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EARLY IN THE MONTH OF MARCH, Buck phoned.

“Dad, we’re coming to London, all of us,” he said. There wasn’t a hint of static on the line, and Buck’s pleasure was apparent.

“I’m going to take over your old job in Nairobi. We’re stopping in London until personnel gets all its correspondents straight.”

“Nairobi? That’s great. And all of you can stay with me?”

“I was hoping you’d offer.”

“It’ll be terrific! How’s my Willie?”

“Three years old and talks all the time. You won’t believe him! Whole sentences! Sure we won’t crowd you?”

The relief in Buck’s voice was obvious.

“Hey, I’ve got new recipes and I’ll cook for us!”

Will Hobbs was in his late fifties, a widower, a retired American journalist living in London in the quiet comfort of his big house in Queen’s Gate. He had been out of sorts with his son, Buck, for a number of years, though he didn’t always know why. His daughter-in-law was Key, the one the men stared at, the dark, natural girl with black hair who had given them Willie. He thought of her at that time in a warm yet somewhat distant way: Buck’s wife, part of the family, our little mother, Rennie’s favorite.

When Key had given birth, Will and his wife, Rennie, had flown to the States, where Rennie had held her new grandson in her arms just a few seconds after his delivery. A year later Rennie was gone, but her son and grandson were on her mind at the last, and in her final hour she came out of a morphine sleep to smile and whisper, “Ah me, Buck and Willie!” Her last words. She might have been speaking to some deep netherdream, or she might have been addressing Will, who sat at her bedside holding her hand; it was the last soft reminder of the legacy she had left him.

Will always suspected that Rennie saw something in Buck she wanted to see in him. He didn’t know exactly what it was.

In the last year of her life Rennie had twice flown across the Atlantic to visit her grandson. She and Key became close. When Will went out on his last assignments Rennie went to the States, not wanting to stay by herself, and she loved it that her son and husband worked for the same big newspaper. They were different sorts of reporters, she often said, and special in their separate ways: Will adorned his facts with wit while Buck was the hard imagist, a no-frills photographer with words.

Now, two years after Rennie’s death, Buck was going to Africa to occupy his father’s old desk.

Will had settled into his new rhythms and loneliness. His daily visits to the cramped offices in Shoe Lane off Fleet Street had ended, and he missed Acker and the old routines. Now he had only the house. He tried to make a life of it just as he and Rennie had done. He spent his mornings reading, then took long walks, stopping at anonymous pubs. He thought of writing, but couldn’t.

He could leave his study on the top floor of the house and step through the French doors onto a roof terrace, where he could look down into the street and beyond the rooftops into a labyrinth of mews spreading over Kensington.

With Rennie gone the house became his hiding place and consolation. Her money had bought and furnished it, yet she had bought it for him and had carefully made it his: an Edwardian island in the traffic and life of the city, a civilized fortress. Rennie, his delicate Devon girl. With her he had tried to live up to the verities of another age that never quite worked out in this one.

The neighboring houses in the street were occupied by consuls and embassy officials of several third world countries. Occasionally the odors of curries or cabbage drifted over the roof terrace, but there were also limousines and veiled women down at the curbsides, men with dark faces, and often a kind of genteel intrigue. These were middle-level foreign diplomats posted to London with their wives and children, and they moved in a fearful courtesy as if they were terrified that they might do or say something wrong and be sent home.

Down the block stood a posh hotel, its flags draped among the branches of the trees that lined the sidewalks. In a cul-de-sac nearby a kindergarten lent the sounds of squeals and children’s laughter to the neighborhood; on the sidewalks their nannies and teachers herded them along in their little uniforms, watching every nuance of their behavior. Turn right at the corner and there was Will’s local pub, tucked in a narrow mews. At the top of the street the fields of Hyde Park opened up: a wild grassland, patches of bright gardens, walkways and bridle paths. At the bottom of the street in Old Brompton Road were his newsstand, bookshop, and restaurants.

It was a daguerreotype of reality: a gentle gift presented to him by Rennie. He could never have afforded the house or neighborhood on a journalist’s salary, not even as a senior correspondent, but this was their elegant illusion, a hideaway of civility in a world they both knew as increasingly uncivilized. They kept up the illusion, then, each for the sake of the other, and tried to fit their marriage into it.

In early March, with the limbs of the neighborhood trees still as barren as winter, a taxi deposited Buck, Key, and Willie at the curb. Will rushed out to meet them and to help gather up the luggage. In a flurry of kisses and embraces they went inside, talked about lunch, went through a period of catching up on news, and doted on Willie; then Buck and Key admitted they were numb with exhaustion. They hadn’t slept on the flight, so they went up to bed while Willie was left with his grandfather. The boy was surprisingly comfortable and talkative.

“Girls brought us food and, um, stuff,” he said.

“On the airplane?”

“And candy in paper! Mama unrolled it.”

“What else?”

“Oh, potatoes. I don’t like milk anymore, though.”

“I don’t either. What do you like to drink best?”

“Oh, um, apple juice. Or 7Up.”

Willie held his grandfather’s index finger and received a tour of the house and grounds, including a comforting peek into the bedroom where his parents slept. They had tea and biscuits on the rear deck. On the roof terrace Will gathered his namesake in his arms while they discussed the flags on the hotel down the block.

“We have these same birds that make pigeon sounds,” Willie confided.

“Probably pigeons.”

“Right, they are pigeons.”

As they talked Will pressed his cheek against Willie’s smooth, soft face.

“Sometimes pigeons poop on our windows.”

“Is that so?”

“But daddy doesn’t care. He tells, um, stories about them.”

“He makes up pigeon stories?”

“Bedtime stories about baby pigeons sometimes.”

They went down into the garden and kicked some dirt. Between them a natural conspiracy seemed to grow.

“Give me five,” Will told the boy, holding out his open palm. When Willie slapped it, Will drew back with fake pain.

“Again,” Willie demanded, howling with laughter, and they gave each other a series of high fives and low fives until they were tired of it. During this Will looked up and saw Key standing on the deck, smiling at them. She wore his old velvet robe, the one left hanging on the door to the guest bedroom. As she clutched it to her throat, the dappled rays of the afternoon sun illumined her, and she was much more beautiful than Will had remembered.

That evening he cooked poached salmon, potatoes with herbs, and fagiolini. They drank too much wine. Outside, the clear night brought in cold weather.

When Buck went upstairs to make sure Willie was sleeping, Key and Will made an indifferent effort at clearing the dishes, but then they both stopped, leaned against the kitchen counters opposite one another, and smiled.

“Hey, I might be a little tipsy,” he admitted.

“Me, I’m definitely drunk,” she replied. “What about that hot tub on the deck? Does it work?”

“It’s cold out there,” he warned.

“Courage,” she said. “Let’s do it.” She had a way of smiling with her mouth open in a look of incredulity as if to say, hey, don’t kid me, get serious, give me a break, okay? At this particular moment the drop of her jaw had a hint of challenge in it.

“I’ll go out and set the gauges,” he agreed. “Go get Buck. The water should be hot in thirty minutes or so.”

“Good plan,” she said, leaving.

Will went out, rolled back the lid of the tub, set the gauges, then went upstairs to find swimming trunks. He opened drawers and looked on bedroom shelves until the search tired him, then he fell over on the bed and sprawled out. From a distant room he heard Key’s and Buck’s hoarse laughter, then he drifted away, thinking, I’ve had it, let ’em go, too much wine.

A faraway bell tolled an uncertain hour.

The house became silence and darkness.

In the middle of the night he woke up, listened, and decided that everybody was asleep. He put on his cashmere robe and shuffled back downstairs to turn off the gauges and close the tub, but he heard Buck calling to Key from the deck. When he reached the kitchen the tile was cold against his bare feet.

There were no lights on, but he let his fingers trace across the familiar countertops and the walls of the scullery as he made his way toward the deck. He had no thoughts—and he reminded himself of this later—of spying on them or surprising them.

He padded down the hallway toward the back door.

At the wine closet beyond the scullery he bumped into Key.

She was naked and unsteady.

“Whoa there,” she said with slurring laughter. “Ahoy.”

It was a cool and hardly surprised response.

“It’s Will,” he answered dumbly.

“Then I’m caught red-handed,” she said, and in the pale shadow of that narrow space she held up a bottle plucked off the racks.

They stood so close that he smelled the cabernet perfume of her breath.

“The wine’s for drinking,” he managed. “Glad you found it.”

“We found too much of it. Come on.”

She turned, and he followed her out to the tub. The sway of her hips. Her long, dark legs. Buck sat in the swirl of the jets.

“Will’s coming aboard,” she announced. “He’s joined the mutiny.” She mounted the rim of the tub, swung a leg over, and reached out for a corkscrew, her breasts falling loose.

“We tried to wake you up, but know what you said to us?” Buck asked, laughing awkwardly.

“No, what?”

Buck stammered, looking at Key. “Actually, I forget. What was it he said?”

“He snored at us.”

“Afraid you snored at us, Dad.”

“Open this for me, okay?” Key groaned, presenting Will with the bottle and corkscrew. She sat astride the rim, one leg dangling in the foaming water. The dark center of her.

Her casual nakedness. The faint city light that infused the neighborhood gave them all a pale presence, and he hoped neither of them could intercept his gaze, yet he knew he kept looking her way. There he stood, robed and hidden from them, working the cork out of the bottle, a leering fool, trying to think of something to say. Steam rose from the tub, casting them in its mist, and in that sudden silence he felt the heat from the tub moving into his blood. A sexual quickening: he had supposed such a thing was gone from his life, yet here it was. A wild, adolescent dizziness.

“C’mon, lemme do that,” Buck said, standing up and taking the bottle and corkscrew.

“Don’t drop it, you two!” Key added, laughing.

Will surrendered the bottle and heard its pop as Buck opened it. She still rode the padded rim of the tub, her legs apart.

“We might be knocking off your best stuff,” Buck said, grinning. “Can’t read the labels. Too dark and too wasted.”

He tipped the bottle and drank directly from it. He had Will’s same wide shoulders, chest, and paunch: the physique Will had enjoyed thirty years ago. A specimen: the arm that held the bottle aloft seemed like Will’s own flesh stretched over hard cable.

Buck passed the bottle to Key. “Damn, honey, you are bareass naked, you know that?”

“I’m too drunk for anybody to see me,” she said, grinning, and she took the bottle and sipped from it. When she passed it to Will, he obligingly did the same. Then, miraculously, they fell into a conversation.

Buck began talking about Africa, the tour he had made with his parents when he was eleven years old, the sights out in Serengeti and on the Mara. Clearly excited about going back on assignment, he remembered the old days, Will knew, as they never quite were. Meanwhile, Key slipped into the foaming tub, submerging herself, covering her breasts.

“There was a big military lorry full of kids,” Buck said. “Out in the Serengeti in the middle of the migration. You remember? Mama worried that I wanted to join that safari with all the kids my age, but I didn’t. We were in this Land Rover. You were driving, and my head was out the opening in the top, recall that? I didn’t want to be anyplace else on earth. There were wild dogs, thousands. And a pride of lions following the herds.”

“Get that robe off and climb in here,” Key said to Will. “You’re shivering.”

“I don’t remember a big military lorry,” Will answered, trying to concentrate on what Buck was saying.

Buck admitted that he knew Africa wasn’t all that easy and romantic now, maybe never was, and Will agreed. Key sank below the surface, then came up with a tiny sputter as Buck went on. She gave them that comical, dropjawed look of hers.

“That trip was fun,” Will added stupidly. His feet ached with the cold, and the center of him was on fire.

“How long were we on safari?” Buck asked. “It was my only trip there, you know. A short family holiday years ago.”

The truth of it stung.

Buck began telling Key about watching two cheetahs on a kill, fighting off both vultures and hyenas until they had to surrender their dinner. Rennie hadn’t wanted her son to watch the spectacle.

“Long ago,” Buck sighed, and his tone was drunken and pensive.

“Well, I’m sleepy and I’m going in,” Will lied. He wasn’t the least bit sleepy. He knew he couldn’t sleep.

“Get in here. You’ll warm up,” Key urged him.

“Yeah, Dad, c’mon,” Buck said, and for an instant—a split second of emotion that Will discounted even as it came on him—he disliked his son far more than ever, more than when Buck was the most obstinate teenager, more than when Rennie had cried over him, more than during their own worst fights. He resented Buck being there between Key and himself; the old angers mixed with this, a wild jealousy and resentment he had no right to feel.

Sudden, all this. Instantaneous.

Will made his excuses. At the same time his senses found everything about and around them: the oaken tub with its soft lining around the rim, those dark strands of hair in Key’s face, the bare branches over the deck, dark and wet with rising steam, and even the small brass Roman face hung as a decoration above the tub and turned green from the steam of so many baths before this one. Key slipped down into the pulsing bubbles, hiding herself, her eyes smiling at him. There was nothing wanton in her, she was just far more natural than he could ever be, he knew, and her freedom mocked and banished him.

“I’ve just got to turn in,” he said, backing away.

Up in his room he tossed the robe aside and slipped under the cold sheets. He ached with emotion, seeing all her languid movements and parts even as he shut his eyes.


MEN WHO WERE CONFIDENT of themselves usually liked Will Hobbs because he told stories, held his liquor, wrote well enough, and preferred to be funny rather than grim. Those unsure of themselves liked him less well because he could be flippant and tough and dismiss fools easily. Women liked him because he asked them questions and truly listened. And he cooked: meat loaf to delicate soufflés. He’d stir up snacks or supper in his own kitchen or anyone else’s. Everyone enjoyed his fluid movements among the pots and pans and enjoyed eating the results; when Will was present, kitchens always became the center of parties.

He was a journalist of the old school, one who gathered facts, withheld judgments, found more facts, then wrote only what seemed solid, letting the reading public draw its own opinions. The new breed of journalists published rumors as facts, editorialized with special words or insertions in their prose, concocted sensation, and mounted social or political attacks on the basis of hunches. Will knew, of course, that facts were bits of mosaic that could make up any truth, but he took pride in being a newspaperman who served evidence rather than quick opinions.

He began to live in a world that wanted to see the princess naked, the head of state as a coward and a murderer, the rock star as philosopher, and all celebrity both overpraised and degraded. There was venom in the air, but, worse, the venom of fiction: lies were exciting, accusations were news, innuendo was truth.

When he left Africa and came back to England, he found tabloid journalism had won. Credibility and style were out. It was time for him to get out too.

He lingered on for a while because he enjoyed going down daily to the offices in Shoe Lane, seeing Acker, the bureau chief, and watching the news pour in. For a short time he took assignments up in Belfast and wrote features. Acker covered parliament, and Cole, the other senior correspondent, covered business. They knew the routine, and the work was seldom frantic; yet the paper itself had gone more and more conservative and reactionary in its editorials, and Will found that his quips and comic asides were insufficient responses. He kept getting angry.

Actually, he didn’t like either people or newspapers with terribly strong opinions. They became pretentious. He was a droll cynic, like most newspapermen, with sympathies for the underclass. In America he voted Democrat. In Britain he liked the desperate Liberal Party. He supported any environmentalist group.

Acker suggested that Will should become a columnist, but there weren’t any columns Will wanted to write, certainly no books, and the large study at the top of his house would soon become a place where he only read, never wrote.

Yet Acker could quote a few Hobbsian phrases. The afternoon was so hot that some of the men in the bar weren’t even married was one of Acker’s favorite lines. Will had once written of an Irish author that he was one of those drunks who constantly confused people with his productivity. Acker also suggested that a gravestone could be properly engraved with Will’s line, At the end of the light comes the tunnel.

“You don’t have anything to say as a writer,” Acker once told him. “But, hell, you try to say it with flair.”

“I’m trying to achieve an epigrammatic style,” Will assured him. “And I want you to know I’m willing to sacrifice clarity for it.”

As friends, they were sparring partners. Occasionally, when Acker edited Will’s stories, they had shouting matches, and the anger sometimes kept them from going to lunch together that day.

When Will retired he quickly found that without events there were no subjects. What could he possibly write about? Himself? Just as he didn’t like people who thought about thoughts or who, worse, wrote books about books, he didn’t want to examine his own feelings all that much. Introspection was an indulgence. He hated the cult of emotion in music, politics, literature, or life; if that was his superficiality, it was also his humility. Any true man, he thought, examined the world, not himself.

Rennie understood this about him. She also knew that their son was an idealist who had entered the profession with a reformer’s spirit and that Will, early on, felt both bemused and slightly embarrassed by Buck’s zeal.

“Cool out,” Will once told his son during an argument. “Here, have a cinnamon roll. Fresh baked.” In those days Buck worked for the New Orleans bureau of the paper; he had found vice in Louisiana.

They stood beside Will’s fancy new Wolf range: six burners, industrial in size, black and red. Buck gave his hedonist father a look of pure disgust. Will ate the cinnamon roll himself.

Like all fathers and sons, Will and Buck circled around each other, making discoveries and assessments. They both grew and changed, although it was impossible, as usual, for the boy to detect this in the man. Will did appreciate certain things about Buck: his son’s raw energy, his later talent for surrounding himself with beautiful women, and his even later talent for writing.

Buck, in turn, tried to forgive his father for all the absences. During Buck’s childhood Will had neglected the conventional domestic life, taking the bureau in Africa, going on this assignment or that. Buck had to learn that his mother didn’t seem to take it all so personally as he did. For him Will was never there for lessons, sports, problems, or the little pleasures. He was tending to bigger matters, making Buck somehow less. Buck grew up looking forward to reunions: parties, great mounds of food, his parents kissing and laughing.

Later, when Buck was older and a reporter himself, everything was better. When he found and married Key, better yet. With the arrival of Willie, Buck had Will’s fierce affection.

Yet something happened that night of their arrival in London. The old edge dividing them. It’s in my own head, Will told himself; it’ll go away, it’s craziness. Yet it failed to go away. He wanted to sit Buck down and have a long, serious talk about Nairobi, but didn’t. He wanted an argument. He wanted Buck to leave. He didn’t know what he wanted.

Acker phoned and suggested dinner.

“Okay, fine, but we’re going out. I’m not going to cook,” Will snapped.

“Who the fuck says you have to cook?”

“You can pay for a good restaurant.”

“The paper will fucking pay. What’s wrong with you?”

They ended up at a posh Chinese restaurant in Chelsea. Acker ordered for everybody, but made it clear that the meal would go on the expense account, and ordered several bottles of wine. He was a burly, white-haired Texan who as a reporter, according to Will, had been unable to compose a simple declarative sentence without using the word fuck, so was naturally promoted to editor and bureau chief wherever he went.

“That’s a fucking lie,” Acker protested. “Your father here wants to be a wit but just half succeeds.”

“Don’t insult me. I’m your last friend.”

“Another lie. It’s just that I don’t make new friends anymore.”

“You never made new friends.”

Food arrived quickly, and they all ate and drank with good humor and bad manners. Will and Acker revised and corrected everything the other said.

“Your salary isn’t huge, but you’ll live well on it in Nairobi,” Acker told Buck.

“If you don’t buy food,” Will added.

“Look, I know the fucking exchange rate. They’ll live like kings.”

“I don’t care if you think you know theories of finance; you don’t know Africa.”

“But I do know Africa. I visited the fucking bureau, didn’t I? I saw the bars in five hotels. I went on safari and saw a live giraffe.”

Key and Buck laughed and watched them.

“Damn me, you’re a beautiful girl,” Acker said to Key. “I actually didn’t know Buck Hobbs had a lick of sense until I saw you tonight.”

“I believe,” she replied, opening her mouth wide in that wondrous grin of hers, “that I’m at dinner with two legendary and three gifted men.”

“Very perceptive of you,” Acker agreed.

“But let me show you real beauty,” Key said, producing a photo of Willie from her purse. Acker held it close to his nose and studied it. His lips went tight with sentiment.

“Yes, and thank god he looks like you,” Acker said, holding the photo and staring into it.

“Acker’s sentimental about children and Irish whiskey,” Will noted.

“But not about reporters,” Acker replied, pointing a finger at Buck. “Get your copy in on time. Spell all your fucking words.”

“And never listen to editors,” Will added.

“True, unless they say you’re fired,” Acker said, and he turned suddenly to Key again, drawing a somber face. “I want to tell you something, my dear,” he went on, fixing her with his most reassuring gaze. “It won’t be dangerous for you and the little one down in Nairobi. They have good doctors. You’ll feel safe. There’s nice suburbs, you know, with, oh, cars parked in the driveways. Looks like Cleveland or Phoenix, honest to god.”

“I’ll feel safe anywhere Buck is,” she answered, and her husband grinned with satisfaction.

“Good. Good for you. And be easy on him. He won’t work much, you know. He’ll be sitting at the Long Bar or some such place chatting it up with the other reporters, hoping to get a story out of scuttlebutt.”

“There’s not a Long Bar anymore,” Will put in. “The New Stanley sold it, I think. Maybe shipped it to Arizona as a companion piece to London Bridge.”

“The point is, no danger to anybody. That’s what I’m trying to explain to this poor deluded girl who loves her husband.”

“Thanks, I understand what you’re saying,” she told him, and she placed a hand on his arm, which he liked very much.

When they finished the meal a giant bowl of fortune cookies was delivered to the table.

“Have two or three fortunes,” Will said. “Take your pick.”

Buck opened his and made a sour face.

“What’s it say?” Key asked.

“‘Ignore previous cookie.’”

“It doesn’t say that!”

“Give me a fucking handful. Let me read ’em until I find some real luck.”

They made an elaborate show of opening cookies and concocting messages. At this point they were drunk enough that it all seemed hilarious.

“‘Tell the friend beside you that if his IQ reaches fifty he should sell,’” Acker said, reading his.

“‘Psychics will lead dogs to your body,’” Will announced.

“‘Among legendary men,’” Key said, reading hers, “‘it’s always hit or myth.’”

They groaned. They laughed.

In the streets later a few flakes of snow drifted down and the streetlamps set out small lighted circles of movement. The ping of taxi engines. A church bell, clanking rather than ringing. A man in evening clothes, drunker than they were, shuffled toward them on the sidewalk and announced, “I grabe only my crole!” Key and Buck fell against each other in laughter at this indecipherable greeting.

Farther on, Acker grabbed Buck and poured advice into his ear, drunken assurances mostly, but the two of them wobbling along together made Will feel good. Acker’s white tufts of hair caught a few snowflakes.

At that moment Key took Will’s arm. The touch of her warmed his face. “My name was supposed to be Kay after my grandmother,” she told him, tossing her head. “But my father misspelled it on the hospital papers. Then it got engraved on something and stuck.”

“Now you’re the key to all of us,” he said.

“You are so sweet.”

“No, I’m not. But I’m devoted to you.”

“Willie’s won your heart. I see that.”

“Yeah, sure, but you too.”

“You are very sweet,” she insisted. “Don’t say you aren’t.”

She gave his arm a squeeze, and neither of them mentioned how naked and natural she had been with him. They just fell into step with one another, and everything was in the perfect here and now, the vapor of her perfume and the cold night air in their nostrils. The snow. Her slender body against his and the sting of desire.


A DELAY IN NAIROBI: the bungalow meant for Buck and his family needed renovating, so the bachelor correspondent who lived there agreed to stay while the work was done.

During the month of March, then, they settled in the house at Queen’s Gate. When the weather turned blustery Willie played on the carpeted staircase, where Buck taught him to lie flat on his belly and bump down the stairs headfirst. Key read books from the library. Will cooked dinners. They had found a nanny who cared for Willie while they went out to pub lunches, movie matinees, and shops.

“I want a drum,” Willie told his grandfather one day.

“A toy drum?”

“Not a toy.”

“A real drum, then?”

“A full force of drums with a plate to dash,” Willie said.

Will found Key and told her about that extraordinary sentence, repeating it for her several times.

“He’s a poet,” Will claimed. “He’s going to write novels.”

“He’s going to get you to buy more things for him,” she warned. “He’ll work you like a little magician.”

“Who cares?” Will said, shrugging.

The child became the link between them, the topic of almost every conversation they shared. Yet Will wanted more even as he tried not to think about it. After all, there were no more rules about sex. He felt like a leftover Victorian gentleman in heat, weighted down with anachronisms and secrets, knotted up inside.

In the mornings he was all right. Breakfasts were fine. Later in the grey afternoons and at night, especially, the umber shadows came down.

She dressed carelessly. That old velvet robe of his was often loosely tied. She wore blouses that fell away from her bare breasts. She sat in a particular armchair as she read, her legs exposed, her face indifferent.

On a rare sunny day when Key took Willie to a puppet show, Will and Buck took a long walk and settled at an outdoor table at the Admiral Cod, where they drank ale with sandwiches. Will had been offering tips about the bureau in Africa that Buck accepted with less curiosity and enthusiasm than Will hoped for, but now Buck brought up the subject on his own.

“I hear the fundamentalist Christians do the good work in areas where there’s famine,” Buck offered.

“Who told you that?”

“I just heard it. You agree?”

“They feed a few refugees, but piety never cut it in Africa and still doesn’t. The Red Cross, of course, gets wrapped up in its own red tape. They sometimes can’t even get the proper permits in a time of famine, so the Christians—who never give a damn about permits—go in with their food packets and Bibles.”

“I just heard they sometimes get the job done.”

“Nobody gets it done.”

Buck sipped his ale, sighed, looked away, and clearly didn’t want to mount an argument against his father’s cynicism.

“Look, Buck, Africa’s lost, that’s the first thing to see.”

Buck didn’t reply.

“First off, the overpopulation will blow you away,” Will went on. “At every bus stop in Nigeria there’s four hundred people waiting for a jitney that seats twenty. In half of Tanzania the streets are packed—people’s faces pressed up against yours like the streets around a stadium after a football game. In Uganda, the same—except everybody breathing on you is sick. Kenya’s getting bad. Somalia, well, it’s a lost cause, as we’ve damn well shown the world.”

Buck gave his father a smirk over the rim of his glass. He probably thought the stories he filed out of Nairobi were going to make a difference, that if he told the truth it might alter things.

“You know I stumbled onto a war nobody even knew about,” Will said.

“You told me,” Buck said.

“I can’t even remember why I went up into the Sudan. There was this war between the government forces and the Dinka tribe. But the point’s this: that was twenty years ago, maybe more, and there are dozens of wars unknown to the Western press. Nobody cares. Famine areas. AIDS epidemics. Tribal bloodbaths. Hell, you know what Dr. Livingstone said. Madness comes from Africa, that’s what.”

“You want another ale?”

“Yeah, sure, let’s have another.”

They sat in silence, Buck having pronounced an end to that line of talk. The weather was a pure gift, so Will examined the sky.

“Health is the main thing down there,” Will thought to say.

“Yeah, Acker made that point.”

“Willie can play hard all day, then get a fever and that’s it.”

“Jesus Christ, Dad.”

“Sorry, can’t help it. But, see, that’s the reason I kept you home with Rennie all those years. I didn’t want either of you exposed. And I lived for my furloughs back here, lived for them. We all made sacrifices.”

Buck drank out of his empty glass, looking for a last drop.

“Your mother agreed. It was for the best.”

Buck caught the eye of the waitress and signaled for another round. Will watched all the Sloane regulars who occupied the tables around them: young guys in colorful braces, their fancy haircuts blowing in the slight breeze, the girls in short skirts again with their butts just covered. Will knew he must look a hundred years old to all of them.

It was stupid telling Buck about the bureau, of course, because the ride from the airport would be instructive. Very quickly Buck would see a poverty beyond poverty, and Nairobi would always be the best and most civilized part of it, a place far short of refinement, an overcrowded campsite: a few tall buildings, a third-class hospital that was the best for a thousand miles around, cafes where the food didn’t exactly kill you, the remnants of a colonial culture. Beyond Nairobi, god: a few watering holes at the game parks where tourists viewed the remaining beasts, then nyika, wilderness, darkness.

“You ever live with a woman down in Nairobi?” Buck asked abruptly.

The question hung between them. Will wondered if anything had been detected at the house, a glance he had given Key that had been intercepted, anything. He finished his glass of ale.

“No, never. You should know that without asking.”

“Be honest. Hell, I don’t care. I just wanted to know.”

“You do care or you wouldn’t have asked. The answer’s no.”

Fresh pints arrived, and as Will paid it was Buck who won the thankful smile of the young waitress.

“Time’s passed and Mother’s dead,” Buck said quietly.

“And I always assumed you had somebody else. Because few men live away from home for long periods—you know, without.”

“When I was at the bureau down there, I was a bit older. A lot of the fire was gone. The crazy heat a young man feels, that sort of thing. If you want to know, I had sex a few times—and, frankly, well, at arm’s length. A masseuse. I fretted over disease, you see. Not just for myself but for Rennie later. But, yeah, I went to the massage parlors. I didn’t even have a favorite girl.”

“Do sons ask these questions? Tell me if they don’t.”

“You’re my only son, and you asked. It’s okay.”

“When I got older I figured, sure, he’s been down there for years. I assumed. Then I convinced myself.”

“Maybe it shows a lack of imagination on my part that there wasn’t anybody,” Will admitted.

“Mother told me there wasn’t anybody else.”

“You asked her about it too?”

“She said she’d know. I never knew whether or not to believe her.”

“How old were you when you asked about it?”

“Maybe seventeen. All the guys I knew were sex crazy. I figured every male was the same.”

Will counted back the years, trying to recall Buck’s seventeenth year. He couldn’t remember anything. He wondered if there were some current in the house right now that Buck sensed, something that prompted this topic. The Somali and Chinese girls, the rubdowns: his thoughts flew away, and in spite of everything they flew toward Key.

“I was a mama’s boy for years,” Buck suddenly told him. “You probably still think I am.”

“I never thought that,” Will assured him.

“Yeah, you thought it. But I’m not now.” It was a strange assertion that Will decided to leave alone.


ONE NIGHT DURING THAT MONTH—long after midnight when Will couldn’t sleep—he heard Willie cry out sharply from his room. He hurried out of bed, threw on his robe, went to the child’s bedside, and gathered him up in his arms.

“Say there, what’s the matter?”

“Don’t let the dark see my hands,” Willie whispered.

“It’s all right. The dark won’t hurt us,” Will assured him.

He rocked his grandson gently back and forth, marveling at the strange phrase he had uttered.

At that moment Key appeared in the doorway, her slender, unclothed body in silhouette against the soft light from the hallway. When she saw Will she turned away, returning moments later with that old velvet robe around her.

“Hey, what’s this?” she asked in a hoarse whisper, stretching across the bed.

“Bad dream,” Will answered softly.

“No, it’s the dark in here,” Willie corrected him, returning his mother’s embrace. Key’s legs were snug against Will. Her scent was in that old robe now.

“Close your eyes, okay?” she suggested gently. “There. See, it’s dark with your eyes closed too, but there’s nothing in there but you.”

She stroked Willie’s hair. Some minutes passed before Willie drifted off to sleep again, and all this time Will watched Key. As the child’s breathing evened out, Will repeated that strange phrase for Key, and she smiled.

“What a little guy,” she answered, stroking his hair.

This intimacy—the two of them touching in that dark room with their hands on Willie—became more than Will could bear. He got up and eased away. As he went out, Key thanked him.

Later he stood at his window gazing beyond the roof terrace at the lights blinking through the bare limbs of the trees. Key’s remarkable nakedness again. That sudden silhouette. Don’t let the dark see or touch us, he prayed, and don’t let it gather us in. Let us be gifted with language and speak the words that wake us up and set us free. Keep us from being unruly children, disobedient, hard against authority, adrift in ourselves. Keep the dark from us and save us from all things wild and terrible, for we adore them even as we cry out, we seek them even as we dread them. Give us serenity and sleep.

He paced the study.

Nothing worked. He felt he might never sleep again.

Not long after this Will prepared a veal roast, and they talked at dinner about Willie’s strange phrase, dreams, and intuitions. Key wore jeans and an old sweater with nothing underneath. When Buck accused her of believing in telepathy and such, she denied it. She admitted that she had a person in Denver, a seer, whom she sometimes visited.

“A seer? You mean a clairvoyant?” Will asked, surprised at this new thing about her.

“Not exactly, no, she just sees things. Like a mind reader. I don’t think she can tell the future except, well, except as a person is destined by his own thoughts to do certain things.”

“Her name’s Miana,” Buck added, stretching out the fancy sound of the name. “And she didn’t read my mind.”

“Maybe you didn’t have much for her to read,” Key said with a grin. “Anyway, everything Miana ever said about me came true. For instance, she told me I’d divorce my first husband and marry Buck.”

“You were married before?” Will asked, trying to hide his surprise.

“When I was eighteen I was pretty wild. The marriage was to spite my father.”

“I’m finding out things,” Will said. “Did your father deserve that much spite?”

“It’s a long story, but yes.”

“Go on, tell him about Miana,” Buck urged.

“You don’t even like to pronounce her name.”

“C’mon, she’s a fake. Name and all.”

Buck picked at scraps of veal left around the edges of the plate just as he had done as a boy. They had finished two bottles of Will’s best Chateau Margaux, and the evening felt warm and right, the sort of evening he wanted for them: the three of them relaxed and talking about real subjects.

“Tell me about her,” Will insisted, smiling.

“There are some things that sound wrong the minute we put them into words,” Key said. “But Miana can say them, and they somehow sound all right. All I can say is that she seemed to know who I was, and sometimes she knew before I knew myself. I was young. She was older and could see things. Maybe that’s all it was.”

“But she told you about Buck?”

Key glanced at Buck, smiled, and seemed to ask his permission to go on.

“Sure, tell him,” Buck prompted her.

“Miana said that I was with the wrong man. She told me I’d marry into a great bloodline. Then I’d travel to places I hadn’t yet imagined or dreamed about.”

“Did she mean real geographical places?”

“Well, here I am in London heading for Africa. All that’s a surprise, isn’t it?”

“A great bloodline. That means you as well as me, Dad.”

“I’ve been drinking too much wine,” Key said, trying to alter the subject. “Every evening it’s wine with dinner. I’m going to get fat and tell my secrets.”

“Your Miana said some specific things,” Will conceded.

“She’s always specific. She’s gifted.”

Buck made a noise in his throat.

“But you’re skeptical?” Will asked him, smiling.

“A professional skeptic, same as you.”

“Maybe I’m less skeptical as time goes along,” Will said. “Of the mystical, I mean. Who knows?”

“So you’re getting old and soft? Is that it?”

“You be the tough guy.”

There was suddenly an edge to their words. They were going to argue, Will realized, yet he didn’t know the source of it; it rose out of an obscure past, he supposed, in which forgotten offenses had occurred, and he knew that he didn’t want to hurt Buck’s feelings again. Certainly Buck didn’t like being called a tough guy, but why not? It might have been a compliment.

“You’re siding with Key and some goddamned woman in Denver you’ve never met,” Buck accused him.

Will decided to leave that alone.

“It figures,” Buck went on. “You and Key always go against me when you’re together.”

“When have we ever done that?” Will asked evenly.

“All the goddamn time. It never stops.”

Key opened her mouth with that incredulous drop of her jaw, and this time there was no smile in it.

“You know she’s sweet on you, don’t you?” Buck asked with a cruel grin. “Oh, yeah. You hung the moon.”

“Buck, please,” Key said, glaring at him.

“Hung the goddamn moon. You know what she told me just the other day? She’d like to stay right here in this house forever. Said that’d suit her fine.”

Key rose from her chair and left the room.

“You’re the one drinking too much,” Will said.

“Really? Am I?”

“Look, Buck, I love you and Key and Willie. That’s all that needs to be said here.”

“You and Key and Willie have a mutual admiration society, that’s what I know,” Buck said, and clearly he felt left out, as always, and there wasn’t anything Will could say to make it right.

“Maybe we should turn in,” Will managed.

“You go along with her goddamned mystic,” Buck continued. “Think about it. You’re the skeptic of skeptics! And you go along with that shit! Witch doctors and goddamn mystic counselors in Denver! Give me a break!”

Will felt numb and silent.

“Nice dinner,” Buck said, leaving.
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