, and with it the remnants of the industrial
smog. Paul sometimes forgot how blue the sky could be outside the city,
especially in the moments before sunrise, when it was just barely too translucent
to blot out the stars.

Just over the state line they passed a roadside stall where a few sleepy
hippies were peddling anemic apricots and bunches of crumpled arugula. By
then Julian was asleep, arms folded loosely around his waist. Stillness and
vulnerability were so foreign to Julian’s body that sleep looked unnatural on
him. Awake, he was all edges, from the aristocratic line of his nose to the stark,
eerie contrast between black eyelashes and light green iris. It was only when he
was sleeping that Paul could tell how much of the sharpness was a performance.

When they paused at a railway crossing and the roar of a coal train failed to
rouse him, Paul finally yielded to the impulse to wake him. He brushed Julian’s
hair back from his face; Julian’s eyes opened just slightly, but the alertness
didn’t return.

“We’re almost there,” Paul said, but Julian’s eyes had closed again.

He saw the sun crest the horizon just briefly, searing and merciless, before
the car slipped into the park and the light was swallowed by trees. He was fully
and fiercely awake by now. He rolled down the window as he drove and
breathed in the damp clean smell of dewy earth and new leaves. For a moment
after he parked he sat still and alert. Then he shouldered his bag and stepped out
onto the gravel.

Julian was slow to stir, so Paul leaned back into the car and punched his arm
before grabbing his net and thermos from the back seat. “You coming or not?”

“I’m going to push you off a cliff, you fucking Boy Scout.”

“Well, hop to it, then.”

Anticipation was almost indistinguishable from panic. The speed of his
pulse, the tightness in his tendons—the anatomy of it, by any objective measure,
was the same as the anatomy of fear. The difference lay in the sense of purpose,
which reshaped the nervous tension into something electric. This was how he
imagined Julian feeling all the time, free from fear, able to regard the world with
a predator’s detached fascination.

The parking lot was empty except for the loaner car and a solitary Park
Service pickup truck. Julian finally joined him at the trailhead, moving a little



stiffly. He threw a glance back at the car before turning to face the woods.

As they descended the path, the forest tightened around them, the heavy
organic quiet broken only by the occasional far-off trill of a bird. Julian had
dressed slightly wrong—canvas tennis shoes, a shawl-collared pullover with a
tiny anchor embroidered at the breast, the sort of clothing Paul imagined you
were supposed to wear on a sailboat. He slipped once or twice on the carpet of
rotting leaves, so when they reached a fork in the trail, Paul chose the easier path
for Julian’s sake. The park punished him for it. All they saw before noon were a
few flickers of false hope, whites and buckeyes and plain little sulphurs, never
worth the effort of pursuing. Midway through the morning Julian pointed out a
potential target, and he was so pleased with himself that Paul didn’t tell him
spicebush swallowtails were so common he’d often practiced on them in the
backyard as a child. But even this was a disappointment; the butterfly seemed to
sense danger before he had even lifted its net, and it flew up out of reach.

They followed the path to a creek bed at the bottom of a shallow ravine.
Julian crept along the water line, his tennis shoes blackening around the edges.
Paul watched him pause to gaze down at a clutch of tadpoles, delicately
fascinated, as if he hadn’t actually seen them before outside of a cartoon. Jagged
walls of bare limestone and shale followed the creek’s path back through the
forest. The sun was higher now, its light filtering down from the canopy in
mottled green.

“They can always tell when I’m trying to impress someone.” Paul leaned
against the ravine wall and rifled through his knapsack for a sandwich. “All the
interesting ones hide, so I look like I’'m out of my mind for enjoying this. We’re
taking a break, by the way, so smoke ’em if you’ve got ’em.”

“Nah, not out here.” Julian picked his way along the creek bed, grinning, and
plucked the second half of the sandwich from Paul’s hand. “You are out of your
mind, in a charming, Caspar David Friedrich sort of way. But I can’t tell which
butterflies are interesting in the first place, so I’'m enjoying myself just fine.”

Julian’s lungs were still buzzing faintly from the hike, so they made no
immediate move to return to the trail after finishing the sandwiches. They sat
together at the base of the low cliff, watching the skittering paths of birds
overhead.

In lieu of smoking, Julian took up the restless, Sisyphean task of trying to
unmoor a rock that was embedded in the earth. Like many of his movements, it
looked so careless and kittenishly destructive that it took Paul a while to
recognize it as nervous at all. It unnerved Paul to see him appear out of his
element, fidgety and short of breath in his ill-chosen shoes. He was about to ask
if Julian was sure he wasn’t miserable—if he wouldn’t like to go back to the city



and do something else with their last few hours, even if they just lay on the grass
at Schenley Park and did nothing at all.

But at the edge of his vision, tiny and nearly imperceptible, he saw a flutter
of movement. It was small, about the size of a half-dollar coin; he should never
have been able to see it. But against the murk of the creek bed, the butterfly’s
underwings were bright as a misplaced brushstroke. Sea-glass green, soft and
cool.

It fluttered from rock to rock, low over the shallow water. It picked its way
toward a lonely shaft of sunlight; when it settled there, it basked, opening and
closing its small wings as if to drink in the warmth.

Paul picked up the net and got to his feet slowly, casually careful. Julian kept
very still, watching; he didn’t try to follow.

Most insects didn’t have more than a rudimentary ability to feel—his father
had asked, once, and Paul looked it up to assure him that they didn’t. Fear was
too complex an emotion to attribute to them, so it stood to reason that pleasure
was the same, too sophisticated for a neural structure so simple it could scarcely
be called a brain. But as Paul watched the butterfly linger in its patch of sun,
pulling the light into its tiny cold body, it was impossible not to feel an echo of
sunlight in his own skin, and to imagine, against all he’d been taught, that it
enjoyed the sensation as he would. Human consciousness was more animal than
its arrogance liked to pretend; perhaps the opposite was true. Perhaps somewhere
in the microscopic folds of its ganglia, the creature felt something akin to joy.

He was ready when it vibrated its wings and rose to fly away. It was dull
brown on its upper side, the same muddy color as the creek, and for a split
second he nearly lost sight of it—but his movements were so fluid and practiced
as to be all but instinct, and he never truly feared that it would escape.

He had to work quickly after he trapped it, before it could destroy its wings
in the net. With his thumb and forefinger he took hold of its bristly body through
the fabric and squeezed it, just tightly enough to push the air from its thorax.
When it stopped moving, he looked more closely, examining its underwings
through the mesh. It was a gem of a specimen, nearly every scale pristine; the
shimmering light green was scalloped with hazel that glinted gold when the sun
touched it.

Julian finally approached, a little hesitantly, Paul’s knapsack slung over one
shoulder. “Is there a jar?” he asked, eyes flitting from Paul’s hands to his face.
“Should I—”

“I don’t use jars for this. It’s already dead.”

Julian’s eyes returned to Paul’s hand, to the tiny corpse in its mesh shroud.
There was a peculiar look in his eyes, too elusive for Paul to name.



“Can you open up the zipper pocket?” Paul said. He retrieved a triangle of
folded glassine from the pocket and sat on his heels. “Thanks—anyway, jars
work great for beetles, but the specimens go ballistic inside the jar before the
poison kicks in. Beetles are pretty durable, but leps are delicate, they ruin their
wings trying to escape. Better to make it quick, so they don’t have time to panic.
A little squeeze to the thorax kills them instantly.”

Julian watched as Paul transferred the butterfly to its paper wrapping, then
rested it in the box of cotton gauze and camphor that would keep it safe until he
could relax it. He shut the lid, but Julian lifted it again to look inside.

“What was he? Or was it a ‘she’?”

“Juniper hairstreak. Male.” Naming it was what made it feel as if it belonged
to him; it had a place waiting among the other Theclinae in his third-highest
specimen drawer, and an acid-free blank label waiting to be inscribed in Latin.
“They’re not that uncommon, but they can be a little tricky to catch. I’ve been
missing a male for ages.”

Julian lowered the lid, with a sharp exhale that turned into something like a
laugh. Paul carefully returned the box to his knapsack. “Unlucky bastard,” said
Julian. “A noble sacrifice for science—or was it for science? Is there even a
scientific end to justify the means?”

“Science just helps me do it.” Paul steeled himself before admitting what he
had never said aloud before. “I kill them because they’re beautiful, and it’s the
only way I can keep them.”

Julian didn’t laugh. Paul belatedly understood the odd look he’d given him
earlier. Apprehension was so foreign to him that Paul barely recognized it.

“I don’t know how I can be the first person to notice how twisted you are.”
Julian smiled coolly as he spoke.

“You’re the only one who’s never wanted me not to be.”

They returned to the path, back the way they came, and the ravine sank away
behind them. Julian walked ahead, nearly silent. It might have passed for
pensiveness, if not for the way his every movement carried a charge.

When they reached the fork in the trail, Julian didn’t continue toward the car.
He turned to follow the steep second path, then stepped away from it after a few
yards and disappeared behind an ancient oak tree. Paul hesitated before
following him. He set his knapsack down beside the trail sign, moving slowly so
as not to jar a scale loose from the specimen’s wings. His pulse was violent and
quick—now it felt much closer to fear.

Julian was standing with his back to the tree trunk. His eyes were unreadable
and cold; not for the first time, Paul wished intensely that he could touch them.

“Take off your glasses,” said Julian quietly. When Paul had complied, he



spoke again, fiercely serene, every human part of him out of reach. “Make me
beg you to stop.”

A current of compulsion moved through Paul’s hands. He let them fall and
hang at his sides—not because he was uncertain, but because it frightened him
that he wasn’t.

“Idon’t...”

Julian looked at him down the fine planes of his cheekbones, the cool
arrogant look that Paul was usually spared. “Yes, you do.” He didn’t smile.
“You’ve wanted to all along.”

He wanted to believe Julian didn’t know what he was really asking. He
wanted to believe that some part of him was still impossible for Julian to see.
Because it wasn’t as if they’d never hurt each other before—between them it
was a kind of tenderness, writing themselves onto each other’s bodies with every
mark they left. It was a promise; I’m here, I’ve always been here. Pain was a
necessary consequence, but that was all it was.

Paul knew all the vulnerable places on Julian’s body, and when he’d touched
them before, it was with a gentleness born of fear. He could decide to be gentle
now. He could bare Julian’s throat and kiss the thin skin between his
collarbones; he could follow the ragged scar tissue with his lips and pretend as
he always did that he felt no desire in his teeth.

Only fear had ever held him back. He wanted to tear through Julian’s skin
and map the shapes of liver and lungs, to memorize the path of every artery with
his fingertips. He wanted to break Julian’s body open and move inside it
alongside him, rib cages interlaced around a single heart. There was an
emptiness inside Paul that would take and never stop taking. He should never
have believed that Julian couldn’t tell it was there.

Paul told his body to move. He took a cautious step closer and lifted Julian’s
chin as if to kiss him, watching the green glaze of canopy light slide over his
face. Paul wanted him to waver, but he didn’t—there was no trace of doubt in
his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” said Paul quietly, and he hit him as hard as he could.

It was sickening, watching Julian instantly regret it. Paul had forgotten the
way the shock of a blow rang through the entire body—that sudden unnatural
snap of movement, fear fanning outward like a wave of radiation.

Julian was slow to turn back toward him. After a long moment he wiped his
mouth with the side of his thumb; the blood came away in a sweet, bright line.
All Paul could think of was pinning Julian to the tree by his throat and biting his
lip until his blood was all either of them could taste.

When Julian met his eyes again, he smiled, as if in defiance, but all his



arrogance had left him.

“Keep going,” said Julian. Paul couldn’t move. He felt a spasm inside his
chest, almost like wanting to cry, and he hated Julian for making him feel it. He
hated himself even more for not wanting it to end. “What are you waiting for?
Do it.”

“I can’t.” Even before he said it, he knew it was a lie.

“I’m not asking.” Julian didn’t seem to realize his voice was shaking. “Do it,
fucking do it, don’t be such a girl—"

The world went blazing white. Paul was barely aware of hitting him again
until he realized he wasn’t stopping.

Julian couldn’t pretend it was a game any longer. It didn’t matter anymore
whether he still wanted it, or if he ever had. Paul didn’t let himself listen too
closely to Julian’s voice—the way he strained for an authority that wasn’t
convincing, then slid into an insistent “Paul, I mean it, stop” whose panic he
could tell was real by how fiercely Julian tried to hide it.

There was nothing left of Julian now but the parts of him Paul couldn’t take
apart—he was sharp hipbones, white strings of nerve, muscle and soft tissue.
Paul couldn’t tear him to pieces with his bare hands; he wasn’t strong enough.
He couldn’t pull Julian’s scar open and peel the skin back with his fingertips. He
couldn’t bite hard enough to reach past flesh to bone. He still tried.

Julian’s protests faded away. He stopped attempting to squirm free. When
Paul pinned him down, he fell back, still as a corpse against the base of the tree
trunk, blank-faced, arms limp. Here at last was the passive acquiescence that for
so long had been all Paul had allowed himself to want. For all his pathetic ill-
formed ambitions, for all his eager desperation to be better, this was still all he
deserved.

Paul couldn’t feel his hands. All he could feel was the slim fragile line along
the edge of Julian’s rib cage, the promise that if he pressed hard enough the
bones would snap. Desire moved through his body like a shudder. He could
barely breathe for it. He’d never been more repulsive.

When Julian met his eyes, he was glazed and unfocused. He brushed his
hand experimentally along the inside of Paul’s thigh, up between his legs. It was
only at his touch that Paul finally let go.

“Don’t,” Paul said. He pleaded with himself to recoil, but the need was too
savage to overcome. “Don’t, please, I’'m sorry—"

Julian looked up at him as if all he could feel any longer was distant
curiosity. He held Paul’s waist and gently coaxed him to stand. As he sat up
straight and unfastened Paul’s belt, he never looked away from his eyes.

“This is how you want me.” Julian’s voice was toneless and quiet. “Just take



what you want.”

He tipped Julian’s head back by his hair and pushed hard into his mouth. He
shut his eyes tight, but he could still feel the artery-warm film of blood on
Julian’s lip.

It was as if he’d stepped out of himself and settled three inches to the right,
just barely enough to remember he was still there at all. His body’s every
response was purely mechanical; any pleasure he took from it was remote,
barely worth feeling, like the unconscious relief of breathing. I won’t stop you,
anything you want and I’ll let you—Paul hadn’t seen it for the threat it was.

It was over quickly. He was only able to open his eyes when he turned his
face up toward the canopy. New leaves whispering; the sky a patchwork of
cloudless, searing blue. He could feel tears on his face. Somehow his fear and
shame and remorse were more humiliating than every other nightmarish part of
him that lay bare.

He pulled back and sat next to Julian among the dead leaves. Julian didn’t
look at him right away. He usually hurried to console Paul if he wept, no matter
how trivial or foolish the injury. It was only now that he withheld the comfort
that Paul understood the full power Julian held over him.

He couldn’t bear to look at Julian, so he looked. The only other mark Paul
had left on his face was the early shine of a bruise at his temple. But from his
collarbones down, dark blood flooded beneath his skin. Paul could have pressed
his hands to the marks and found their exact shapes outlined underneath.

The scar looked different now. It would never again mean what Paul wanted
it to mean. It was no longer the unbreakable seam that held Julian’s body
together. Now it looked like a fault line, as if the slightest pressure could shatter
him.

For a long while Julian didn’t meet his eyes at all. He absorbed the torrent of
pleas and apologies as if he barely heard them. With imperious calm, he
buttoned his shirt over the contusions and the lacerations from Paul’s teeth and
fingernails; he gazed impassively at his bruised wrists as he refastened his shirt
cuffs, then shook the leaves from his sweater before tugging it back over his
head.

“Please.” He begged himself to shut up, but he couldn’t. “I’m sorry, I’m so
sorry, I was just doing what you wanted.”

From the shallow movements of Julian’s chest Paul could all but feel how
much every inhale must ache. “What I told you to do.” Julian plucked his collar
straight, still gazing ahead into the trees as if he didn’t particularly care that Paul
was there. “Not what I wanted.”

Paul could barely draw breath without sobbing. His throat burned with bile,



but he couldn’t make himself throw up, even when he pressed his forearms hard
against his stomach. He was fragile, weak, pathetic, every hideous thing he had
labored so relentlessly to keep Julian from seeing.

When Julian finally looked at him, there was no malice or resentment in his
eyes; nor was there pity. Slowly, gingerly, he put his arm around Paul’s
shoulders and pulled him close. Paul only understood how much of the calm was
a performance when he felt how violently Julian’s heart was still racing.

“I didn’t want to like it,” Paul said miserably. He felt a flare of hatred toward
Julian for kissing his forehead then, as if he were still a human being. “I love
you, oh god please promise you’ll forgive me, I’'m terrified you’re never going
to.”

For a moment Julian seemed to consider giving him that unequivocal
forgiveness. Instead he smiled, solemn and unreadable, and told Paul the truth.

“Of course I will, Pablo.”

When they returned to the car, they sat for a while with the radio on, not

speaking. Paul stared at his face in the rearview mirror, scrubbing his skin
meticulously with his cuff until all the dirt was gone. Julian smoked one-handed,
his other hand pressed firmly to the nape of Paul’s neck. His lower lip hadn’t
quite stopped bleeding. It left a rust-red impression at the end of his cigarette.

“Thank you for trusting me with this,” said Julian quietly.

All along it had been Paul who was meant to plead for mercy. The real
violence was in how gentle Julian was—how near his reassurances came to
absolution while stopping just short of granting it.



Part 11



1.

Paurs family was deeply patriotic, in the same way that his father had been

a loving parent: their warmth and pride was accompanied by high expectations,
and they made it known when their standards weren’t met. As Americans they
were disgusted by Watergate—the queasy spectacle of the President and his
administration being investigated by the Senate on national television. But as
left-wing trade unionists who had loathed Richard Nixon for two decades, they
were also enjoying themselves far more than they pretended.

They followed the hearings with enraptured revulsion. Paul’s grandfather
listened on the radio at work and hurried home at lunch to watch them on
television. The whole extended family took to watching Dick Cavett’s evening
discussion panels and then telephoning one another in the morning to debrief.
Watergate overtook the weather and the Pirates’ playoff chances as their favorite
topic of conversation. For years the news had been a nightmare of assassinations
and massacres and Technicolor war crimes—at long last, America had given
them a bloodless scandal, and they were so relieved that they turned it into
entertainment.

Paul spent most of his working hours alone in the repair garage business
office, the scandal reduced to a chitter from his grandfather’s radio outside.
Politics couldn’t hold his attention, but few things could nowadays. The work
itself certainly didn’t. The previous manager had left behind a snarl of ledgers
and faded vendor receipts on carbon paper, and in five years of running the
business himself, Paul’s grandfather had never had the time to untangle them. It
was a task Paul quickly learned required repetitive precision but almost no
brainpower. By lunchtime the nagging crackle of frustration would grow into a
directionless, burning anger. Now and then, he would reach down into the file
drawer and slam it on his arm until the pain made him see stars.

On their way to his grandparents’ house for lunch, Paul’s grandfather usually
stopped at the newsstand to pick up the latest edition of the Washington Post. It
was one of the few by-products of their obsession that didn’t irritate Paul, though
he didn’t dare let on why. He let them believe that his interest in the paper was
the same as theirs. They only had eyes for the news itself, and after he left, they
never noticed that the paper’s back pages were missing.

“Was he sweating as badly as it sounded?” his grandfather asked by way of a
greeting as he and Paul sidled through the back door into the kitchen.

“You know, he was, the poor dear,” his grandmother answered from the
living room, gleefully and without pity.



Against their every stated principle, his grandparents had lately taken to
eating lunch in front of their television. His grandmother was already done
eating, but she’d left two lunches in the refrigerator for them—bottles of ginger
ale, twin hard-boiled eggs and liverwurst sandwiches under pink plastic wrap.
Paul’s grandfather took his plate into the living room to join her, leaving the
Post on the kitchen table. Paul took a cursory glance at the headlines, just in case
his grandparents quizzed him later. Then, once he was sure they were both
settled, he opened the paper to the classifieds.

He hadn’t answered Julian’s latest letter. The Frommes had returned to
Maryland from France, which should have meant Julian’s letters would grow
more frequent, but they hadn’t. Paul was lucky to receive one letter for each of
his two—and they were far shorter than Paul’s, written in an odd breezy tone
that he couldn’t square with the dread Julian had shown before he left. This
latest letter mentioned his father, but only in the context of Julian’s take on
Watergate (Daddy’s still waiting by the phone for a subpoena like a virgin on
prom night—I think it’s hurt his feelings terribly that nobody invited him to the
conspiracy). Even this small acknowledgment of one of his parents was a
departure for Julian, who generally only mentioned them in passing. His specific
grievances with his family were mostly directed at his brothers, and even those
were only included for humor. His parents flitted in the background like moths
too quick and erratic to identify, and the elision was so consistent that it made
Paul nervous.

Much of the letter, just like its predecessors, had the impersonal dashed-off
quality of a postcard. Paul could imagine Julian copying entire paragraphs
verbatim and sending them to all his rich childhood friends, the Greenwoods and
Desjardins and Lockhart-Schmidts whose offerings had filled his dormitory
mailbox. The indications that the letter was meant for Paul in particular were
small enough that anyone else might have missed them. There was a chess
notation in a postscript, Julian’s next move for their correspondence game; the
salutation was addressed to “Pablo,” and the closing claimed to miss him
terribly.

And beside the final paragraph—the only one that replied to Paul’s letter
directly—Julian had drawn a little caricature of him. Compulsive working-class
hero that you are, it shouldn’t surprise me that you’re keeping busy. The drawing
wasn’t half bad, and if it had portrayed anyone else, Paul would have thought it a
charming likeness. The figure was curly-haired and round-shouldered, gangly as
a heron, laboriously dragging a cartoonish five-hundred-pound anvil. I hope
you’ll relax at some point, if only as a personal favor.

Paul was indeed keeping busy—forcing himself to do so, for fear that he



would seize up like a torn muscle if he held still. He ran every morning, swam at
the community center every night, ruthlessly filled his time with work and
volunteering and constructive reading projects. For the first few weeks of
summer Paul had written extensively to Julian about what he was doing and
what he hoped to achieve by doing it, as evidence of his commitment to
reshaping himself into something worthy. Sometimes he transcribed entire pages
from the beginning, trying to make his handwriting look more ambitious and
self-assured. But when Julian noticed his efforts at all he treated them as a
novelty, or worse, a joke. In retrospect, Paul saw that these were actually an
unwitting confession to the crime of mediocrity—a plea, pathetic and damning,
for an approval he didn’t deserve.

Concierge, nights. Paul didn’t dare circle any of the listings until he was
alone in his room, so he memorized where they were on the page so he could
return to them later. File clerk. Dishwasher, room to advance.

“Do you have anything fun planned for this afternoon, Paulie?”

Paul quickly flipped back to the news pages, but his grandfather wasn’t
looking at him—he reached into the fridge for the pickle jar, big hands creased
black with stubborn remnants of motor oil.

“I don’t know,” Paul said, gazing unseeingly at the paper to avoid eye
contact. “I have got some books I should finish before they come due.”

“Uh-huh.” At the periphery of his vision, his grandfather shut the
refrigerator; Paul could tell he was being watched, but pretended not to feel it.
“Not going to the woods much this summer, are you?”

Paul was silent for a moment. For weeks now he’d been afraid to do
anything he loved; he avoided hiking, just as he avoided painting, because he
was terrified to discover he could no longer enjoy it. He had tried just once—the
same loaner car, the same West Virginia forest preserve. The woods were lush
with summer, silvery dime-sized azures darting through the grass along the
roadside. Paul had sat for a while in the gravel lot, waiting for himself to get up
and walk the path, before he finally gave up and left. His hands never left the
steering wheel.

“There’s not a ton of local species left on my checklist,” he said with a
shrug. “I’m at the point where I have to start traveling if I want anything new.”

“You’re getting withdrawn again.” When his grandfather’s hand settled on
his shoulder, Paul had to steel himself to avoid shrugging it off. “It’s good to
have a work ethic, and you’ve been such a help getting the garage under control
—but you need to do things for fun sometimes, too.”

Paul summoned all his energy to look up at his grandfather and smile. It
wasn’t safe to let his unhappiness become so conspicuous; if his family could



see it, they could source it too.

“Stuck in school mode, I guess.” He tried to sound cheerful, but to his ear his
voice was childishly cloying.

“Well, knock it off.” His grandfather gave his shoulder a shake before letting
go. “Go to the movies, chat up a few girls, maybe paint some rude words on the
side of a train. Be a kid while you still can.”

Over the last few weeks, Paul’s appetite had ebbed away to nearly nothing.
As his grandfather retreated, Paul pushed away his plate and returned to the
classifieds. There were neighborhoods where minimum wage was enough for a
living, if he didn’t care about adding to his savings. And he would be far from
his family and from the soot-stained city, far enough that the curvature of the
earth would blot out the shadow his father’s absence had left behind.

When Paul included Julian in these fantasies, he did so hesitantly and
shamefaced, as if Julian were only an afterthought and not the nucleus around
which the entire impulse had formed. He knew very little about DC; beyond its
landmarks, he could only imagine it as a blur, in whose hazy streets Julian stood
alone as the only solid and tangible thing.

Paul took the classified pages home with him, tucked into the cover of one of
the Western-canon landmarks he was forcing himself to read. He was building a
stack of classifieds under his bed, a collection of futures circled in red. A payroll
assistant at the Museum of Natural History, going home to a furnished efficiency
in the attic of a town house; a night clerk at the Georgetown law library, with
blackout curtains in his studio apartment so that he could sleep during the day.
Unglamorous work in illustrious places—and Julian, always Julian, the promise
of him so bright that Paul didn’t dare look directly.

He didn’t give himself a chance to think better of it. He unspooled his
reasoning thoroughly but haphazardly, as if he were answering an essay question
with one eye on the clock. He needed to try living somewhere besides fucking
Pittsburgh; Washington was the capital of the free world, rich with culture, and
history was writing itself there before their eyes. And anyway, maybe Julian
would enjoy having a friend so close, a safe haven and a sympathetic ear when
his family became (Paul chose these words carefully) too tediously bourgeois to
bear. He knew Julian hadn’t liked his previous proposals for seeing each other
before the end of summer, but this one was better, easier to conceal from Julian’s
parents. It was just an idea, and he might be missing some key detail—but that
was why he was writing to his cleverest and most knowledgeable friend, who
could turn Paul’s half-formed impulse into a plan.

It was stamped and in the mail before panic caught up with him, but he was
excited enough that he managed to swallow the fear. Julian was taking several



days to reply to his letters; Paul forbade himself from compulsively checking the
mailbox, telling himself that the reply would be worth the wait. In the meantime
he thought of the plan whenever he was obliged to summon a smile, or when he
needed a reason not to succumb to frustration at work. The dream was painful,
but he preferred it to everything else that pained him. If nothing else, it gave the
bruises on his forearm a chance to fade.

Julian’s reply caught him off guard. It arrived very quickly, as if he’d
composed his answer to the letter the day he received it. Paul came home from a
volunteer shift at the botanical gardens and found the envelope waiting on his
bed. It was the same stationery Julian had apologized for in his first letter—a gift
from his mother, dove-gray, each page decorated along one edge with a motif of
nautilus shells.

His hands shook so hard that he almost couldn’t open envelope. The letter
itself was brief; he propped it up on his pillow and tucked his arms tightly
around his body as he leaned down to read it.

Pablo—

If Washington were your introduction to the world outside of Pittsburgh, I fear you might never
be persuaded to move anywhere else. Please be advised that the damn thing is built on a swamp
(“air you can wear,” as my preternaturally witty eldest sibling likes to say). Not a good swamp, I
hasten to add, because I know you have an unfathomable fondness for the muddy and mosquito-
plagued. The odious creatures known as civil servants which shamble through its streets would not
be at all out of place in such an environment. It’s abysmal, and if I allowed you to inflict it on
yourself I could scarcely call myself your friend. Sorry—I know this isn’t what you wanted to hear.
But you can’t have failed to catch on that it’s my dearest ambition in life to leave.

As I write this I am kicked back in an Adirondack deck chair, wearing my fucking tennis whites
and drinking a Horse’s Neck, which I'm afraid means I might have finally left the pupa and become a
real WASP. They’re having a crab boil, “just a little get-together for a few close friends,” which
means a lot of radiantly white and very distinguished legs are currently being exposed to the air for
the first time since August. The weather is absolutely foul, the dragonflies aren’t pulling their weight
as regards the mosquito population, and I would love nothing more than (and am thus not allowed)
to hide away inside with the fans until the nightmare is over. One of the guests brought a dog, at
least. She’s a nice dog, a little black spaniel; pity the owner is a cryptofascist. (You’d recognize his
name, though sadly not from any impending indictments.)

This is about all I can get away with writing when I’m supposed to be advancing the charm
offensive, so I’ll sign off for now. Best to everyone, and chin up—now you’re free to daydream about
running away to a real city, instead of the worst goddamn company town on earth.

Thank you for writing to me so diligently. I do mean that.

As always, your faithful servant—
—J.
The fantasy lingered a second longer than it should have, before curdling his
yearning into self-disgust.
He couldn’t bring himself to destroy the letter, as much as he wanted to.

Instead he crumpled it into a ball and shoved it to the back of a dresser drawer.



But when he went out for his swim that night he took his collection of classifieds
with him, and burned them, page by page, on a footbridge over the creek in
Schenley Park. He wanted to forget he’d ever yielded to the weakness of
wanting anything. He wanted to scrub away any evidence that he existed outside
his own head at all—that he was a visible object that anyone else could see and
mock and judge.

He tried to tell himself that Julian would laugh it off and forget about it, and
that the out-of-character promptness of his reply was a sign of boredom instead
of alarm. But he couldn’t relax knowing Julian still had his letter and could refer
back to it whenever he wanted to remind himself why Paul wasn’t worth his
time. If they ever saw each other again, he resolved to steal that letter and burn
it, too. The weight of the if was almost more than he could bear.

June 2, 1973

Hello, stranger.

Even from 200 miles away I can hear you sulking. I never said, nor intended to imply, that you
ought to stop writing, so either you’re up there wallowing in self-loathing or you’re giving me the
silent treatment on purpose, as punishment for having the gall to say “no” to you. Both have the
effect of turning your crisis of self-worth into a problem I am supposed to solve for you, and I don’t
think I’'ve made any secret of finding that fucking tedious.

Or perhaps you’ve been too busy to write, in which case I’'m being unfair. Still, I hope this will
serve as your impetus to make the time if you don’t already have it. Or (ahem) to emerge from your
sulk a better man. I will not actually be able to tell the difference, and if you reply in due haste I’'m
happy to give you the benefit of the doubt.

Things are bad here, so I won’t write about it. It isn’t anything specific, nothing I'd know how to
explain to you in a way you’d understand. And even if I could, I wouldn’t want to, because it isn’t
your problem and it’s not for you to take on. I can’t put it any more plainly than that, so if you’re
holding your breath for an apology, read this again. Believe in the things I try to tell you instead of
the things you think you deserve to be told.

Keep writing. It doesn’t matter what about. Please keep writing.

—J.



2.

Hae did as he was told. It was all he could do. Even though Julian’s letters

still arrived just once a week—usually on Tuesdays, as if he’d set them as a
weekend chore. Even though Julian concealed every fragment of his own life,
piece by piece, until Paul might as well have been writing to a constellation of
opinions and ideas rather than a human being. The anecdotes about Julian’s
brothers shrank away to nothing; the already rare mentions of his parents
disappeared altogether. Paul only found out after the fact that Julian had had a
birthday in mid-June (“Don’t feel bad, I didn’t tell you”)—and there was no
mention of what he’d done to mark the occasion, if anything. Vague as the letter
was, it stated plainly that Paul shouldn’t send a present. If he insisted, Julian
wrote, he should wait till August and give it in person.

At the beginning of the summer, Paul had at least been able to situate Julian
in some kind of context. There were details he could extrapolate from, even if
they were sparse. The lavender-sweet French country air at his grandfather’s
summer house, a relief after months of Pittsburgh pollution; in Maryland his
family had a garden, humid and immaculate (Julian had seen an orange butterfly
he hoped Paul would be able to identify from a hazy description). Until now
Julian’s relatives had been as indistinguishable and carefully posed as
mannequins, but at least Paul had known they existed. Now, for all Paul could
tell, the Frommes’ family home was completely empty. The house itself might
not even exist at all, not since Julian had stopped acknowledging the deck chairs
or the wallpaper or the shutters battened against a gale.

Worst of all, there was no indication of what was going on inside Julian’s
head. The only emotion he would ever name, or even allude to, was boredom.
Paul knew by now that Julian used this word to describe any form of discontent,
however acute or persistent it might be. It could indicate genuine boredom or
something far more malignant.

As Julian’s family receded from view, they became all the more monstrous.
Paul could no longer believe, if he ever had at all, that they were merely shallow
and cold in a way that exasperated Julian but didn’t hurt him. They couldn’t
keep Julian from him like this unless there was something more to them,
something worse. When Paul summoned an image of them now, they were no
longer mannequins in fine white tennis clothes. They melted—plastic buckling,
distorted and inhuman—into hateful misshapen faces and greedy, clutching
hands. Paul remembered Danny Costello’s father sitting in the hall outside the
principal’s office, his hard gin-blossom face, his bloodshot eyes unfocused and



glaring—the flare of compassion for the other boy that Paul had felt, then
decided not to feel. He felt it for Julian now, as he built a new picture of Julian’s
father as a man capable of keeping such a tight grasp. His ugliness might be
dressed in a suit and tie in the name of patrician civility, but his eyes were just as
cruel. Paul’s father had talked about men like this, whose hands were steady
even when they were drunk and who knew how to hit their wives and children
without leaving a mark. The law couldn’t do much with them; Paul’s father dealt
with them by returning after his shift and bruising his knuckles on their jaws.

With Julian’s every letter Paul drummed himself into a rage against his
imagined version of Julian’s father. He pictured smashing in that vaguely
defined face, sometimes with his baseball bat, sometimes with his hands. He
would arrive on Julian’s doorstep, knowing he was needed, knowing he was
wanted there. One by one he would break the grasp of every hand that tried to
hold Julian in place. He hated them, and his hatred would make him brave.

But despite his fantasies, Paul knew too little, and Julian gave him nothing.
Julian tried to conceal the distance between them by pretending he hadn’t
noticed it at all, much less engineered it. As he withdrew, his letters became
warmer, filled with doodles and inside jokes and effusive thanks for whatever
Paul had sent him most recently. He answered every question Paul asked him
except the important ones, and Paul eventually gave up on asking if he was all
right. “I’m worried about you,” he allowed himself now and again, but Julian
didn’t acknowledge these asides, either.

Writing turned into a compulsion. Two letters a week became three,
sometimes four. When Paul didn’t have much to write about, he filled his
envelopes with small watercolor sketches and magazine clippings. Julian always
responded to these offerings with such a complete performance of delight that
Paul had trouble believing he really meant it. One week Paul sent him a copy of
the Conservatory’s brochure for the summer butterfly garden; Paul himself was
featured on the front flap, showing an Atlas moth to a cluster of gleefully
horrified children. Julian replied with a now-predictable outpouring of teasing
and whimsical caricatures. As always, Paul wanted to be charmed—but it was a
kind of affection Julian had never shown when they were face-to-face, and it
kept Paul writhing at the end of the hook so helplessly that he could never quite
believe it wasn’t by design.

The next time he felt the urge to ask whether Julian was all right, he decided
it was better to be angry than afraid. Sometimes, he wrote, I feel like what you’re
really hiding is that you’re sick of me.

Julian’s reply, uncharacteristically direct: If I were sick of you, believe me,
you’d know.



Paul had to resign himself to the fear, to the helpless fury he could never find
a reason for. The dread settled into place just below his stomach. At night he
tried to focus his attention on the space that curled up against him in the dark, to
imagine merely missing Julian rather than fearing what his distance might
signify. He tried to remember how it had felt to believe that he and Julian knew
each other more profoundly than either of them knew themselves. But if that
were true, he knew now, he wouldn’t have to guess what Julian was keeping
from him. There was nothing mutual about their understanding and never had
been; he’d only been convinced otherwise by how perfectly Julian understood
him.

It wasn’t until Audrey confronted him that he realized how visible his
suffering was from the outside. For all the pains Paul was taking to hold his
unhappiness below the surface, some part of him was grateful to be seen. For
Audrey to notice meant that he was still tethered to reality, if only by a thread.

She sprang the conversation on him while they were in the car, an old trick
of their father’s when he wanted to trap them in a lecture. Audrey had finally
saved up enough for a car of her own, a little green Volkswagen whose interior
smelled persistently and inexplicably of fennel. She was proud as a peacock of
her new acquisition, and took every possible excuse to jingle her new keys and
take the car for a spin, so he didn’t think anything of it when she offered to pick
him up from his volunteer shift at the Conservatory. Still, when the bait-and-
switch came, it didn’t entirely surprise him.

They crammed his bicycle awkwardly into the back seat and rode in silence.
Audrey kept lollipops in her glove box, and was worrying at one of them as she
drove. Paul couldn’t quite ignore the noise the hard candy made whenever it
clicked against her teeth.

“So,” she said as the car emerged from the park onto Forbes Avenue. “You
know I try to pretty much stay out of your business, right?”

“So you tell me whenever you’re about to pry into it.”

“When I have to, sure,” she said, unabashed. “Like when I see you tying
yourself into knots over someone who can’t be bothered to give you half as
much attention as you give him. I wouldn’t say anything if it weren’t obviously
upsetting you, but . . .”

He had tried, clumsily, to conceal the imbalance in how often he and Julian
wrote to each other. He hid his own letters between outgoing bills, or else
covertly walked them downhill to the nearest street-corner mailbox. But Audrey
—protective, impatient Audrey—had of course noticed it anyway.

Audrey let the silence fester. When they had to stop for a red light, she
reached forward and hesitantly squeezed his forearm. She was trying to look



gentle and maternal, traits that were utterly foreign to her.

“Poor little bug,” she said with awkward tenderness. “Listen, I’ve been there,
it’s a fucking drag.”

He couldn’t think of a way to defend himself without confiding in her, and
this infuriated him.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” was all he could say.

Audrey sighed and let go of his arm.

“Believe it or not, I kind of do,” she said carefully. “I know sometimes you
can be really invested, and the other person is just sort of . . . trying on a new
idea of themselves, and you end up as collateral damage once they get sick of
playing dress-up as someone more interesting than they actually are. Don’t ask
me how I know, but—"

“There’s something going on with his family.” He felt as if he’d broken a
confidence. “I don’t know what it is, but I can tell, he isn’t being—it’s not like
you were saying, it’s not that he doesn’t want to, it’s more like he can’t.”

But the longer he spoke, the less certain he was that it was true. Perhaps
Julian wasn’t hiding anything at all, and was pushing Paul away not out of
necessity but because he was nearing the end of his patience. Perhaps the airy
house by the sea still stood, and perhaps its residents’ worst sin against Julian
was to annoy him. The possibility cast a bitter pall even over Julian’s demand
that he keep writing. He might have devoured Paul’s need for him with such
unfettered hunger that he had made himself sick on it. Everything else eventually
bored him. There was no reason for Paul to think he was any different.

Audrey must have seen the doubt in his face, but she was either too kind or
too cowardly to acknowledge it.

“If you’re right,” she said, “I wish he’d at least tell you what’s going on so
you can stop running yourself ragged.”

He didn’t dare tell her that he wished for the same thing, but not because he
craved relief. It was because he was certain he could only feel whole again if
Julian gave him a reason to show up on his doorstep and slit his parents’ throats.

July 6, 1973

Paul—

I just can’t imagine you on a beach. I picture you lurking under the boardwalk like a barnacle,
wearing long slacks and your army coat and one of those countless black turtlenecks. Just a pair of
dark eyes peering out from the shadows, perhaps with a sketchbook open on your knees, casting
judgment on the heliolatry of the philistines beyond. The sunburn you mentioned is no obstacle to this
image, because if the sun touched you even for a moment you’d go up in flames like a vampire. (I
grew a plant in the dark once for a science project, and it came up so skinny and pale. When I put it



in the sun it died.)

I wish I"d known you were in Cape May before you were nearly gone. We were at the same
latitude down to the minute, did you know that? When I got your postcard I went down to the dock
for a while and looked due east, straight at you, wondering if you would turn around and look back.

For reasons I won'’t detail, I've been thinking a lot lately about our old pal Milgram. There’s a
variable he didn’t account for, and it’s that he was at fucking Yale. All those nice Mayflower Society
boys, who went to prep schools just like mine and who were Ivy League—bound before they could
walk. And here is what I learned about these boys: the haute bourgeoisie is a perpetual motion
engine of in-group compliance, and all who fail to conform to the masculine norm in particular are
to be met not only with disdain but with violence.

It isn’t just that the young man of means is conditioned to obey (though he certainly is—Daddy
always knows best, and the nice fellow in the white coat probably does, too). It’s that he is also
conditioned not to particularly care about the collateral damage of his obedience. Of course most
Yale boys would turn up the watts—what do they care about the poor bastard on the other side?
Their fathers make their fortunes pouring poison into the sky. What’s a little one-on-one torture
when you know the world is yours to ruin?

(There was only one of Milgram’s participants who immediately clocked what the experiment
really was. Funnily enough, he was Jewish—one of the few who managed to squeak past the quota.
Amazing what a difference it makes when you know how easily it could be you at the business end of
the buzzer.)

I’m trying to remember now what it’s like when we speak in person. Your voice changes when
you’re angry—something in the sharpness of the consonants. But your handwriting doesn’t change at
all, and it makes you seem more dispassionate than you’re capable of being. But I know I can always
count on you to maintain your revolutionary fervor. It’s the two of us, contra mundum, looking down
into the machinery. All I've ever learned to do is survive it, and that just barely. I’ve always admired
your ardor in wanting to smash the gears.

What a lonely, dreary thing it is to know the truth. What a relief it is that now neither of us has to
be alone in knowing.

I hope you looked west while I was looking east, and that for a moment you met my eyes without
knowing it. I know you never look away, even when your eyes are closed, but I’'m never certain you
can see what’s really there.

I miss you to pieces.
Yours always
—J.



3.

He would swear in retrospect that there was a shift in the air, that day in

mid-July that the rupture came. He could never explain what about it was
different. It was much like the ugly summer days that had come before it, smog-
dreary and maddeningly still, heat trapped under the dome of the low beige-blue
sky. Paul had retreated to the swimming pool the last several mornings, ever
since an abortive run left his chest aching. The only thing that should have
distinguished that day was its agonizing monotony, the boredom and stir-
craziness of a filthy city in high summer. But part of him knew, or would
remember knowing. It was a feeling in the same fold of soft tissue in his chest
that experienced a sense of foreboding the day his father killed himself—the
place inside him that had once, and sometimes still, believed in God.

He worked an uneventful morning shift at the butterfly garden. The latest
Atlas moth was dying, but that was no surprise; they were larger than the other
saturniids and lost strength more quickly, no matter how relentlessly they had
eaten when they still had mouths. This one was six days old now, sluggish and
docile in the way of a starving creature that didn’t expect to eat. Paul could see
the early signs in how it moved its wings, as if they hung from a rusted hinge. At
the end of his last demonstration, he released his grip on the moth’s abdomen,
but it didn’t retreat to its usual perch beside the skylight. It rested in his hand for
a long while, very still, its soft strange weight balanced on his palm. He pitied it
in a way that he never felt for the ones he killed.

Outside the gardens, the world was quiet, all its sounds muffled. The streets
were unusually empty as he bicycled home. He was insensitive at last to the
anxious misery that had thrummed through him for weeks. What had replaced it
was a profound and unmistakable sadness. His nerves were cool, the world’s
edges sanded smooth.

When he arrived, he found the house in chaos. His mother’s car was gone,
and Audrey’s sat by the curb with both its doors hanging open. Laurie was
sitting on the stairs inside, hugging her knapsack, while Audrey careened from
room to room like a disoriented fly.

“God, where’ve you been?” Audrey remembered the answer to her question
before she had finished asking it. “You need to pack an overnight bag. We’re
going to Hazel’s, Bubbe Sonia had a stroke.”

“Is—?” he started to ask, but she had already darted back downstairs. He
turned to Laurie, who looked at him blankly before she parsed the question he
didn’t want to ask.



“Not yet,” said Laurie flatly. “But she’s ninety-two, so . . . yeah. Not yet.”

He remembered how small and sad his great-grandmother had looked at the
end of his last visit to her rest home—sitting alone in her little white room,
watching with solemn rheumy eyes as they left her behind. His body suddenly
felt ungainly and out of place, an awkward distraction from the gravity of the
news. But the fog of anticipatory quiet hadn’t lifted, even in the turmoil. Without
it he imagined he might grieve, or at least feel pity. Instead the only feeling he
could identify was the claustrophobic dread of being trapped in the middle as his
family circled the wagons.

Paul hadn’t quite finished packing when the phone rang, and he tried to
ignore it until he remembered that they were expecting news. His sisters were
waiting in the car, so he ran downstairs to pick up, his half-zipped knapsack and
a black collar shirt bundled in one arm.

“Hello?” He was ready to hear any voice but the one that answered.

“Hey, Pablo.”

Paul was so overwhelmed by elation and impatience and sheer, savage relief
that he thought he might collapse. Then he realized there was something wrong
with Julian’s voice. He was affecting a carelessly cheerful tone, but it sounded
tinny and flat even through the echo of the line.

“What happened?” Paul asked quickly. “What’s wrong?”

A brief, crackling silence.

“Oh, it isn’t that something’s happened, really,” Julian said, every word
more airless and atonal than the last. “I just thought you might like to come stay
for a few days.”

The reversal was so abrupt, and Julian’s urgency so badly concealed, that
Paul felt a flare of suspicion. But he played along, reflexively, because he
couldn’t imagine any catch that wouldn’t be worth it. “When?” he asked. “It’s
just that I—”

“Soon—tomorrow, ideally.” Julian gave a sudden, sharp laugh. “I actually
already called the airport, they have a flight a little before noon. Once I’'m
certain you’re coming, I’ll call them back to buy your ticket—"

“Tomorrow?” Paul heard Audrey tap impatiently on her car horn, so he
hurriedly stuffed the shirt into his knapsack. “I don’t know if I can that soon,
we’re having sort of a family emergency—can I call you back later?”

“Oh—mno, naturally, of course you can.” There was something like sympathy
in Julian’s voice, but it wasn’t quite convincing, as if he were taking measure of
his position and trying to hide it. “But you’ll need to call tonight at ten o’clock
sharp, it’s the only time I’ll be able to . . . What’s going on, anyway? Anyone I
know?”



Paul scrambled for a pen; Audrey tapped the horn again, more insistently.
“No,” he said. “No one you know.”

They were on the interstate ten minutes later. In the urgency of the moment,
Paul had written the number on a napkin; its folded mass was thick and awkward
in his breast pocket, impossible to ignore no matter how many distractions his
family offered him. Laurie slumped wordlessly beside him in the cramped back
seat, but the shock had put Audrey in a relentlessly chatty mood. She narrated
the familiar drive to Mount Lebanon as if she were afraid to stop talking.
“‘Waiting at Hazel’s,’ isn’t that so messed up?” she said more than once, as if
the callousness of it had surprised her anew. “Waiting. It feels so sick to sit
around waiting for someone to die.” When Audrey was distracted by a left turn,
Paul turned toward Laurie and mimed throttling their sister to shut her up. This
teased a weak smile to Laurie’s face, but it didn’t linger, and after a moment she
looked away again.

What followed, in the suburban quiet of Hazel’s house, felt like an uneasy
marriage between sitting shiva and a children’s slumber party. Hazel’s daughter,
Debbie, went out for a case of beer and some cheap Chinese food, and the cans
and cartons slowly migrated from the kitchen to the far corners of the house. The
young children were in the den, watching The Sound of Music on the color
television. The older cousins chatted around the tension and drank more than any
of them usually liked to do.

Every now and then Hazel’s telephone would ring, and a bleak, nebulous
update would make the rounds. Paul deliberately forgot the details as soon as he
heard them. He wanted to remember his great-grandmother as something other
than a withered fragile creature in a hostile world, but she had been right—only
her own memory knew her as anything else.

When they couldn’t bear it any longer, Paul and Laurie retreated upstairs to
look at the progress of the bathroom Hazel and Harvey were renovating. Paul
made fun of the new orange-and-gold floral wall tiles, which coaxed another
small smile from Laurie. They sat cross-legged at either end of the plaster-dusted
bathtub, eating from a carton of tepid sweet-and-sour chicken. The television
downstairs was muffled but still audible; every silence between them was
accompanied by tinny, distant singing.

“Can I have some of that?”

Laurie wasn’t quite smiling as she gestured toward Paul’s nearly full can, but
there was a trace of her usual mischief in her face.

“I’d be a really bad influence if I said yes,” Paul said, leaning forward to
hand it to her. “It’s vile, though, fair warning.”

Laurie held the can delicately and took an experimental swig. “Totally vile,”



she agreed, but gamely sipped again anyway. “I’ve got to get one of those, um—
the little bottles they put in gerbil cages or whatever, but human sized and full of
beer. Because,” she said with sudden vehemence, “if I have to go to another
fucking funeral and not be blotto, I'm going to throw up.”

Paul thought about telling her that this one would be different. He could have
said that some tragedies were socially acceptable, and when the neighbors
offered condolences for a natural death in old age, they weren’t secretly asking
Yes but why? What did you do to make this happen? But he couldn’t articulate it
without revealing too much of his own anger, so it wouldn’t have been much of
a reassurance.

For a long while they didn’t talk. Paul picked through the carton with his
chopsticks but couldn’t force himself to eat anything; Laurie smoothed her skirt
against her knees and drank skeptically but steadily from the beer can.

“What time is it?” she asked.

Paul lifted his cuff and checked his watch. It was already a quarter to ten. He
hadn’t forgotten his promise to Julian, but he remembered in the way he might
remember a waking thought in the middle of a dream. The hour might have
passed entirely before he noticed.

“Almost ten.” He handed Laurie the carton of chicken as he stood. “I need
some fresh air—if anyone asks for me, tell them I’ll be back soon.”

“Well, if anyone asks for me,” said Laurie with theatrical pathos, “I’ll just be
sitting here alone, drinking beer and eating cold Chinese food in an empty
bathtub.”

“Well played.” Without really knowing why, Paul leaned down and gave her
shoulder a shake. “Do me a favor and don’t tell anyone I let you have that, all
right?”

The air was clearer in the suburbs, but muggy and clinging. Paul followed
the sloping sidewalks to the neighborhood baseball diamond, where there was a
bank of pay phones parallel to the right-field line. He’d played a few away
games here with his Little League team; he remembered one of the telephones
ringing once when there was a development in one of his father’s cases that
couldn’t wait until the start of his next shift.

The operator had barely put Paul on hold before Julian answered. His voice
was hoarse and soft, as if he were trying not to be overheard. “Pablo?”

There was a faint clattering sound in the background, muffled voices heard
from a few rooms away. It was more context than Paul had received in weeks; he
imagined Julian excusing himself from dinner, shutting himself into a back
room, and waiting to pick up the phone before it had a chance to ring.

“I don’t think I can do it tomorrow.” He fidgeted with the metal-wrapped



coil of the phone cord and watched a moth circling the streetlight—small,
brown, too indistinct at a distance to identify. “She—my great-grandmother—
the funeral will probably be the day after tomorrow. I could come after that.”

Julian was silent for a long time. Paul could hear his fury even before he
spoke.

“I’m so sorry to hear that.” He spoke with such stringent courtesy that Paul
could see the way his hands were shaking. “Of course I was hoping to see you
sooner, but . . . Are you close to her?”

He didn’t quite ask, but Paul could hear him not-asking. He only
acknowledged the tacit question; the one Julian had asked aloud, so much more
benign, was also far too complicated to answer.

“Everything used to revolve around her,” he said coldly. “She’s my
grandfather’s mother, he’s crazy about her, so is my mother. It would upset a lot
of people if I tried to get out of it, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“It isn’t,” said Julian, too defensively for Paul to believe him. “I was only
asking if you were all right—"

“It’s fine, Julian, I’m not mad.” Paul laughed as if to prove that he meant it,
but it came out as more of a nervous exhale, and suddenly the words wouldn’t
stop coming. “God, don’t you think I want to get out of it? I’d rather have a root
canal, the last funeral I went to was—but they’d never let me live it down, ever,
no matter what I tried to tell them. They already think I’'m a freak, all I ever hear
from behind my back is how I’'m too quiet and give people the creeps and don’t
know how normal people are supposed to act, and oh, he’s always been like that,
and remember how he wouldn’t even go to poor Bubbe Sonia’s funeral—”

“So stay,” Julian interjected. “Stay as long as you need to, I’ll be fine
without you until then.”

“Of course you will. You’re always fine without me. You’ve made that very
clear. Obviously this time wouldn’t be any different—as usual you were
probably just hoping I would drop everything in order to come amuse you,
because you’re always so fucking bored and obviously that’s all I’'m good for.”

“You’re being ridiculous.” All the annoyance had left Julian’s voice,
replaced by something that almost sounded like panic. “Why did you think I told
you to keep writing? You can’t know how lonely it is here, you’ve been helping
me stay sane—"

“I hate it when you lie to me.”

The silence swelled through the static. Julian was the first to break it; he
spoke so quietly that it took Paul a moment to parse the words.

“Please tell me what you want.”

For weeks now he had felt unnecessary, useless, pouring his devotion into a



void. At last he had a chance to demand better, and he seized it.

“Say you need me to come.”

“I thought that was obvious,” said Julian acidly, but Paul stopped him before
he could say more.

“No. It’s not a yes-or-no question.” His own voice was so cool and
imperious that he barely recognized it. “Tell me you need me. In those words. I
won’t come unless you say it.”

Julian took a long time to answer. Paul wasn’t sure at first that his pride
would allow him to speak at all.

“I do need you. I need you. All right?” Paul would have doubted his sincerity
if he hadn’t sounded so disgusted with himself for yielding. “As soon as you can
possibly get here. I can muddle through for another day or two if I have to, but I
need to know when to expect you. When, not if, or I'll never forgive you.”

Part of Paul would have been disappointed, even a little repelled, if Julian
ever said outright that he loved him. It was more natural for Julian to be loved
than to love. If Julian were to love him, it would feel like something he deigned
to do. It meant more to be needed. That, far more than love, gave him enough
power not to be completely at Julian’s mercy. He hated for Julian to be in
enough distress to need his help—of course he did. But the exhilaration of Julian
admitting it was so intense that Paul could ignore the worry for now.

“No, it’s all right, tomorrow is all right, I’ll think of an excuse.” He’d
forgotten ever being angry. He felt gentle and endlessly patient; if Julian had
asked, he would have happily cut his chest open and handed over his heart, his
lungs, every part of himself piece by piece. “I’ll be there as soon as I can—I’1l
pay you back for the ticket.”

“Don’t worry about the money, it’s nothing.” Julian didn’t thank him, but
that was no surprise. He had already given more than Paul had dared expect.

“Can I tell you something,” said Julian after a pause, “that I’m all but certain
you won’t believe?”

“Try me.” It was a peace offering, tentatively teasing.

The barest pause. “I never lie to you, but sometimes I wish I could.” He
sounded surprised, even frightened. “You never let me pretend the truth is all
right when it isn’t.”

“You’re right, I don’t believe you.”

He was trying to joke, but Julian didn’t laugh.

“I know,” he said. “You never do.”

When Paul returned to his aunt’s house, he found the conversation replaced



by a tense, artificial hush. He knew what it meant, even before he heard Debbie
on the phone in her father’s study. Audrey had finally lost her voice; she sat at
the kitchen table with the older cousins, fidgeting with her bracelets, an empty
can folded in front of her. The television in the den had gone dark.

“Was that it?” his cousin Myron asked Debbie when she emerged. It was the
sort of callous thing Paul would never get away with saying, but because Myron
wasn’t thought of as cruel or cold or strange, nobody would say anything about
it.

Debbie was already carrying herself with the grim dignity that would
complement her funeral dress. “She passed away peacefully about half an hour
ago. Uncle Frank is swinging by to pick up his and Susie’s kids, but I think our
moms will all be at the hospital for a while longer.”

Audrey wordlessly followed Paul up to the second floor to retrieve Laurie.
The three of them sat for a long while in the car, waiting for the vents to cool the
fennel-smelling air. None of them spoke, though Laurie opened her mouth once
as if she thought she might.

Paul just thought about the girl from the photograph, whom he’d tried to
paint as a living person even though her likeness looked like an artifact under
glass. Two years after she traveled to the portrait studio in Vilnius, both her
parents were dead. He imagined her packing her entire life into a garment bag,
preparing to cross the ocean and marry a man she barely remembered, with the
soil from her parents’ graves still damp on the heels of her shoes. Leaving so
soon after their deaths was a cold decision, no less so for its necessity. Age had
sanded away every visible trace of that hardness, but Paul imagined it had still
been inside her somewhere; she would never have survived so long without it.

When his mother returned in the morning, Paul was already showered and
dressed and waiting for her in the kitchen. He pleaded his case as she prepared
her breakfast (cold cereal dressed with a fistful of frozen blueberries). He lied
that the invitation from Julian had come before the news about Bubbe Sonia, and
that the plan had already existed, the ticket already been bought, and he had just
put off telling her about it. Then he explained, patiently, that he couldn’t bear to
go to a funeral. “Not yet,” he said, “not so soon.” He didn’t specify after what; it
wasn’t necessary, and he didn’t want to make her cry. But he would stay in town
if the family needed him—of course he would—and he made sure to use the
phrase “putting his plans on hold,” because he knew that was the phrase she
would use if she wanted to insist that there was no need.

He need not have expended the effort; his mother was tired and in no mood
to fight back. He didn’t even get to the end of his script before she waved him
off.



“You’re going camping for a couple days,” she said flatly, “so you can clear
your head. Anything else would break your Zayde’s heart.”

Her acquiescence briefly struck him silent.

“But I’'m going? You aren’t saying no?”

She chased a blueberry through the milk and sighed.

“You’ll still be back before the end of the shiva,” she said wearily. “Do what
you want.”

It was well after he’d boarded his bus that he understood that “Do what you
want” wasn’t the same as “Yes.” There would be consequences. She’d all but
promised it.

And it would be worse than merely offending the whispering aunts and
uncles or making the neighbors gossip. He remembered all the times he’d
confided in his grandfather, how often both of his grandparents had shut the
others down about Paul when their worry over him tipped into needling. Setting
the cousins to chattering was one thing, but abandoning his grandfather was a
genuine betrayal.

Paul slid down in his seat and reminded himself, ruthlessly, that his
grandfather had betrayed him first. This isn’t going to go away by itself. He
forced himself to remember the aversion in his grandfather’s voice, repeating it
in his head until it distilled into hatred. He was no different than the rest of them.



4.

What he hadn’t dared admit, lest Julian think less of him, was that he’d

never been on an airplane before. The flight was little more than an hour, and
Paul spent nearly every minute of it with his eyes shut tight against the
impossible distance of the earth below, certain every patch of turbulence would
send the plane into a spiral. He still wasn’t sure he would ever remember how to
use his legs again, and the drive to Julian’s house wasn’t doing him any favors.

The girl who had met him at the airport was named Joy Greenwood, a rail-
thin doe of a girl who drove as if she’d learned by watching The French
Connection. He knew a little about her, because Julian had mentioned her once
or twice; now and again she had sent packages to Julian’s dorm, filled with
candied ginger and Dutch chocolate. She had picked Paul out of the crowd by
comparing his face to the picture on the butterfly garden brochure, and
announced within moments of meeting him that she was nursing a hangover.
When they reached her convertible, they were greeted shrilly by her dog, a
grotesquely tiny auburn puff that was canine in name only. Paul couldn’t tell if
its name was really Sweetpea or if that was just a nickname, but it inexplicably
decided to sit on his lap as they drove.

“Julian’s told me so much about you.”

The countryside spilled past them in a blur. Joy steered one-handed as she lit
a cigarette—a peculiar one, long and skinny, with a striking resemblance to a
lollipop stick. Paul stared at her, trying to decide what she might mean by “so
much.”

Joy looked at him sideways and seemed, quite suddenly, to take pity on him.

“He says you’re absolutely brilliant,” she went on. “And that you do
wonderful creepy paintings of moths and dead things, and that he wishes you’d
major in art instead of—oh, I forget, it was something dreadful—"

“It’s ecology,” he said a little defensively. “It’s not dreadful.”

“Oh! Thank goodness, I thought it was economics. That’s what Daddy does,
something at the Treasury, and he despises it.”

Joy was his age or even younger, but her clothes, like Julian’s, were refined
and overly grown-up. She had a cashmere sweater tied around her shoulders and
a red silk scarf folded over her dark hair. She would have given the impression
of being older than her age if she hadn’t been a little frayed at the edges. The
beds around her painted blue fingernails were chewed raw, and she had deep
circles under her eyes that the layers of shadow and mascara didn’t quite
conceal. She had a profound, elusive sadness about her, for all that she chatted



and smoked and fawned on the dog in his lap. Paul caught himself failing to
dislike her, somehow, even when she darted into the next lane without signaling.

“I’m Jewish too,” she said, speeding past the car she’d been tailgating for
half a mile. “Well, sort of—only a quarter, but it used to be ‘Grunwald,’ and
around here that’s more than enough. It’s so much better in New York—I can
only stomach coming here once or twice a year. I’d love to see Daddy more, but
it’s about all I can take. The fewer people you talk to while you’re here, the
happier you’ll be.”

“I probably won'’t talk to a lot of people outside Julian’s family,” said Paul,
trying to conceal his dread. “So it should be fine.”

Joy was visibly horrorstruck. She took a long drag from her cigarette to
cover her silence.

“He’s—warned you about them, hasn’t he?” she said carefully.

Paul avoided her eyes. Instead he looked at the dog, which grinned up at him
as its paws pressed into his thigh. He wasn’t sure if there was a correct way to
pet dogs the same way there was with cats, so he patted its forehead gingerly
with the tips of his fingers.

“Of course,” he said. It was true in that he could read between the lines of
what little detail Julian had ever given him, but he knew that this wasn’t what
Joy meant.

If Paul had expected anything at all of Julian’s hometown, it was that it
would be something like Mount Lebanon—tonier and tidewater-flat, but built to
welcome school buses and children’s bicycles. But those suburbs had fallen
away behind them ages ago, treetops shining in the sun alongside the highway.
For a long while afterward it was all farmland—Ilush orchards ringed by split-rail
fences, verdant fields of what Joy identified as tobacco.

Joy wasn’t forcing Paul to hold up his end of a conversation, which he
slowly recognized as a deliberate kindness. She talked in fits and starts, amiable
monologues about her parents or her boarding school that allowed replies but
didn’t demand them. Her silences didn’t ask anything of him, which was hardly
ever the case, even with people who knew him well.

When they pulled off the highway, the country road followed the contour of
the coast. The bay glinted in and out of view between houses that were now a
little closer together, but Paul kept waiting in vain to encounter anything that
resembled a town. There were no schools or baseball diamonds or even shopping
plazas. There were only the driveways fanning out from the road, and at their
ends the houses, bigger and more grandiose with every mile. The houses perched
on their empty lawns like headstones, or else were cloaked in gardens so opulent
and elaborate that they had to require an entire team of gardeners to maintain.



“They’re not . . .” He grasped for a way to phrase the question that wouldn’t
inadvertently insult her, then decided he was too desperate to care. “God, they’re
not that kind of rich, are they?”

Joy plainly had no idea what he was talking about, but that didn’t stop her
from making a sympathetic face and guessing, far wide of the mark, at what
might soothe him.

“It’s climber central back there, that’s why it’s so gaudy and gross,” she said
kindly. “But they’ve got a lot of real aristo neighbors to impress, so their house is
nicer—you know, less tacky. The harpy queen has good taste, at least. Ugh, his
dad would be hopeless without her, there’d be Corinthian columns on the
gazebo ...’

The dog had been dozing, but it woke up with a reproachful yap when Paul
miserably slid down in his seat.

The car stopped at a driveway flanked by brick columns. If Paul’s hand
hadn’t remembered the shape of Julian’s address so well, he would have been
certain they were in the wrong place. The house wasn’t even visible from the
road; the driveway plunged into a thick stand of pines, toward the water and out
of sight. The iron gates sat open as if they were merely too polite to be closed.
Joy turned up the drive without hesitation.

The house was a regal colonial, red brick crisscrossed with ivy, with the
expanse of Chesapeake Bay glimmering at its back. The front garden was bright
with emerald grass and pearl-white starbursts of magnolias; beyond the house,
the lot sloped down toward the water, where he could just make out the sun-
painted mast of a sailboat.

Paul would have been far happier if they had stopped at one of the garish
houses farther up the road. However loathsome, those belonged to a kind of
exuberance in plenty that he could nearly understand. The very tastefulness of
this place made it far more offensive than if the Frommes had succumbed to
new-money excess. It gave the impression that they breathed their wealth as
carelessly as air.

Joy’s car barely had a chance to idle before the front door flew open. Joy
pushed her sunglasses up and waved, beaming; if she hadn’t, Paul might have
mistaken Julian for one of his brothers. His hair was cut short and combed back
from his face, ruining the fashionable length that had been nurtured by months of
careful neglect. He was wearing crisp, summery, Kennedyish clothes Paul had
never seen him in before, and with the alien mass of the house behind him, he
looked for a moment like a stranger. Then he bounded down the steps like an
eager kitten and the illusion shattered.

Paul got out of the car quickly. Julian stopped short of embracing him;



instead he pressed one hand between Paul’s shoulder blades, insistently, as if to
hurry him along.

“You’re just in time,” he said, so vehemently cheerful that Paul’s stomach
dropped. “I’ve got everything ready—is that your only bag? Good—thank you
for rescuing him, Joy, you’re an angel, come on inside and I’'ll make you a drink

»

Joy was in no particular rush, which clearly made Julian impatient. She
struggled to hold the dog; it huffed and strained with wild eyes as if to break free
and leap at Julian’s throat. “We can’t stay too terribly long,” she said. “I wish we
could, but Daddy wanted to—"

“Of course! Just one drink, as a thank-you present. I insist.” Julian smiled
brilliantly and gave Paul an ungentle push in the direction of the door. “Oh, poor
Sweetpea, I know, I’m being so mean ignoring you—I think we still have some
of Tib’s old biscuits in the pantry . . .”

The world had whirled into such frenetic activity that Paul had trouble taking
it all in. He had the impression of a genteel front hallway—walls done up in
white and robin’s-egg blue, hardwood floors finished with a dark soft patina as if
they’d seen centuries of the same family’s footsteps. When Joy set the dog
down, it danced around Julian’s ankles until he scooped it up and bounced it like
an infant. Paul clung to his suitcase and looked from doorway to glass-
transomed doorway, then up to the wrought-iron chandelier.

A slim, middle-aged black woman was hurrying toward them, smoothing her
gray dress as she walked. Her face was a mask of courteous alarm.

“You were expecting visitors too,” she said to Julian, in a tone that suggested
that the absence of a question mark was squarely his fault. “I apologize, I didn’t
see it on the calendar—”

“It must have slipped my mother’s mind,” said Julian brightly. “Joy’s only
here for a little bit, just long enough for a drink, we shouldn’t get in the way.”

“Of course—Miss Greenwood, always a pleasure.” The woman’s smile was
fixed and despondent. “And this is . .. ?”

Paul quickly let go of the suitcase handle and reached forward to shake her
hand. She gave him a bewildered, pitying look before taking it.

“Paul Fleischer,” he said, wondering hopelessly what he’d done wrong.

“Cecilia Stanton.” She grasped his hand weakly and immediately let go; her
eyes never left Julian’s face. “Julian,” she said delicately, “are you certain you
remembered to let your mother know?”

“I didn’t forget.” Julian handed the dog back to Joy, who had gone very pale.
“Don’t worry about it, Ceci,” he added fondly. “We were just going to put him
in the spare bed in my room, you don’t need to do a thing—I thought we’d just



look in on Mother quickly, and then we’ll get out of your way . . .”

Julian steered Paul up the hallway toward a set of French doors. Joy brushed
apologetically past Cecilia and scrambled after them.

“Julian.” She caught his arm and addressed him in an urgent whisper.
“Julian, you didn’t, please tell me you didn’t—"

Whatever was transpiring, Paul had little time and barely enough context to
even follow along on the surface. But Joy understood it perfectly, and what he
could see of her understanding filled him with dread.

Julian looked at her impassively, then gave Paul a bracing smile.

“I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you,” he said, and for a moment Paul
couldn’t imagine, much less remember, that anything in the world existed
outside the two of them.

Then Julian rapped on the French doors and pushed them open before
anyone could answer.

Beyond the doors was a formal living room, simply furnished but so pristine
that Paul could tell no child had ever set foot in it. Three people turned toward
the disturbance in surprise, highball glasses clicking with ice. Two of them were
women, both with doll-perfect sundresses and sculpted blond hair, but Paul
knew Julian’s mother right away. There was an ineffable likeness, something in
the proportions of her face, even though the individual features were dissimilar.
Julian’s freckles came from her; she’d hidden hers under foundation, but they
were still visible on her bare forearms. After a split second of incomprehension,
she smiled, and the resemblance became unmistakable. It was the exact smile
Julian wore when he was beside himself with fury.

“Hey! Sorry to interrupt.” Julian slid his hand around Paul’s forearm and
held tight. “Paul’s here. I thought we should say hello before I go get him settled
in.”

“Julian,” said Joy miserably, but she spoke so quietly that Julian could
pretend not to hear her.

The guests graced the intruders with tolerant smiles. Julian’s eyes left his
mother just long enough to grin back, a boyish and blunt smile that didn’t suit
him. He was telling them without words that nothing was out of the ordinary—
that Paul was a duly invited guest rather than a grenade he’d thrown in ambush.
The couple, of course, were integral to the plan. There had to be witnesses, or
there would be no pressure on Mrs. Fromme to acquiesce.

Mrs. Fromme’s blue eyes flitted toward Paul. One eyebrow lifted; she looked
him up and down, the way she might look at the corpse of a deer that had thrown
itself in front of her car.

“My goodness.” She set her glass aside and swept to her feet. Her bared teeth



glinted white. “You must forgive me. I had thought that was next week.”

Paul had forgotten she would speak with an accent. Not unlike his father, she
used overly precise facsimiles of acquired English consonants, the barely
perceptible slowness belying decades of familiarity. The echo made her seem
more human, but no less dangerous. He hadn’t given her much thought before,
preoccupied with such garish imaginings of Julian’s father that she had seemed
beside the point. For the first time he fully understood how little he really knew.

“We decided he didn’t need his own guest room, remember? He’s a string
bean,” he added to his mother’s guests, giving Paul’s arm a shake. “All you
really need for this one is an umbrella stand.”

“One of your prep-school friends, Julian?” the husband asked. He was
younger than Mrs. Fromme, fresh-faced and doughy and faintly familiar, as if
Paul had seen him on television without committing him to memory.

“College, I think,” Mrs. Fromme corrected. She sidled gracefully past the
coffee table to approach him. He kept hoping she would look away from him, or
at least blink, but she was waiting for him to flinch first. “How nice to put a face
to the name at last, after all your letters.”

The latent threat was so subtle and elegant that Paul had to admire it. I know
what you are. I’ve seen you all along. She clasped both hands around his, her
skin cool and smooth as alabaster. It took all his willpower not to shy away.

“I—thanks, I’'ve—heard a lot about you, too.”

Out of sight of her guests, her smile had faded. He tried to withdraw his
hand, but she didn’t let go.

“Ca va, Maman?” said Julian quietly, and she looked at him with such cold
anger that it was a wonder he didn’t recoil.

“I apologize for the confusion. I assure you it is not typical.” Her eyes
snapped back to Paul; her voice was a perfect imitation of warmth, but there was
no trace of the sentiment in her face. “Make yourself at home,” she said.

Julian didn’t let go of him. When they were out of sight of the French doors,
he slid his fingertips down Paul’s arm and laced their hands together.

“Sorry about that.” For the first time since Paul had known him, he sounded
as if he meant it. “They’ve been suspicious of you for weeks. They’d never have
agreed to let you come if I'd asked them.”

Joy had been walking ahead of them in a daze, but she stopped in her tracks
and looked at Julian in horror.

“He didn’t even know? Julian, for god’s sake, what’s the matter with you?”

Her vehemence took Julian by surprise, but mildly. “I think he did,” he said,
glancing at Paul as if to confirm. “Didn’t you? You knew this was enemy
territory, you can’t have expected a fatted calf.”



“You and your”—Joy let the dog squirm out of her arms and threw her entire
weight into punching Julian’s shoulder—*“your awful little games, you decide
you’re going to show off and you do absolutely vile things to get the pieces into
place—"

“It was an emergency.” Paul said it less to calm her down than to remind
himself that it was true. Julian needed him, had said so outright; anything else
paled in comparison. “I’m fine, ’'m not—"

“Don’t coddle him,” said Joy, “or he’ll never remember he’s supposed to do
better.”

“Why would I bother to grow my own conscience when I’ve always got you
around to pester me?” Julian gave Paul a wry sidelong look—girls, right?”—and
leaned down to gather up the dog.

“Poor Sweetpea is starving,” he added. “I promised him a biscuit and
everything. Let’s get you that drink, Joy, I think all of us could use one.”

In his usual fashion, Julian had regained control of the situation without the
slightest sign that he was doing it. He ushered Joy into the sun-bright kitchen,
where she sat wearily on one of the ebony barstools. While Julian searched the
pantry for a dog treat, Paul stole a glance into the back garden. Two boys
careened around the sloping lawn and tossed a football, one about Laurie’s age,
the other a few years younger. Both were blond and nondescript, dressed in
khaki shorts and polo shirts. Beyond them there was indeed a gazebo—no
Corinthian columns. The air was thick with honeysuckle and saltwater.

This place was so far from his neighborhood’s careworn row houses and
wood-paneled basements that it barely looked real. The adults in the living room,
the younger brothers outside, even Julian and Joy, all looked less like people
than like the sunny illustrations on his grandmother’s sewing-pattern envelopes.
He was too overwhelmed by the perverse details to take them all in, so he fixed
his attention, desperately and nonsensically, on a rack of fine-necked crystal
wineglasses hanging above the kitchen island. Nobody should own that, he
thought, with a fury so brutal and inexplicable that it made his head swim.

Joy and Julian were bickering again, while she drank as if she’d been at the
verge of dying of thirst. “When your father gets home, he’s going to crucify
you,” she said. “Right there on the mast of the sailboat.”

“Not in front of the Congressman, he won’t. Pablo, I don’t know what you
drink.”

His panic must have been visible, because both their faces fell when they
turned toward him. Joy gave him a look of abject pity; Julian adopted such a
perfect performance of compassion that Paul knew he was trying to hide his
impatience.



“My room’s up the stairs,” said Julian, far too kindly for Paul to trust it.
“Turn left, then it’s the last door on the right. I’ll be up soon.”

Paul suspected he was supposed to apologize, which just made him angrier.

“It was nice to meet you, Joy,” he said, and darted back into the hall before
Julian could change his mind.

He’d left his suitcase at the base of the stairs, but it was gone when he
returned. He found it in Julian’s room, emptied into the dresser and tucked
neatly under the guest bed. He was mortified to think Cecilia had done this for
him, though the thought that it could have been Julian’s mother was far worse. In
their drawer his clothes looked shabby, folded so carefully by the unseen hands
that the neatness felt almost mocking.

He lay on his bed; with the curtains drawn, the room was dim and cool.
There was little sign that it belonged to anyone, much less Julian. It was of a
piece with the rest of the house, tidy as a guest room, with twin nautical-striped
bedspreads and blue wallpaper etched with lighthouses and gulls. The only trace
of personality was the chair by the window, a folding director’s chair where Mrs.
Fromme would doubtless would have preferred an armchair. Paul could imagine
Julian, a few years younger, making a frame with his fingers as he looked out
over the bay.

It wasn’t long before Julian sidled inside and shut the door with his shoulder.
He’d brought two glasses, glittering with condensation, which he set on Paul’s
dresser with a chatter.

“I think we’re even, now.” Julian brushed Paul’s hair back from his face and
leaned down to kiss him, hard enough to hurt; his mouth was sweet and warm
with bourbon.

“Don’t ever make me beg you for anything again,” he said quietly.
“Understood?”

Not for the first time, Paul wondered if he might hate Julian a little. He
wanted Julian to kiss him again; it wasn’t at all dissimilar from wanting to bite
his mouth until he drew blood.

“Why am I here, Julian?”

At first he thought Julian was ignoring the question. He pushed Paul onto his
back and let his fingertips graze the hollow of his throat. Paul hated himself for
falling for it, for surrendering control instantly and without question.

“I’ve missed you,” said Julian, as if it were an afterthought. “And you’re
going to help me escape.”
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I can’t believe you never had to learn an instrument. What kind of a nice

Jewish boy are you?”

“Not a particularly nice one, for a start,” Paul answered, and Julian pretended
not to smile. “So I never had the patience.”

“I don’t either,” said Julian. “That’s why I’m not any good.”

There was an upright Steinway in the living room, varnish clouded with age.
Julian was a splinter of nervous energy. He cycled through the first few bars of a
Rachmaninoff concerto, pretending to ignore the party. But every few moments
he looked through the glass doors that opened onto the deck, trying—thus far in
vain—to catch sight of his parents alone.

They were busy with their guests, the “few close friends” carefully selected
so that the Frommes could take credit for introducing important people to one
another. Julian had told Paul that his mother didn’t drink, but that she led all her
guests to believe she did. She swanned through the crowd with her club soda and
lime, laughing as if her lungs were loosened by alcohol. She kissed the wives on
each cheek to win them over with her Continental charm, and whenever a
guest’s glass looked too empty she beckoned an attendant to come by with a
drink tray. The guests hardly needed encouragement, but they accepted it with
relish; these people drank so relentlessly that Paul couldn’t fathom how none of
them were sick.

“You sound fine to me,” Paul said, though he could see what Julian meant.
For all its precision, there was something too-smooth and bloodless in Julian’s
playing that belied the sweeping bombast of the notes.

“That’s all I ever am is ‘fine,’” said Julian, pretending that this didn’t
disappoint him. “It’s how I am with any art, and especially how I was with
chess. I excel at theory and memorizing techniques, but in the execution there’s
always something lacking—"

“I wish you’d listen to me for a minute,” Julian’s older brother cut in. He
glanced toward Paul, impatient and almost pleading. “Are you sure you’re not
drinking, Julian? Maybe your friend wouldn’t mind getting you something—"

“He’s not the help, Henry,” said Julian acidly, and began the concerto again
from the top.

Henry had arrived with a few friends of his own, but after a conference with
his mother he quickly abandoned them. He was angling to get Julian on his own,
and seemed to have decided that the way to do this was to annoy him into
submission. He followed Julian and Paul from room to room, cutting into their



conversations no matter how vehemently they ignored him.

He leaned now with his arm draped over the top of the piano, holding a half-
finished Southside with his fingertips. He’d been nursing it for so long that all
the ice had dissolved. Henry didn’t look much like Julian at all—he was tall and
athletically lean, with an angular look that was at once more classically
handsome and far less interesting. But their voices were eerily similar in timbre
and cadence, enough that if Paul wasn’t looking, he almost couldn’t tell which
one was speaking.

“Julian.” The cascade of crashing chords had summoned Julian’s mother.
She stood in the doorway with one hand on the hip of her pleated skirt. Her false
laugh rang like a bell. “Darling, surely you can play something less Slavonic and
grim!”

She lingered, watching them. Paul saw himself through her eyes, glaringly
out of place in the new corduroy suit his grandmother had sewn for him. Under
her gaze Paul became acutely aware of how little space there was between him
and Julian as they sat elbow-to-elbow on the piano bench. Their bodies were
supposed to abhor each other; they were supposed to be like Henry’s friends,
who only touched when they punched each other’s shoulders.

When their mother left, Henry fixed Julian with a pointed, sanctimonious
look. “Well, she’s right,” he said when Julian glared at him. “It’s hardly
appropriate.”

“If you’re so sure what’s appropriate, would you like to take over?” said
Julian with a vicious smile. “Or would you rather attend to your own guests?”

Henry grimaced around a mouthful of his tepid drink.

“I’d like to talk to you, quite frankly, and I think you know damn well—
listen, Paul,” he added suddenly. Paul thought he could see a trace of sympathy
in his eyes, which made him feel a little sick. “It is Paul, isn’t it?—I hate to be
inhospitable, I really do, and it’s nothing personal against you, but the
circumstances are so irregular that—"

Paul tried to believe he was taking pity on Henry. It was less odious than
admitting to himself that he would writhe out of his skin if his hip touched
Julian’s for another moment. The heat was suddenly stifling, the coffered
ceilings dizzyingly high. It seemed impossible that such a tastefully empty place
could be so suffocating, far more than his own cluttered little home had ever
been—this house was a shadowbox, blank-walled and airtight, never meant for
living things.

“It’s all right,” Paul said over Julian’s protest. He buttoned his blazer as he
stood, trying to conceal his body a little more. “He won’t ever let you alone
otherwise.”



Julian threw a bitter look toward the crowd milling on the deck, but his
mother was engaged again with her guests; his father, whom Paul had only seen
from a distance, was completely out of sight.

“We’ve got to talk to my parents,” said Julian. “As soon as we get a chance
to corner them.”

Paul could never replace an expression, only flatten it to blankness. It would
be clear to both of them how much dread he was trying to hide.

“Talking to them” was as far as the plan went, and Paul hadn’t dared tell
Julian that it didn’t sound like much. He decided he just didn’t understand it, for
the same reason he didn’t immediately understand Julian’s chess strategies until
they were already in motion. Paul didn’t know Julian’s parents, after all. Julian
was going to ask for an early return to Pittsburgh, so he could shop for a few
items for his new dormitory and check out some presemester reading at the
library—an excuse they could give their friends, if they liked, because that was a
favorable alternative to trying to say no and having him pick a fight in public.
Paul was supposedly there as reinforcement, a latent threat of resistance in case
they tried to physically prevent Julian from leaving.

“This place is a prison,” Julian had said. It was the only explanation he
would give, no matter how urgently Paul pressed him. “I can’t stand another
minute here. It doesn’t matter why.”

Paul left Julian and Henry behind, to whisper in their identical voices about
details Paul wasn’t allowed to know. He couldn’t breathe with their secrets
pressing at his back. He retreated into the garden, toward an imaginary solitude
on the far side of the crowd—a secluded corner where he could quietly watch for
moths. The party spilled down from the deck and out over the lawn, beneath
white string lights that crisscrossed between the trellises like a ceiling of stars.
Paul had planned for the other guests to ignore him—he survived parties full of
strangers by being invisible, and he excelled at it. But these strangers were
unaccustomed to letting anything go unseen. The whole point was to be visible
to each other, to be recognized and to recognize. When he tried to sidle past
them, they paused midsentence and turned to watch him. He couldn’t have been
more conspicuous, and they wanted him to know it.

No one approached him, of course; Paul had the sense that even if Julian had
been there to introduce him, they would still have been reluctant to address him
directly. He passed a cluster of Henry’s Dartmouth friends, vile smirking
specimens of Anglo-Saxon boyhood who glanced between Paul’s glasses and
thin wrists as if they were only a few years too old to try and snap them. The
adults were no better—behind the glaze of polite smiles, the sentiment was the
same.



The hors d’oeuvres table was set up in the gazebo—Ilit gold by the white
lights that snaked up the support posts, and overflowing with inscrutable things
that Paul couldn’t eat. Everything seemed to be wrapped in prosciutto or
needlessly entangled with a shrimp; even the salmon-and-cucumber bites, which
Julian claimed would be safe, had been topped at the last minute with a spiteful
chip of bacon.

Paul could feel the other guests watching him from the corners of their eyes,
as if they thought he might be contagious. It was all he could do not to put his
hands on everything—to contaminate the hateful food so thoroughly that the
other guests would be repulsed. Instead he just picked up a plain roll, careful not
to touch the others, and pulled it in half to see if there was anything offensive
inside.

“That can’t be all you’re having.”

Paul started as if something had stung him, and he hated himself for it. It
took him a moment to recognize the man as Julian’s father. Paul only knew him
by his beige summer blazer, which Julian had pointed out to him at the far end of
the crowd. He was deep into his fifties, at least a decade older than his wife,
clean-cut and nondescript. His dark hair was silver at the temples and stranded
throughout with gray; his eyes were sea-green like Julian’s, such an undeserved
beauty that Paul wanted to cut them out of his face.

“I’m not that hungry,” said Paul, but Mr. Fromme pretended not to hear. His
hand landed on Paul’s shoulder, and he leaned down, not letting go, to pick up a
toothpicked morsel of steak.

“One of my wife’s specialties.” He affected the tone that intolerable men
used when they spoke about their wives, that condescending cocktail of fondness
and bemusement. “You’ve got to love the French—butter and garlic on
everything, a little bit of red wine. It melts in your mouth.”

“I—no, thank you. I’'m all right.”

He wanted to squirm away, but Mr. Fromme’s hand was firm on his
shoulder. When Paul refused the offering, Mr. Fromme’s smile became abruptly
less convincing. “I insist,” he said coolly. “My wife would never forgive me for
letting one of our guests go hungry.”

“I’m fine. Thank you.”

It wasn’t even that Paul’s upbringing had been all that strict, but there was a
difference between the occasional dubiously kosher egg roll and being bullied
into an unambiguous transgression. That Julian’s father would even attempt it
struck him as rather pathetic, but Mr. Fromme looked pleased, as if he’d caught
Paul in a lie. Paul had imagined such unbreakable authority into this man, such
bitter and confident volatility. But he was clear-eyed and sober—there was a



palpable insecurity about him, straining for dominance without quite reaching it.
He was more hateful than anything Paul’s fear had conjured for him.

“Let me tell you a story.”

Mr. Fromme didn’t let go of his shoulder; he walked Paul back down the
steps and along the garden path. Paul watched his face and gestures with clinical
fascination. He’d never before met a Jew who tried to pass, and had expected to
find some affectation that made the effort visible. But Mr. Fromme probably
skated through less by being particularly gentile-looking than by sheer
blandness. He had the steam-pressed, Brylcreemed appearance of a witness at
the Watergate hearings. In order to wonder if he was Jewish, his country-club
acquaintances would first have to differentiate him from every career bureaucrat
who looked exactly like him.

“In my Foreign Service days,” Mr. Fromme was saying, “we lived for a few
years in Iran.”

“When Julian was little. He told me.”

“Julian and Henry,” Mr. Fromme assented; it was clear which name he
favored. “In any case—on one occasion I was required, along with a number of
my colleagues, to attend a state dinner at one of the palaces of the Shah. Now, by
and large I’ve always found Persian cuisine agreeable, at least the savory dishes.
But I also have a particular dislike for rosewater, and I was rather dreading this
dinner—because, as you may or may not know, most of the desserts in that
country carry at least the threat of it...”

Paul noticed with alarm that Mr. Fromme had led him out of earshot of the
rest of the party, toward the stuttering reflections of the dock lights on the water.

“Sure enough, come dessert, we were served something they call faloodeh—
a sort of noodle ice cream, absolutely swimming in rosewater. I would have liked
nothing more than to turn my nose up at it. And to do that, to follow that
impulse, would have been a grievous offense, not to mention a liability to my
employers. So do you know what I did?”

He paused, as if he expected Paul to ask for the answer.

“I ate every bite,” he said. “Because that’s what you do, young man, when
you have a vested interest in maintaining a diplomatic relationship with your
hosts.”

Paul finally shrugged off Mr. Fromme’s hand and stepped back to put some
distance between them.

“I’m only here for Julian, sir. I’m not trying to have a relationship with you
at all.”

For a long, ugly moment, Paul almost expected Mr. Fromme to take a swing
at him. For the first time, he looked capable of it. But he didn’t move. He



watched Paul with an incredulous fury, and then he smiled.

“No,” he said. “I don’t suppose you are.”

Mr. Fromme pulled a checkbook from his breast pocket and flicked it open,
then returned to the pocket for a pen. It seemed a nonsensical gesture until its
meaning landed hard below Paul’s ribs.

“What does your father do?”

“He’s dead.”

Mr. Fromme didn’t blink; he didn’t even look up from his checkbook.

“My condolences,” he said blandly, writing as he spoke. “That must be
difficult for your mother. Maybe you’d like to make it a little easier—or keep the
money for your own purposes, that’s your prerogative. And of course we’ll pay
for the flight back to wherever you came from, first class . . . Spell your name
for me, if you would?”

Paul held his hands steady against the urge, just shy of irresistible, to knock
him down onto the pebbled shore and hold his face underwater.

“Go to hell.”

“I’ll let you write it in yourself.” Mr. Fromme signed the check with a
flourish and freed it delicately from its perforated edge. “Just as well. I’d
forgotten your name already; I don’t particularly care to remember it.”

“I don’t want your money.” He was too repelled even to stammer. “You’re
not going to buy me off, I’'m not—"

“Of course I am. Don’t be ridiculous.” Mr. Fromme smiled and held out the
check between his first two fingers. “Everyone has a price. I think you’ll find
this is well north of yours.”

The curiosity was too powerful, even through the mortification. He looked
down; he immediately wished he hadn’t.

“You’re abhorrent.” He hated how his voice sounded, exactly as uncertain
and malleable as Julian’s father thought he was. Nothing in him wanted to accept
the money, but it was humiliating to be so shaken that he needed to tell himself
that at all.

“I grew up the same way you did, you know.” That Mr. Fromme would
admit this was a sign of how insignificant Paul was to him. “I know what this
would mean for you. You wouldn’t get anything better from Julian, even before
this mess. And if he comes away from this with anything at all, which is severely
in doubt,” he added with grim satisfaction, “do you really believe that four years
from now he’ll even remember your name?”

The final sentence eclipsed everything that came before.

“Four years,” he said before he could stop himself. “What happens in four
years?”



He shouldn’t have spoken. Mr. Fromme’s insincere smile had given way to
unconcealed triumph. He gave a low, faint chuckle; it took all Paul’s resolve not
to recoil.

“He didn’t tell you.” His eyes flitted past Paul’s shoulder, and the smile
became a grin. “What a singular oversight. Julian—perhaps you had better set
the record straight.”

Julian couldn’t have been there long. He was a little out of breath, as if he’d
rushed through the crowd, but he’d stopped short a few feet uphill. His back was
straight, face blank and white as paper. His mother sauntered after him, serenely
unhurried, her high heels dangling from one hand.

“Go ahead,” said Julian’s father. “Bring him up to speed.”

“Julian,” said Paul in an urgent undertone, but Julian only glancingly met his
eyes. As he approached, he took hold of Paul’s forearm; Paul couldn’t decide
which of them the gesture was meant to steady.

“It isn’t going to happen,” Julian said. “There’s nothing to tell.”

“How do you figure?” His father didn’t give him a chance to answer; he
turned again to Paul. “It’s a great opportunity, really. Julian’s grandfather has
offered to host him for a year at the Sorbonne. Under close supervision, of
course, to prevent any further foolishness. And after that, well—”

“He’s always had such a difficult time being away from home.” As she drew
near, Mrs. Fromme touched her son’s face with mocking affection, and Julian
tensed as if he were trying not to recoil. “He is emotional, our Julian. He will be
happier if he can live here with us his last three years of college, until he’s ready
for law school . . . Georgetown, I think, we decided was a better fit?”

“Better school, too. Much more in line with your qualifications, which
matters in the real world, believe it or not.”

Julian swung forward to catch his gaze, but Paul could hardly see him. The
world shimmered at its edges.

“Don’t listen to them,” said Julian. “It isn’t going to happen—Paul, that’s
why you’re here, that’s what we’re telling them, remember?”

His voice had no right to waver. He’d known all along and said nothing, had
knowingly put Paul in a position to be blindsided. It was monstrous for him to be
afraid when Paul desperately needed him to be brave.

“You still think you can salvage this.” Mr. Fromme’s attention had
refocused, raptly, on his son. Julian did something Paul had never seen him do
before—he broke eye contact, as if he couldn’t endure it any longer, and fixed
his gaze unseeingly on the water.

“I’m going back to Pittsburgh.” He retreated to their script as if its flimsy
words still had any power. “It’s my life, I can decide where I want to go to



school and who my friends are. You’ve no right to stop me, and you aren’t going
to try. I know you don’t want me to embarrass you in front of your guests—”

“Let me tell you how that plays out for you, Julian,” his father interrupted,
“because I think you’re under the misapprehension that we would continue to be
as patient as we’ve been up till now.” That struck Julian silent. If he felt
anything at all, all evidence of it had emptied from his face. “Has it not occurred
to you how much more difficult we can make this for you?” said his father.
“Ungrateful, as always, for every unpleasantness we’ve worked so hard to spare
you.”

“Poor Julian. You’ve always been so emotional.” The word was no less
jarring the second time Mrs. Fromme said it. Paul might have used it to describe
himself, in a moment of self-loathing, but never Julian. “The way you reacted to
that little incident at boarding school, you were nearly hysterical—all our friends
were concerned, and it was terribly difficult to explain. So if there were to be a
public outburst, well . . . it would be uncomfortable for us, of course, but
everyone knows how you are.”

“You were always too spiteful to even pretend to be normal,” his father cut
in. “Naturally you’ll never appreciate how much effort it’s taken to try to
mitigate the damage.”

“He’s delicate. Since the accident, I think—he’s never been the same.” Mrs.
Fromme wasn’t quite correcting him. “No one,” she told Julian kindly, “would
ever fault us for sending you somewhere quiet to recuperate.”

“You’re damned lucky we didn’t do it years ago.”

Mrs. Fromme flashed her husband a warning smile and reached, once more,
for Julian’s face.

“It is what any loving parent would do.”

There was supposed to be another layer to the plan. It should be like one of
Julian’s favorite games between grandmasters, every apparent flaw a strategic
feint. But Julian said nothing. Paul might have been able to hold himself steady
if Julian had looked at him, given him even an empty reassurance that he knew
what he was doing. But he appeared to have forgotten that Paul was there. He
looked so blank and faraway that it might have passed for calm. There was no
backup plan. Paul had been right—there had barely been a plan at all.

Mr. Fromme checked his watch. He smiled at them and offered his wife his
arm.

“I think you know what your options are, Julian. I trust you’ll choose
sensibly. As for you—" Here he paused, as if to remind Paul that he hadn’t
bothered to commit his name to memory. “—I’1l hold on to the check till
morning, I think,” he said with a thin smile. “After that the offer will be less



generous.”

“Be a good host, Julian,” said his mother. “Your friend looks a little pale.
Perhaps you should fetch him a drink.”

They ascended the hill arm in arm, not a hair out of place between them.
Paul watched Julian’s mother pause to pull her shoes back on by their ankle
straps, while his father waited at her side and chivalrously held her hand. Paul
could pick up a stone while their backs were turned and throw it before anyone
could stop him. But he didn’t know which skull he would rather crack, and
before he could decide, they had disappeared into the party again. There was
nowhere for the impulse to go.

“Tell me what the plan is. Tell me what we do next.”

But Julian still wouldn’t look at him. He sank down to sit in the tall grass by
the edge of the strand, bracing his forearms on his knees. He didn’t seem to
register that Paul had spoken. He held a cigarette between his lips and tried
fruitlessly to light the match.

Paul stood in front of him, bay water bleeding into the heels of his shoes.
When Julian didn’t look up, Paul pulled the cigarette out of his hand and
snapped it in two.

He didn’t know, once he had Julian’s attention, why he had wanted it in the
first place. He could see his every flaw reflected in Julian’s face, every
insecurity and weakness and insatiable need.

“There’s more to the plan.” His stammer grew more severe with every word
until he could barely understand himself. “Tell me there’s more to the plan,
because otherwise this was the plan, to bring me all this way to prove to me that
it wasn’t your idea and you didn’t have a choice—of course it’s not that you’re
sick of me, you have to leave me, it’s not your fault this way, how fucking
convenient for you.”

Something elusive and terrifying moved through Julian’s face, and he raised
one hand as if to conceal it. Paul caught his wrist and wrenched it away and
didn’t let go. He wanted to watch Julian hate him.

“I’ll die without you,” Paul said. Even he didn’t know if it was a plea or a
threat. “You know that, that’s what’s always been in this for you. I never
understood it till now, but it’s the only thing that makes sense. You don’t need
me, you never did, you just get off on knowing you could kill me and I’d thank
you for it, it’s a story you can tell yourself whenever you want to feel special—"

“Paul, that hurts.”

Regret flooded through him even before he realized how hard he was
twisting Julian’s arm—the unnatural angle at his wrist and elbow, as if Paul were
just at the verge of breaking them.



He let go. He wanted to cut his own throat and spare them both the disgust of
enduring him any longer. Julian covered his face again; it was frightening and
repellent to think that he might cry.

“I’m sorry.” Paul dropped to his knees and reached forward, but Julian batted
his hand away. “I’m sorry, I’'m so sorry—”

A sharp, bitter laugh. “I know you are.”

“I didn’t mean any of it, [ was just—"

“Yes, you did. You know damn well.”

Julian let his hand fall and lifted his eyes. Even in the dim light, Paul could
tell they were dry.

“I always worry you’re going to kill yourself,” he said. “You’re just the type,
I’ve always known. Sometimes I wish you’d get it over with.”

He had all but pleaded for it, the precision and scalpel-sharp intimacy of
Julian’s cruelty. He had needed to remember that they were monstrous together,
merciless, twins conjoined at the teeth.

“I want to go inside.” He traced the line of Julian’s jaw with his fingertips
and took hold of his neck. “Please, I need to kiss you.”

Julian was breathless with fury. He lifted his face as if to bare his throat for a
sacrifice.

“I couldn’t care less what you need,” he said, and he yielded to the kiss just
long enough that it stung all the more when he shoved Paul away.



6.

The party dragged late. Julian shut his window, but they could still hear

voices, muffled by humidity and glass. Well after the clock struck one, the
imperfect hush was punctured now and then by a woman’s high liquory laugh.

Neither of them wanted to open the window until the voices were gone,
though the room was stifling. In the moments before Julian pushed him over the
dresser, Paul caught sight in the mirror of their fever-shining faces—how the
heat chafed their skin, blood swelling just beneath the surface like ink blotting
through thin paper. He looked away before he could find any differences
between them; he wanted only to remember how heat and despair and delirium
made them look, just for a moment, as if they shared the same face.

There was no forgiving one another after, but there never was. The anger
didn’t ebb, or even turn away from each other completely, but it held them
together against the siege. Julian became tender and soft-spoken; Paul allowed
him to kiss his forehead and murmur patient reassurances, as if either of them
could believe they were true. But Paul also listened for the sharp scar-burned
notes in Julian’s breathing—the effort it took to hold the fury tight inside him.

They’d migrated to the floor, half dressed and restless. Their only light was a
lamp on the desk, and the bulb burned unbearably hot. The small fan angled
uselessly toward them on the floor.

Paul lay with his head on Julian’s lap, trying to map constellations into the
sun-darkened freckles on his knees, while Julian combed his fingertips gently
through Paul’s hair. Two stories below, the voices were finally ebbing. Before
Paul could stop himself from recognizing it, he identified one voice as Julian’s
mother—too indistinct at a distance to parse the words, but adopting the
unmistakable cadence of a goodbye.

“They aren’t going to come up here, are they?”

The question made the movement of Julian’s hands stumble, just barely, out
of rhythm. Henry had done so, hours earlier, before he and his friends headed
out to a second party they’d been priming for with the first. He left soon when
Julian didn’t answer the knock, but the intrusion had reminded Paul how visible
they were to people who didn’t deserve to see them. He doubted either of
Julian’s parents would ever show them the same mercy Henry had.

“No,” said Julian after a pause. “Mother likes people to stew for a while.”

“And then what?”

“We make our goodbyes, preferably acrimonious,” said Julian. “And in the
morning you’re supposed to go see Father in his study and accept the—how



much did he offer you, anyway?”

Paul didn’t want to answer the question, so he decided to be irritated that
Julian hadn’t answered his.

“I mean in reality. You haven’t told me what’s going to happen, because you
never do. You told me I was coming here to help you, but you haven’t told me
anything I need to know in order to do it. You just keep pushing me into the
deep end and then acting like I’m drowning to spite you.”

“You didn’t need to know,” said Julian, as if the argument already bored
him. “I’m leaving; you’re helping me. Nothing’s changed. All I need to do is
work up my nerve.”

A mosquito had bitten Paul behind his ear, unnoticed until the itch became
too shrill to ignore. Both Julian’s shins were flecked pink with remnants of the
same stings.

“You still haven’t said what we’re going to do,” Paul said, but Julian just
gave a low, brittle laugh and didn’t reply.

Paul couldn’t be still any longer. The last few voices had moved inside,
perilously close; he felt like an animal shivering off a tranquilizer and finding
itself in a cage. He stalked into the adjoining bathroom and drenched two
washcloths in cold water, but by the time he emerged, they were already
beginning getting tepid. He opened the window in time to see the Frommes
coming inside, the string lights clicking dark above their heads; neither looked
up. When they were finally gone, a breeze came in off the bay, but it was humid
and warm and brought no relief.

Julian had settled in the director’s chair, holding the cloth against his neck.
Paul leaned against the foot of one of the beds and watched him, measuring
Julian’s latent energy and imagining how it would snap. Working up his nerve.
But Julian’s bravery was absolute; nothing lay beyond its reach.

“Tell me more about them,” said Paul, and Julian winced before looking up
to meet his eyes. “I want to hate them as much as you do.”

“You already do, probably.” Expressionless, Julian turned his gaze toward
the night sky. “It’d be easier for you—they aren’t yours.”

Paul was sick of his evasions. He was sick of doubting that their hold on
each other was unbreakable.

“They don’t know how much you matter,” said Paul. “They don’t see it,
you’re the most brilliant person I’ve ever met and they don’t even notice, they
should be . . .” His own stammering sincerity frightened him, but he forced
himself to keep speaking. He had to give Julian something of himself that wasn’t
needy and grasping, something that burned itself alive to exalt him.

“. .. They should be in awe of what they’ve been given in you,” he said



desperately, “but they aren’t, they want you to be just as petty and small as they
are and they can’t even conceive of how much you matter already.”

Paul didn’t recognize the guardedness in Julian’s face until after it had fallen
away. It was the first time Paul had ever seen such a stark echo of his own need
in him. Julian devoured the adoration as if it might be the last he ever received—
as if he didn’t trust it not to disappear.

Julian took a moment to summon his voice. He drew a deep breath, released
it in a trembling exhale.

“You’re sweet when you want to be,” he said quietly. Then, with a frayed
smile, “It’s all right, Pablo. You don’t have to convince me of what they are.”

But Paul was convincing himself—working up his own nerve. When he
spoke again, even he wasn’t sure whether he dared take himself seriously.

“Do you want me to kill them?”

Julian froze. He watched Paul’s face with wide eyes. Then he burst into wild
laughter.

“I mean it.” Paul laughed too, anxious and grave. “They deserve it. Then
you’d have your freedom back, and they couldn’t hurt you for it. Isn’t that why
I’m here, to help you get out of this place in one piece?”

“Good god, Pablo.” There was still a trace of a laugh in Julian’s voice, but he
spoke with a horror that was very close to eagerness. “You’d really do it,
wouldn’t you?”

When Paul couldn’t answer, Julian turned in his chair to face him head-on,
pulling one knee to his chest. His smile wavered, but it didn’t fade.

“How do you want to do it?” he said. “I want to line them up all in a row and
clock them between the eyes with a cattle gun—or how about a Helter Skelter
kind of thing, wouldn’t that be fun? We could paint gibberish in blood on the
walls.”

After the unbreaking fever of the last two days, Paul was ready for them to
find solace in one of their thought experiments, to strike and parry until their
thoughts spiraled into revelation. Offer an idea, find its flaws, build it into
something better.

His solemn consideration, his very earnestness, was part of the joke. Julian
had always been fascinated by his sincerity, after all, and the object of the game
—the object of all their games—was to find each other fascinating.

“They’ll suspect us right away,” Paul said, “especially if neither of us is hurt.
We’d have to slice each other up a bit, too.”

“You could do it without blinking,” said Julian with affection. “Just try to
miss all the important arteries—I’ve nearly bled out once before, it’s a drag.”

“It still wouldn’t be a sure thing, though, even if it looked like the hippies



roughed us up . . . Oh, hell, and I forgot about the kids. Did you want to do them
in, too?”

“Probably not Oliver,” Julian conceded. “He’s not too bad, and he’s only ten
—it might do him good to be an orphan.”

“But the older one?”

“Edmund I’d be happy to kill myself.” His grin was merciless. “He fits right
in at my old school.”

Paul remembered being the same age. He didn’t need Julian to elaborate.

“Okay,” he said, “that’s three we have to get through—”

“Four,” Julian corrected shortly, “if Henry comes home and tries to stop us.”

“Four. If necessary. So we’ll put the kid in the basement—"

“Wine cellar, actually, I wish I was kidding—"

“Oh god, of course it’s a wine cellar. How do you put up with these people?”

“Not well,” said Julian pleasantly, “hence the stabbing.”

Paul dissolved into hysterics, and Julian clambered over the foot of the bed
and pinned him facedown in the blankets. “You’ll give us away,” he said,
covering Paul’s mouth with both hands, “you’re going to spoil it, all our careful
planning—"

He let go when Paul elbowed him hard. They lay side by side, hands clasped
tight, shaking with silent laughter. Nothing could dampen their euphoria, not
even the soft indistinct threat of the things outside their walls.

Eventually Julian’s lungs betrayed him in a spasm of coughing, and once it
had ended they finally lay still. Somewhere in the floor beneath them, a pipe
sighed with water; in spite of the late hour, someone slammed a door.

“It still doesn’t work,” Paul said. He didn’t want the moment to end—he
wanted to pitch it higher, drive them both mad with it. But the flaws were too
glaring. “It’s just—implausible, there’s no way to avoid suspicion. You never
want them to bleed if you’re doing it properly, blood gets everywhere and blood
is evidence. There’s no way we don’t get caught.”

In the dim light, Julian smiled, an indulgent and affectionate smile that Paul
had always hated.

“I don’t know what I'd do without you, Pablo. You’re just so sincerely
creepy.”

In the long, aching months of being able to agonize over every word at
leisure, Paul had forgotten how this felt—the humiliating realization that he
couldn’t keep pace. He was too meticulous, too literal-minded and laboriously
slow, two steps behind every joke except the ones he then ruined by explaining
them. There was no reason for Julian to take him seriously, because Paul took
himself so seriously that no one else possibly could. He was an ungainly,



inherently ridiculous thing, and he shouldn’t expect to be seen as anything better.
He was lucky to be allowed near Julian at all. Paul’s body, briefly forgotten, had

become more expansive than should have been allowed. He folded himself back

into his usual small shape, shoulders curled in, arms wrapped around himself.

Julian watched him with impassive eyes, then sighed and turned away. He
dug through the drawer of the nightstand and found a cigarette, nestled amid
childhood yo-yos and packs of ossified gum. Paul’s idea only took shape when
he saw Julian strike the match.

He forgot his doubts as suddenly as he’d been crushed by them.
Understanding moved over him like frost over glass.

“There could be a house fire,” he said. “It happens all the time.”

Julian didn’t laugh this time. His spine straightened. He shook the match
dead and set his cigarette aside.

“You’d even look like a hero,” said Paul, so calmly he might have been
dreaming. “Saving your little brother like that. It’s a pity there was nothing you
could do to help the rest of them.”

He would have done anything, anything at all, if it meant Julian would look
at him this way a moment longer. The green of his eyes, like white winter light
vectored through the crest of a wave; the ravenous grasping for evidence that
Paul loved him, and the relief and terror at finding it. Anything, so long as Julian
yearned for something Paul could give him. He would never hesitate.

“Aren’t you clever,” said Julian. He wasn’t smiling. “Talk me through it. I
can’t wait to hear.”



/.

It was as real as a dream. They tended to it with careful hands, letting every

detail blossom in place and take root as if it had been there all along. With every
question they answered, it grew more alive. How easily could it be an accident?
A low flame, easily forgotten, the corner of an open cookbook just barely
touching it. Careless, giddy on cocktails, anyone might make the same mistake.
How to trap them in their rooms? A thick wedge of folded paper behind the
hinges, another at the foot of the door—the sort of evidence that burned away, if
the flames raged too long. How long? Hours. The nearest neighbors separated by
sprawling lawns, jewelry-box houses guarded by high fences. They couldn’t
knock on doors and plead to use the phone, not here; wealthy people paid
handsomely for the privilege of ignoring cries for help. And what about Henry?
Indeed, what about him? It was up to him and his own drunken luck whether he
would live or die. He knew enough that he might suspect them. It suited them
just fine if they had to kill him too.

Saving the youngest boy was an attractive flourish. Paul hadn’t caught a
clear glimpse of his face, so he imagined trailing behind the two brothers as they
hurried to the water’s edge, the child visible only as golden hair and
nightclothes. Julian would be in his element, the perfect embodiment of fear and
frantic concern. One arm around his brother’s shoulders; a quick backward
glance, a silent gesture for Paul to hurry up.

I’m sorry, Oliver, he said. I’m so sorry, but we can’t go back for them.

They retreated to the sailboat for safety, pushed out into the bay and stayed
there, watching as the house burned. But why didn’t we sail to the neighbors’
docks and try to find help? One disoriented child; two slight teenagers, one with
weak lungs and another who didn’t know how to sail. No one could expect much
of them, except perhaps to try (in vain, always in vain) to draw the attention of a
bystander on the shore.

Perhaps Henry stayed the night at a friend’s house, and returned in the
morning to find police tape stretched between the gate pillars. Or perhaps he
came home, drove back and forth in search of help until someone finally gave it.
They had no way of knowing either way; it was impossible to see his car through
the trees. Who else might raise the alarm? Perhaps the smell of smoke disturbed
the neighbors.

And the police? Julian handled them as beautifully as he handled everyone—
brave for the sake of the others, face ash-streaked and solemn, while Paul was so
shaken that he and his too-honest tongue could scarcely speak.



They were above suspicion. They were above everything. Julian was free of
the walls his family had built around him; Paul, courageous at last, was free of
the ones he’d built around himself. It was a masterpiece they would carry forever
between them, an undying flame.

What next?

Paul wanted to live somewhere wild, somewhere the air was clean. Julian
needed people—an audience, a hum of activity to keep him from getting bored.
But that was all right. We’ll be able to compromise. They went north, found a
college town where one or both of them could teach. They gave away most of
the inheritance once Julian no longer needed to cover his expenses with it,
because the money wasn’t the point. They had each other now, and the clouded
windows of old thread mills, and a house with a long white wall where Paul’s
butterfly collection could shine in the sunlight. Of course Julian wanted that
future for them too. You believe me, don’t you, Pablo?—and of course he did.
Look what they’d made together. Look what they’d done to break free.

The temperature dropped. The fan still whispered, facing the floor where
they had been. It was real. They kissed each other breathless between each
promise. All around them the flames peeled the wallpaper back from blackened
beams.



8.

There was cool soft rain and the crush of the tide. There was the shadow of

Julian’s shoulder blades beneath his shirt as he shut the window, and then there
was quiet. The director’s chair was folded to a fasces and propped against the
bookcase. It was half past eight; only the way Paul’s memory had folded forward
four hours told him he’d slept at all.

“We’re still here.” It was the blue wallpaper that made him realize it, with its
etched ship’s wheels and twists of sailing rope. Of course it hadn’t been real. It
couldn’t be. With their fever broken, all that was left was this grand cruel house,
and everything inside it that Julian needed and didn’t want to need.

Julian was already dressed, in a polo shirt and pressed plaid trousers that
made him look painfully like his parents’ son. His calm would have looked like
indifference if not for how ashen he was.

“Not for much longer,” he said. “I’ve got us packed already. I want to get
this over with.”

Paul sat up too fast, though his head was swimming even before he did.

“Wait,” he said. “We haven’t figured out a plan, we need more time, you
don’t have anywhere to go—"

“I’ve got a couch I can crash on for a few days.” Julian’s face was blank as a
mask. “The orchid guy’s house. I know the girl who got the job, I called her
yesterday, she’s expecting me.”

Paul sat very straight, trying to stave off the panic. Beside his own suitcase
on the other bed, Julian’s satchel sat open; it was so thick with books that its
seams buckled, but Julian grabbed another few paperbacks from the shelf and
bent them smaller to fit them into the gaps.

“Just like that?” Paul couldn’t admit outright that it was a bad idea, so he left
it unsaid for Julian to discover on his own.

“Just like.” Julian didn’t look at him. With great effort he forced the satchel
shut, then stalked across the room to wrench his dresser open.

“What are you going to do about the—I mean, the money thing, how—"

“I’ll get by,” said Julian acidly, “like everybody else does.”

Paul wanted to let the silence lie, but he couldn’t stop himself.

“There’s got to be a better way to do it. You deserve better, you deserve a
chance.”

Julian looked at him at last, holding a neat stack of clothes to his chest. From
the edge in his voice Paul had expected him to be angry, but he only looked
exhausted.



“It’s decided,” he said. “Stop complaining. You know damn well this is what
you want.”

It was the truth, but Paul didn’t like to be confronted with the selfishness of
it. They didn’t speak again. Julian arranged his belongings carefully in his
suitcase, precision and efficiency honed by a lifetime of boarding schools and
family vacations. By the time Paul returned from his shower, Julian had left;
their bags sat by the door beneath the shroud of his navy-blue raincoat.

Paul sat on Julian’s bed and tried to ignore the voices, which shivered
through the floor under the soles of his shoes until he crossed his legs to escape
them. The summer rain had thickened to a gray mist.

There was a sharp knock, and the door swung open before Paul could speak.
Henry’s lips pursed when he saw him. He was dressed impeccably, black hair
towel-dried and combed straight, but he looked as if he’d been sick all night.

“Do you know what you’ve done?” said Henry.

“I haven’t done anything,” Paul replied, and told Henry silently that he was
luckier for it.

Henry made an impatient, miserable sound and dragged one hand irritably
through his hair. The gesture was another uncanny likeness to Julian, and Paul
quickly focused his gaze on Henry’s wrist to avoid dwelling on it. He’d never
known before that it was all right, in some circles, for a man to wear any kind of
bracelet; it was reasonably masculine, a loop of plaited leather fastened with a
brass anchor, but it was still strange enough that it helped Paul forget all the
ways Henry was familiar.

“He has a future.” The words were his father’s, not his own, and the
uncertainty in how Henry mimicked them made him seem very young. “Surely
you understand that—surely you know what you’re doing by standing in the
way. He could achieve great things, if only he weren’t too stubborn to accept the
guidance.”

“Julian doesn’t need ‘guidance.’” Paul smiled; he couldn’t help but pity
Henry, all the more because Henry would never understand why. “He’ll be great
no matter what, because he’ll do it for his own sake. The best they can offer him
is the opportunity to engrave a few letters of your father’s name. He can do
better than that.”

Henry looked at him with blank horror.

“Christ,” he said. “I can’t tell whether he’s done a number on you or if it’s
the other way around.”

The voices downstairs were no louder, but the tone of the conversation
abruptly shifted. Henry appeared to forget Paul was there. He went alert as a
deer; when he hurried into the hallway, he moved like one, with the same sudden



and sharp-angled urgency.

Paul tried to follow, but by the time he reached the foyer, Henry was out of
sight. He could no longer hear the voices. They’d been coming from below the
bedroom, but when he tried to find a path toward the back left corner of the
house he kept running into dead ends. It was a maze of a house, too-large and
inscrutable, like the elderly buildings on campus that hid his classrooms where
he could never naturally find them.

One door opened onto a library with tall mahogany shelves, stark and neat
and cold. When Paul moved on to the next door, a lacrosse stick clattered to the
floor; beyond it he saw the empty bedroom of one of the younger boys, one wall
adorned with a familiar string of signal flags. Eventually he gave up and doubled
back. He remembered, or imagined in desperation, that there may have been a
doorway in the living room—it might have a hallway beyond it, toward an out-
of-the-way corner where an irritable man could retreat to his office and avoid his
children. Paul didn’t know what he would do when he found it, but it was just as
well. He might need to tell a good story afterward, even if only to himself. It was
better not to premeditate.

His memory hadn’t failed him. There was a doorway just where he’d thought
there was, half hidden by a thick tress of ivy from a hanging iron planter. And
there was Mrs. Fromme, leaning against the frame of the open French doors, lit
from behind by the gray light and the rain.

She wasn’t surprised to see him. She was in weekend clothes, no makeup but
a sheen of powder-pink lipstick, though she’d still dressed with care. White
slacks, navy cardigan, pinstriped blue blouse. She held her cigarette the way
Julian did—the same careless, graceful angle at the wrist.

When he met her eyes, she smiled, and it wasn’t even an unkind smile. No
warmth, but no malice. It was worse than if she had brought a knife to his throat.

“You poor boy,” she said. “You really believe this will help you keep him.”

The weight of his stammer was so heavy on his tongue that he couldn’t
speak. He drew a breath of the cool humid air and forced himself not to avoid
her eyes. She didn’t seem to expect an answer. She gave him a long,
dispassionate look and flicked her cigarette to let the ash fall.

“You know, Adam can’t make sense of you,” she said indifferently. “He is
too venal a man to understand anything but venality. But I’ve seen your letters—
I know what has been done to you. You aren’t the problem. You are only the
weapon of choice.”

Her candor was a lie, sold beautifully; so was her tone of weary resignation.
But Paul couldn’t stop himself from listening—even if he knew she was a liar,
even if he refused to speak. It was like watching Julian put on one of his masks.



The lie was fascinating for how near it was to the truth.

When he tried to brush past her, she caught him by the shoulder. She turned
his face toward hers, lifted his chin so he would have to meet her eyes. Without
makeup her lashes were straw-blond, cheekbones dappled amber with freckles.

“You are just as I always knew you would be,” she said. “Curly hair, sad
eyes. Quite striking, in your way. His sweethearts always are.”

She didn’t belabor it. She waited until it reached his face, then smiled as if
with great pity and turned her gaze toward the rain.

“You are how he spites us, because he thinks that makes him free.” Mrs.
Fromme took a leisurely pull from her cigarette and exhaled a stream of smoke
into the mist. “Your mistake is in believing he has any further use for you. You
have fallen for the same lie he always uses—that you’re the only thing in the
world he will still love once its novelty has worn off.”

He couldn’t pretend there was no part of him that believed it, because he’d
believed it since the beginning. All she had really done was bring the belief
forward from its clumsy hiding place and show it to him. She took it from the
hysterical reality inside his own head and placed it in the one outside. It was a
familiar trick—Julian could only have learned it at her knee.

Mrs. Fromme looked out over the garden, silent and calm. She didn’t watch
for Paul’s reaction. She knew that giving him a single questioning glance would
betray all the uncertainty Paul needed from her.

A door burst open at the end of the corridor. Julian swept out, electric with
fury; Henry followed close after and reached for his shoulder, but Julian
shrugged off the touch without looking back. When he saw Paul, he tried to look
certain and unafraid, but he couldn’t settle on a persona that would make it true.
He threw his mother a look of wary disgust and hurried to take hold of Paul’s
arm.

What did she do? his lips asked silently, but Paul swallowed his nausea and
shook his head.

“We’ll bring our things down,” said Julian, “then we’ll go. All right?”

“Julian.”

At the end of the hall his father was a shadow in shirtsleeves and squared
shoulders. His face, just visible in the dim light, wore a thin jeering smile that
made Paul’s hands itch to break his teeth.

“When you come back—and you will—you’ll have to beg us to let you in
the door.” His voice strained for cold authority, but it achieved only spite.
“Whatever pride you think you have, enjoy it. You won’t keep it for long.”

Julian’s face was blank; he didn’t look at his father so much as look through
him. After a moment he closed his eyes, then held Paul’s arm tighter and turned



away.

“I’ll drive them,” Paul heard Henry say while they were leaving. “I’ll try to
get rid of the friend, I can still talk some sense into him . . .”

“You want to say goodbye,” answered Mrs. Fromme, as if she were merely
correcting him rather than accusing him of a lie.

They were bringing only a few things with them, just their suitcases and the
director’s chair and Julian’s school satchel full of books. Henry’s dark blue
Chrysler waited in the drive with its doors open. One of the younger children
watched from the window above the front door, small face and blond hair
blurred by glass.

Henry made no move to help them pack up the car. He waited in the driver’s
seat, gripping the wheel with both hands. Paul thought he heard the clack of a
deadbolt at the front door, but when he turned to look, there was no movement
behind the glass.

The child’s face had vanished from the window, and all the lights were dark.
At either side of the walkway, the white magnolias shivered in the rain.

Julian joined Paul in the back seat and slammed the door. Henry’s blue eyes
watched them in the rearview mirror. “They only want what’s best for us,” he
said, though he’d clearly given up hope. “You’ll see that someday.”

Julian drew his first shaking pull from a cigarette and brushed his thumb
along his lower lip.

“Just drive, Henry.”

No one spoke. The parvenu mansions beyond the woods quickly segued back
into farmland, and the countryside bled across the windows like splashes of
verdant watercolor. Julian finished his cigarette and slid to a slouch, bracing one
boot against the back of the passenger seat. He didn’t look at either of them; it
was only by the insistent pressure of his shoulder against Paul’s side that he
knew Julian noticed him at all.

The car turned off the highway, onto a slim stretch of road with no lane
markings. It didn’t look familiar, but Paul didn’t expect familiarity; he didn’t
think anything of it until Julian sat up, suddenly alert.

“Why are we going this way?”

“Just making a pit stop. Won’t take long.”

Julian made a peevish face. “You should’ve gone before we left, Henry.” It
was the same singsong tone Laurie used when Paul was annoying her.

“This day is already a nightmare,” said Henry wearily. “You don’t have to be
childish on top of it.”

Past the haze of loblolly pines, a driveway branched off toward what
purported to be a riding school. The paddocks were sodden and empty, horses



apparently confined to the barn. The white clapboard office looked filthy, though
it would have been handsome in better light; the carport alongside it was almost
vacant, home only to a pickup truck and a red two-door Chevrolet. Paul could
picture the brothers coming here as children, their mother watching with her
arms folded over the fence as they rode in cautious circles. Henry’s detour might
be an act of nostalgia, part of a final burst of affection in the wake of loss.

The love had been what shattered Paul after his father died—betrayal came
later, willed into being to save him from the agony of loving something he
couldn’t reach. He remembered the way love had burned through him like a
flame under glass, grasping outward, devouring what air it had left before it
choked. How he hated it; how desperately he had tried to keep it burning. He
didn’t have to like Henry, or even understand him, to know he was capable of
that same grief. He felt sick for not noticing it before.

Julian had gone very still. He was staring at the Chevrolet under the carport,
red paint and windshield glazed with dust. Henry pulled up beside it, parking
with scrupulous precision between the white chalk lines.

“I thought you sold it.”

Henry sighed and zipped his Dartmouth crew jacket up to the chin.

“I wanted it to be a surprise,” he said. “For your birthday. But by then things
were already so . . . Well, anyway. I was proud of you for finally getting your
license. And it’ll be a saleable asset—which you’re going to need, if you insist
on behaving this way.”

Hectoring and unsentimental as the act was in its particulars, the love behind
it was starkly clear, but Julian couldn’t seem to make sense of it. He didn’t move
until Henry, barely hiding his impatience, reached into the back seat to hand him
the keys.

The luggage that had fit easily into Henry’s trunk became an awkward
jumble in the back seat of the coupe. The vents yielded a musty bovine smell
from weeks of disuse. Paul didn’t want to be privy to their goodbyes, so he
waited in the passenger seat and folded himself narrow. His purpose now was to
be small, even if it meant driving himself from his own body. Whatever Julian
needed from him now, it wasn’t strength or courage or even anger; he’d rejected
that in favor of something any other devotee could have given him. Paul felt his
own presence as if from a distance. He was beside the point, easily taken apart
and even more easily replaced, whether or not Julian actually wanted to do it.

Neither Julian nor Henry had much to say. They mumbled between long
silences, arms folded, pointedly not touching. Eventually they each nodded
curtly, and Henry retreated to his car. He didn’t wait around to watch them
leave.



By the time Julian settled into the driver’s seat, his brother’s taillights were
already waiting at the mouth of the drive. A brief pause to watch for traffic, then
he was gone. Julian had fixed his attention on adjusting the mirrors; Paul was the
only one who saw him go.

Carefully, as if he didn’t trust the car not to spin out of control, Julian shifted
gears. He had to pause to remember how to turn on the windshield wipers; in the
moment before they clicked to life Paul thought he saw the crescent of a bruise
on Julian’s cheek, but it was only the shadow of a raindrop’s impact on the glass.

“What did my mother say to you?”

It was the first time Julian had addressed him directly since they left. He still
didn’t meet Paul’s eyes; he spoke very quietly.

“Nothing.” He knew Julian could tell he was lying, but he couldn’t tell the
truth without having to feel it. “Nothing important.”

Julian set his jaw and straightened his back. He’d wanted an excuse to be
wounded and defensive, and had fully expected that Paul would give him one.
At first Paul thought he was infuriated at being denied; he could see the
imperfections in the studied blankness of Julian’s face, and he braced to find
anger underneath. When he felt himself being watched, Julian finally met his
eyes, and there was such vicious bitterness in his face that Paul nearly recoiled.
But it was only an imitation of anger, desperate and grasping, nothing like the
real thing.

When Paul tried to touch him, Julian shoved him away. He seemed to regret
it instantly—brusquely, without apology, he put his arm around Paul’s neck and
looked away from the road just long enough to kiss his forehead. Paul rested his
head on Julian’s shoulder and listened to the movement of the air through his
chest. Ragged but steady, still in control. It had been disrespectful of Paul to
doubt that he would be, and worse that he still wished Julian would fall apart for
him.

“I can’t remember,” said Julian. “The town where we’re going to live, is it in
Vermont or Maine?”

He’d nearly forgotten about their northern college town, the factory windows
and autumn sunlight that was to be their reward at the end of their game. Julian
shouldn’t have reminded him. Paul wanted to forget that he’d ever thought it
possible to suture the cut that separated them, to tether themselves together and
then hold still.

“One of those,” he said, and he tried to close himself off to the yearning. But
it was already inside him, deep in his marrow, and he couldn’t pretend not to feel
it.

The car emerged onto the highway, alone between the sprawling tidal flats



and the low gray sky. Paul listed all the ways death could find them in that
moment, while they were still young and bright and certain of each other. It
found them in the wreckage of an accident, the pain shattering and quick. It
found them in a smear of atomic light in the sky over Washington, and the world
preparing to die with them as they sat on the hood of the car, hand in hand,
waiting. It found them together in the inlet waters beneath a bridge, their bodies
tied to each other at the wrist.

But they would keep driving, and Julian would switch on the radio, and Paul
would page through the road atlas in search of a route home that accommodated
Julian’s skittish dislike of the interstate. There would be no stillness, no
permanence. There couldn’t be. Paul wasn’t strong enough to hold Julian in
place. All there was to him was that desperate, wretched need; the weakness was
unforgivable. The fantasy of the house fire had brought them to an impossible
truth. They could only stitch themselves back together if they did something
irreversible.






1.

I mid-August, the night the meteor shower reached its peak, they took the

rural route into the foothills. Julian parked in the tall dry grass at the side of the
road. He leaned on the driver’s-side door and watched, heckling, while Paul
spent twenty minutes adjusting the feet of the telescope stand. As the last
sunlight faded they sat side by side on the bumper, working through their
respective six-packs of ginger ale and Dr Pepper, until they could only see each
other by moonlight. They were alone in the country darkness. Hours went by
without a single passing car. The nearest farmhouse was a mile across the valley,
a lone chip of light against the black.

It was the first real time they’d spent together since the start of summer. For
weeks Paul had seen very little of him, because Julian refused to let him close
enough that the effort might show. “Getting by” had to look like a series of easy
victories, and only now had there been enough of them that Julian could devote
his attention to anything else. The work-study job at the campus library, the
cheap one-room walk-up in lieu of a dorm room—he’d assembled a tidy new life
for himself, and once he had it, he pulled Paul abruptly back in from arm’s
length, as carelessly as if the distance had never been there.

Paul wasn’t relieved and he couldn’t quite force himself to pretend he was,
but at least now the two of them could fall back into each other’s orbit. Paul
could lie on the hood of the car with Julian’s arm around his shoulders, under a
breathtaking sky that could still never blaze as bright as Julian did. He could
watch the moon-painted curls of smoke leaving Julian’s lips—one of those new,
cheaper cigarettes he’d switched to without comment, hoping perhaps that Paul
wouldn’t notice the slight change in the taste of his mouth. They could talk to
each other without grazing any open wounds, and somehow Julian could act as if
there was nothing there to avoid at all. In that moment they were so close to the
way they’d been before that Paul could almost believe it was the same.

They drove back to the city in the small hours of the morning, thick warm air
sliding through the open windows. The heat shone through Julian’s skin, down
the length of his arms and the elegant angle where his wrists met his hands. It
can always be like this, Paul tried to promise himself. But he’d never believed it,
even before Mrs. Fromme told him he shouldn’t.

They were deep past the city limits when Julian finally broke the silence.
“I’ve got a good one,” he said.

“Oh yeah?”

Julian looked sideways just long enough to smile. The late hour and the long



drive had made him languid and calm. “So you talk yourself into the subject’s
bedroom—"”

“I do?”

“General ‘you,’ you square.” Julian rubbed one eye with the back of his
wrist. “You tie him to the bedpost, then you empty his wallet and knock a candle
onto the bed on your way out. Looks like he just got screwed over by a one-night
stand.”

“Your ideas are always too showy,” Paul said, though he also found them so
endearingly vindictive that he couldn’t mind. “What if someone saw you
together? What if he doesn’t behave exactly the way you need him to? It has too
many variables.”

“You’re such a drag, Pablo.”

They never mentioned their first idea. In the light of day it had flaws enough,
but Paul didn’t want to dissect what was already dead. It was better to leave it in
the summer, along with the unburnt house and the letters too painful to reread
and every other thing they had consigned to silence. With the Frommes out of
reach, their target was constantly shifting. It was always “the subject,” a hateful
ever-changing him—someone who by callousness or malice had earned the
privilege of being killed, though he had never touched the nerves they both
wanted to forget ever feeling.

They could never approach the perfection of the house fire, even if their
newer techniques were objectively more sound. It had become an idle game, a
chance to enjoy each other’s cleverness. But it reminded Paul what they were
capable of, even as everything else between them was riddled with the unspoken.

“Needle’s getting close to empty.” Paul folded his arms and watched the
amber gleam of passing streetlights glide over Julian’s face and hands. “Tonight
was my idea, you should let me pay to fill up.”

“Nice try,” said Julian, drowsy and unconcerned. “It’s nothing, I liked
having a chance to get out of the city—”

The interior of the car was suddenly alight with red and blue. Swinging out
of a cross street not far behind them, a police siren gave a single, yowling cry.

Julian sat up straight and turned in his seat. “Fuck. Fuck, I’m not even
speeding!”

“It’s fine, just pull over. He might only want you to get out of his way.”

But when Julian brought the car to a nervous halt, the police car pulled over
behind them. It occurred to Paul abruptly that they might actually look
suspicious in the dark. Bundled in the back seat, the telescope resembled a
sniper’s rifle, as if they were a pair of contract killers fleeing the scene of an
assassination.



“Christ.” Julian had gone very tense. “Do I get my license out yet?”

“No, wait, put your hands on the steering wheel and don’t do anything unless
he tells you.”

The officer left his roof lights on as he picked along the crumbling shoulder.
He was middle-aged, about as old as Paul’s father would have been. He had tired
eyes and a thick mustache. The name NowAk was embroidered at his breast. Even
if Paul had met him before, he was too much like every other beat cop in the city
to summon any specific memory.

Julian took a moment to find the officer’s eyes in the dark past the glare of
the flashlight. “Is my taillight out?” he asked. He offered a conciliatory,
apologetic smile, and Paul realized with a lurch of panic that Julian was planning
to treat the officer like any other adult in a position of authority—he was going
to be earnest and cheerful and self-deprecating, every unthreatening quality that
Paul’s mother was charmed by and that a police officer would regard with
instant suspicion.

Nowak didn’t answer the question. The faint shape of his face grew grim in a
way that made Julian shrink back in his seat.

“You boys know what time it is?” He asked it flatly, as if he didn’t expect an
answer so much as an excuse.

“We’re just heading home.” Julian still hadn’t abandoned the persona,
though it was unraveling at the edges. He glanced reflexively at his watch and
smiled again. “There was a meteor shower we wanted to watch, we had to head
out past the smog to be able to see it.”

“A meteor shower.”

“The Perseids.” Paul couldn’t tell if Julian thought the name would jog the
officer’s memory, or if he just thought it was a disarmingly eggheaded thing to
say. When neither proved true, he spoke again, voice audibly pitching with
nerves. “They happen every year. It’s—”

“You were just . . . out looking at the stars. That’s your story.”

Paul had awful visions of a night spent in lockup with the local hustlers and
drunkards—of the telescope, which had cost his grandfather a small fortune,
wasting away in an evidence locker until it made its way to a police auction. He
had to say something before Julian could make the situation worse.

“Don’t mind my friend, he’s never talked to a cop before.”

Paul’s voice was so firm and self-assured that Julian turned to stare at him.
The beam of the flashlight moved from Julian’s face to Paul’s, and he was all but
blinded by it. “Listen,” he said. “Do you know Frank Malone?”

A long silence. The flashlight wavered just barely.

“You could’ve made that up,” the officer said finally. “Enough cops on the



force named Malone. What’s he supposed to be, your dad? That red hair don’t
make you look Irish.”

“Ha, ha. He was my dad’s captain.” It didn’t occur to him to be surprised at
his own easy candor until he saw that Julian’s mouth had fallen open slightly in
shock. “His name was Jakob Fleischer, badge number five-one-eight-four. I
don’t know Malone’s off the top of my head, but I think he’s still at the—"

“Jake Fleischer?” The officer lowered his flashlight and dipped toward the
window to get a better look at him. “Your dad is Jake Fleischer?”

“Was,” Paul corrected, but Nowak ignored him and gave a sudden bark of a
laugh.

“Jesus,” he said, “I remember you. I bet you really were fucking stargazing,
straight-A student and everything.”

Paul felt his mouth pull into a grin. “Yes,” he said, “we really were fucking
stargazing.” He wished suddenly that he wasn’t telling the truth—that he was
helping them get away with some beautiful crime.

Between them, Julian held very still. But Nowak was no longer paying Julian
any attention. He straightened again, bracing his forearm on the roof of the car.

“Listen, you kids better head straight home.” Nowak was as gruff and
dispassionate as he’d been at first, but all the suspicion was gone. “Couple
teenagers out late in a flashy red car—Ilooks like trouble, and not everyone’s
going to remember your dad.”

“We will,” Paul promised. Nowak sent them on their way with a wave, and
an admonishment to Paul to look after his Ma.

They were across the river before either of them spoke. Julian’s hands
shivered as he lit a cigarette.

“I’ve never seen you l