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For Dennis
 

 
“Black as the Devil, heavy as sin, sweet as young love,” is the way an Englishman has described the ceremonial cakes of his country; solid, romantic, and frequently good, but with quite a different kind of goodness from our own more casual sort.
 
—Louis P. De Gouy
The Gold Cook Book
 
Do you know where I found him?
 
You know where he was?
 
He was eating a cake in the tub!
 
Yes he was!
 
The hot water was on
 
And the cold water, too.
 
And I said to the cat,
 
“What a bad thing to do!”
 


“But I like to eat cake
 
In a tub,” laughed the cat.
 
“You should try it some time,”
 
Laughed the cat as he sat.
 
—Dr. Seuss
The Cat in the Hat Comes Back
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 ONE 
 
[image: image]THE CALL CAME ON THE TWENTY-NINTH OF FEBRUARY : the one day in four years when, according to antiquated custom, women may openly choose their partners without shame. As Greenie checked her e-mail at work that morning, a small pink box popped up on the screen: Carpe diem, ladies! Scotland, according to her cheery, avuncular service provider, passed a law in 1288 that if a man refused a woman’s proposal on this day, he must pay a fine: anything from a kiss to money that would buy her a silk dress or a fancy pair of gloves.
 
If I weren’t hitched already, thought Greenie, I would gladly take rejection in exchange for a lovely silk dress. Oh for the quiet, sumptuous ease of a silk dress; oh for the weather in which to wear it!
 
Yet again it was sleeting. Greenie felt as if it had been sleeting for a week. The sidewalks of Bank Street, tricky enough in their skewed antiquity, were now glazed with ice, so that walking George to school had become a chore of matronly scolding and pleading: “Walk, honey. Please walk. What did I say, did I say WALK?” Like most four-year-old boys, George left his house like a pebble from a slingshot, careening off parked cars, brownstone gates, fences placed to protect young trees (apparently not just from urinating dogs), and pedestrians prickly from too little coffee or too much workaday dread.
 
Greenie was just shaking off the ill effects of what she called VD whisplash: VD as in Valentine’s Day, an occasion that filled her with necessary inspiration as January waned, yet left her in its wake—if business was good—vowing she would never, ever again bake anything shaped like a heart or a cherub or put so much as a drop of carmine dye in a bowl of buttercream icing.
 
As if to confirm her fleeting disenchantment with all that stood for romantic love, she and Alan had had another of the fruitless, bitter face-offs Greenie could never seem to avoid—and which, in their small apartment, she feared would awaken and worry George. This one had kept her up till two in the morning. She hadn’t bothered to go to bed, since Tuesday was one of the days on which she rose before dawn to bake brioche, scones, cinnamon rolls, and—Tuesdays only—a coffee cake rich with cardamom, orange zest, and grated gingerroot: a cunningly savory sweet that left her work kitchen smelling like a fine Indian restaurant, a brief invigorating change from the happily married scents of butter, vanilla, and sugar (the fragrance, to Greenie, of ordinary life).
 
Dead on her feet by ten in the morning, she had forgotten the telephone message she’d played back the evening before: “Greenie dear, I believe you’ll be getting a call from a VIP tomorrow; I won’t say who and I won’t say why, but I want it on the record that it was I who told him what a genius you are. Though I’ve just now realized that he may spirit you away! Idiot me, what was I thinking! So call me, you have to promise you’ll call me the minute you hear from the guy. Bya!” Pure Walter: irritating, affectionate, magnanimous, coy. “Vee Aye Pee,” he intoned breathlessly, as if she were about to get a call from the Pope. More likely some upstate apple grower who’d tasted her pie and was trolling for recipes to include in one of those springbound charity cookbooks that made their way quickly to yard sales and thrift shops. Or maybe this: the Director of Cheesecake from Junior’s had tasted hers—a thousandfold superior to theirs—and wanted to give her a better-paid but deadly monotonous job in some big seedy kitchen down in Brooklyn. What, in Walter’s cozy world, constituted a VIP?
 
Walter was the owner and gadabout host (not the chef; he couldn’t have washed a head of lettuce to save his life) of a retro-American tavern that served high-cholesterol, high-on-the-food-chain meals with patriarchal hubris. Aptly if immodestly named, Walter’s Place felt like a living room turned pub. On the ground floor of a brownstone down the street from Greenie’s apartment, it featured two fireplaces, blue-checked tablecloths, a fashionably weary velvet sofa, and (Board of Health be damned) a roving bulldog named The Bruce. (As in Robert the Bruce? Greenie had wondered but never asked; more likely the dog was named after some fetching young porn star, object of Walter’s cheerfully futile longing. He’d never been too explicit about such longings, but he made allusions.) Greenie wasn’t wild about the Eisenhower-era foods with which Walter indulged his customers—indulgence, she felt, was the province of dessert—but she had been pleased when she won the account. Over the past few years, she had come to think of Walter as an ally rather than a client.
 
Except for the coconut cake (filled with Meyer lemon curd and glazed with brown sugar), most of the desserts she made for Walter were not her best or most original, but they were exemplars of their kind: portly, solid-citizen desserts, puddings of rice, bread, and noodles—sweets that the Pilgrims and other humble immigrants who had scraped together their prototypes would have bartered in a Mayflower minute for Greenie’s blood-orange mousse, pear ice cream, or tiny white-chocolate éclairs. Walter had also commissioned a deep-dish apple pie, a strawberry marble cheesecake, and a layer cake he asked her to create exclusively for him. “Everybody expects one of those, you know, death-by-chocolate things on a menu like mine, but what I want is massacre by chocolate, execution by chocolate—firing squad by chocolate!” he told her.
 
So that very night, after tucking George in bed, Greenie had returned to the kitchen where she made her living, in a basement two blocks from her home, and stayed up till morning to birth a four-layer cake so dense and muscular that even Walter, who could have benched a Shetland pony, dared not lift it with a single hand. It was the sort of dessert that appalled Greenie on principle, but it also embodied a kind of überprosperity, a transgressive joy, flaunting the potential heft of butter, that Protean substance as wondrous and essential to a pastry chef as fire had been to early man.
 
Walter christened the cake Apocalypse Now; Greenie held her tongue. By itself, this creation doubled the amount of cocoa she ordered from her supplier every month. After it was on his menu for a week, Walter bet her a lobster dinner that before the year was out, Gourmet would request the recipe, putting both of them on a wider culinary map. If that came to pass, Greenie would surrender to the vagaries of fleeting fame, but right now the business ran as smoothly as she could have hoped. She had a diligent assistant and an intern who shopped, cleaned, made deliveries, and showed up on time. The amount of work they all shared felt just right to Greenie; she could not have taken an order for one more tiny éclair without enlarging the enterprise to a degree where she feared she would begin to lose control. Alan said that what she really feared was honestly growing up, taking her lifelong ambition and molding it into a Business with a capital B. Greenie resented his condescension; if Business with a capital B was the goal of growing up, what was he doing as a private psychotherapist working out of a backdoor bedroom that should have belonged to George, who slept in an alcove off their living room meant for a dining room table? Which brought up the subject of George: was Alan unhappy that Greenie’s work, on its present scale, allowed her to spend more time with their son than a Business with a capital B would have done?
 
“Delegation,” said Alan. “It’s called delegation.”
 
This was the sort of bickering that passed too often now between them, and if Greenie blamed Alan for starting these quarrels, she blamed herself for plunging into the fray. Stubbornly, she refused to back down for the sake of greater domestic harmony or to address the underlying dilemma. The overlying dilemma, that much was clear. Through the past year, as Greenie began to turn away clients, Alan was losing them. His schedule had dwindled to half time, and the extra hours it gave him with George did not seem to console him.
 
Alan, two years away from forty, had reached what Greenie privately conceived of as the Peggy Lee stage in life: Is That All There Is? Greenie did not know what to do about this. She would have attacked the problem head on if the sufferer had been one of her girlfriends, but Alan was a man, chronically resentful of direction. When he was with friends, his argumentative nature was his strength, a way of challenging the world and its complacencies, but in private—alone with Greenie—he fell prey to defensiveness and nocturnal nihilism. She had known this before they married, but she had assumed this aspect of his psyche would burn off, under the solar exposure of day-to-day affection, like cognac set aflame in a skillet. Next year they would be married ten years, and it had not.
 
In their first years together, she had loved the wakefulness they shared late at night. After sex, Alan did not tumble into a callow sleep, the way most men claimed they could not resist doing. Like Greenie, he would be alert for another half hour or more. They would talk about their days, their dreams (both sleeping and waking), their notions on the fate of mankind. When it came to worldly matters, the voice of doubt would be Alan’s—mourning or raging that genocide would never end, that presidents would never be moral, that children would always be abducted by men who would never be caught—but he was invariably passionate, and back then, Greenie saw hope in that passion. He loved Greenie expressively, eloquently, in a way she felt she had never been loved.
 
When they had been sleeping together—or not-sleeping together—nearly every night for a month, she asked, “Why do you suppose we’re like this? Why can’t we just go to sleep, like the rest of the exhausted people around us?” They were lying in Alan’s bed, in the never-quite-dark of a city night.
 
He said, “Me, I think too much. Not a good thing.”
 
“Why? Why is that not good?”
 
“It wears down your soul. It’s like grinding your spiritual teeth,” he said. “Dreaming is the healthy alternative. Even nightmares once in a while. Sometimes a nightmare is like a strong wind sweeping through a house.”
 
Greenie had noticed early on that first thing every morning, often before getting out of bed, Alan wrote his dreams in a leather book the size of a wallet. “What about me?” she said. “Do I think too much?”
 
“Not you.” He pulled her closer against his side. “With you, I can only imagine that some part of your waking soul just can’t bear to see another magnificent day in the life of Greenie Duquette come to an end.”
 
“That’s very poetic,” said Greenie, “but it’s malarkey.”
 
“When I’m with you,” he said, “I love not getting to sleep.” He kissed her and kissed her, and then they did fall asleep. The next day, on the phone with her mother, she said she’d met an incredible man, that she had fallen in love. Her mother teased her that it wasn’t the first time, and Greenie said yes, this was true, but she had a hunch it would be the last.
 
Consistent with all the evolutions and revolutions of married life, their wakeful late-night musings came to an end when they had George. In those early months, starved of sleep, their thinking selves would plummet toward oblivion once they lay down. But Alan still slept so lightly that he was nearly always the first to rise and comfort George when he cried. By the time Greenie stumbled to consciousness, there was her baby, in his father’s arms, being soothed until she was ready to nurse. Alan’s only complaint was that waking up so often and so urgently made it hard for him to remember his dreams. Along with so many other habits once taken for granted, the little book went by the wayside. Now Greenie wondered if Alan had needed it more than she understood.
 
Greenie could not point to a specific moment when Alan’s sober but passionate view of the world might have tipped into a hardened pessimism, and she reminded herself that he was still a loving, patient father—but what if that pessimism was genetic? Could it lie dormant in George?
 
When the loaves and cakes she had baked sat cooling on racks, Greenie filled the larger sink with all the loaf pans and whisks, cups and spoons and mixing bowls. Sherwin would show up later to wash them, but Greenie wiped down the counters herself, several times a day. She had made this place—an old boiler room in the basement of a nondescript tenement building—into her private kingdom. Around the perimeter, the walls and cupboards were white, the countertops made of smooth, anonymous steel, but the linoleum tiles that Alan had helped her lay on the floor were gladiola red. The only windows ran along the ceiling at sidewalk level: wide yet narrow, like gunports in a bunker. Sometimes, organizing bills or tinkering with recipes, Greenie sat on a stool at the butcher-block island and watched the ankles passing by these windows. Now and then a dog pressed its face between the bars against the glass, spotted her and wagged its tail. Greenie would smile and wave before the dog was yanked along on its way. She came to recognize the neighborhood regulars: the aging black Lab with the heavily salted muzzle, the twin pugs with their Tammy Faye mascara, the Irish setter who marked the windows with his wayward tongue. Sometimes dog faces were the only ones she saw for hours. Even toddlers were visible only up to the hems of their shorts or jackets. Walter was the one person who would lean down, knock on a pane, and give her an upside-down grin, The Bruce right there beside him.
 
She would know that spring had arrived when green crept into her rabbit’s-eye view, as the small plots of earth around the trees in front of the building filled with hardy weeds or the floral attempts of residents longing in vain for gardens of their own. (The dogs were no help there.)
 
Just below the windows, Greenie had hung her copper and stainless-steel bowls, in pairs. It was a minor joke she still enjoyed: displayed this way, they looked like pairs of great armored breasts, the warrior bosoms of Amazons, of Athena, Brunhilde, and Joan of Arc. Count me in! Greenie told herself while inspecting her private battalion. Carpe diem, ladies!
 
She addressed them as she sang, which she liked to do when she worked alone. A cassette player, beside the wooden spoons, gave her reliable backup from Dinah Washington, Nina Simone, Billie, and Aretha, though lately she had taken to buying old-fashioned sound-tracks, musicals, so that she might belt out toward her feminine army songs like “My Boy Bill,” “Gee, Officer Krupke!” and “I’m Gonna Wash That Man Right Outa My Hair.”
 
When the phone rang, she was tying up the last box of hot cross buns for Sherwin to deliver to an East Village coffeehouse. Along with Julie Andrews’ mother superior, she sang “Climb Ev’ry Mountain,” heedless of the notes she couldn’t reach, and had looked up just long enough to watch a pair of man-size schoolboy galoshes, complete with ladder clips, pass from west to east. “Happy Leap Year Day,” she answered.
 
Greenie was thrown off by the way in which the caller addressed her—for Charlotte Greenaway Duquette had an assortment of names, each of which identified the user as belonging to a particular period of her past. To relatives and friends of her parents, she would always be Charlotte, unabridged. To schoolmates and other people who had known her in the town where she grew up, she was Shar; to a certain clique with whom she’d hung about in high school, Charlie. In college, her first roommate had taken to calling her Duke. Liking the tough, feminist ring to this name—it made her feel as if she’d pierced her navel without going to such physical extremes—she had let it follow her on to cooking school and then to New York City.
 
Within a few months of moving to the city, she met Alan, who disliked this nickname and told her so on their second date. “It’s too butch, and you are anything but butch,” he had said, boldly touching her long, unruly hair as they walked down the street. “I can tell you’re strong, but you are much too agreeable to have the kind of name a boxer or a pimp would choose.”
 
For a time, he insisted on calling her Charlotte. One night when he spoke her name in a searing whisper, she told him that she was sorry, but she felt as if a member of her family were making love to her. “It’s sort of like if you wore my father’s aftershave,” she said, “even though he doesn’t wear one.”
 
Later, as they lay awake together, he murmured her whole name aloud several times, as if to search out every pocket of air in its vowels. “Well, Miss Charlotte Greenaway Duquette,” he concluded, “I’ll have to make up a name of my own.” That was when, with a secret thrill, she’d become Greenie; when, looking back, she had become his bride.
 
When it came time to name her business (her business with a little b), she was tempted to use this new name, but it still felt private then, like a love charm she should be careful not to bandy about. With more calculation than sentiment, she decided on Pastries by Miss Duquette. She opened during the craze for all things Creole, zydeco, Margaret Mitchell: to steely New Yorkers, just about anything with a southern flair had the wistful allure of cotillion chiffon, and Greenie liked to think of her surname as calling to mind the pink oleander, mannerly verandahs, and ubiquitous angels of New Orleans (though she had no such personal claim to make, having grown up west of Boston). On the pale green boxes in which she packed her sweets, the name swooped from corner to corner, a flounce of curlicued purple letters trailing wisteria blossoms.
 
People who called her for business nearly always asked for Miss Duquette or “the manager” or, if word of mouth had sent them her way, Greenie. On this occasion, she picked up the phone to hear “Would this be Charlotte Duquette?”—her name pronounced “Shallot Dee-oo-kett” by a young woman who sounded as southern as Greenie was not.
 
“That’s me,” said Greenie, and she waited to hear how this woman was connected to her parents. Not even the four banks that issued her credit cards knew her as Charlotte.
 
“Shallot Dee-oo-kett,” the woman repeated, “will you please hold, then, for the guvna of Nee-oo Maixico?”
 
A ratcheting of telephone connections followed, clearing the way for a hearty male voice: “Girl, excuse my informality here, but you make one hell-and-back of a coconut cake.”
 
Helplessly, Greenie burst out laughing.
 
“Oh, and I see you are prone to easy amusement. I like that in a person, I do.” He laughed briefly, easily amused himself. “Well, this is Ray McCrae, and you are excused if you can’t quite place the name, being as you are from these distant, more sophisticated parts, but as your friend Walter will have told you, I have a proposition, Miss Duquette, based solely on that knockout punch of a cake I sampled yesterday. No, did not sample, Miss Duquette, that would be inaccurate. A fib. Ate—no, ravished—one gigantic slice and scraped the plate clean with my fork. Then ordered a second to go and gobbled the whole thing down in the car. Ate the crumbs right off the seat.”
 
“Thank you. I’m flattered.” This had to be a prank, friends from cooking school colluding with Walter, but why not play along?
 
“So now, right now as a matter of fact, I’m just about to pull up to your city hall for face time with your powers that be. I’m hoping you won’t mind if Mary Bliss, my assistant here, takes over and does the explaining—but,” said the charming impersonator, “I do hope we’ll meet in person, Miss Duquette. I do.”
 
“Well, I do too,” said Greenie, after which she covered the mouthpiece.
 
“Miss Deeookett?” The southern belle was back on the line.
 
“Yes, that’s me, but could you please explain what’s going on?”
 
“That Walter fella didn’t ring you up like he promised, now did he?” the southern belle said pleasantly. She explained to Greenie that there was a job opening in the Santa Fe Governor’s Mansion. House chef. “Now I know this sounds fah-fayetched,” said Mary Bliss, and Greenie could tell that she thought it was more than that, “but it so hayapens that the guvna has a sweet tooth the sahz of Mount Rushmoah, and the sweet spot in that sweet tooth hayapens to be coconut cake. So he has this impulsive notion, see, that you just might like to…audition for the job while he’s here on your turf.”
 
Greenie contemplated her bulbous reflection in a steel mixing bowl. She remembered the time one of her more ambitious classmates, now sous-chef at a Park Avenue bistro, had been invited to make a six-course meal for Princess Diana and an unnamed companion. All on the QT, the classmate was told, so she mustn’t discuss the meal with anyone. She had delivered it to the Carlyle only to be met in the lobby by a group of her girlfriends, all wearing rhinestone tiaras and hooting with laughter.
 
Greenie would throttle Walter.
 
“Miss Duquette? Would you do me a favor and humor us here? I know it may sound outrageous…”
 
“Humor you? Oh, in any way I can, just you name it!”
 
“Well you know, make him a nice meal while he’s here in town, tell him you’ll consider the offer? We’ll pay you a bundle, whatever you’ll lose in work that day and more. Does this sound a little insane? Probably does.”
 
A long pause. The woman was serious. If there was a punch line, it was much too long in coming. Greenie said carefully, “But wait. I’d be moving to Santa Fe. If I got the job.” Except for a week’s vacation with Alan in San Francisco, to visit his sister, she had never been west of Saint Louis. She pictured cartoonish saguaro cactuses, Spanish missions with ruffled terra-cotta roofs, honest-to-goodness cowboys herding honest-to-goodness cows. Wouldn’t George love that.
 
“Yes,” said Mary Bliss. “That’s what I mean by insane.”
 
“For what it’s worth, you ought to know I’m a Democrat,” said Greenie. Now she recalled why Ray McCrae was in New York. Sherwin had complained about traffic during the previous day’s delivery; apparently—though he didn’t find this out till he was mired at an intersection, standing still through three green lights—a convention of Republican governors had cut off most of the Upper East Side, causing bipartisan gridlock all the way over to Chelsea.
 
“Oh Miss Duquette, we know plenty more about you than that, we wouldn’t waste the time on this call without at least a thumbnail daw-see-ay.” Mary Bliss’s tone told Greenie just how much she enjoyed opening people’s government files and spying on the haphazard details of their lives. Greenie was on the verge of telling her where she could stow that thumbnail daw-see-ay when Mary Bliss added lightly, “Besides which we’re equal opportunity employers and love nothin’ so much as a house full of friendly debate.”
 
As opposed, thought Greenie, to a house full of unfriendly debate. She could just see Alan’s face if she were to tell him later tonight that she’d turned down this blue moon of an offer. (“You did what? You refused the chance to impress a head of state? Who knows what connections you could’ve made?”)
 
“I’ll make the guy a meal. Sure,” Greenie said. “Why not?” How often did she get a break in her routine, a professional lark? She named a price that was three times her usual income for a day’s production—which Tina could, with a little overtime, cover in Greenie’s absence—and asked about the governor’s favorite foods. All right, so she would spare Walter’s life.
 
          
 
 LIKE OTHER BOYS HIS AGE, George loved dinosaurs, poop talk, and reminding his parents about The Rules (no shoes on the furniture, no talking with your mouth full, no saying “Jesus!” not even under your breath and never mind why). He had outgrown his fascination with men working under the city streets and his early, oblivious tolerance of broccoli and peas. When George grew up, he would be an astronaut palaeontologist, digging for fossils on other planets. Pluto, he told his mother this evening, was not a planet anymore.
 
“Oh? What is it?” Greenie asked, genuinely curious.
 
“It’s make-believe. Like aliens. There is no such things as aliens.”
 
“Not that we know of,” said Greenie. Poor Pluto, she thought, now to be accorded the same disdain a teenager held for Santa Claus.
 
George frowned at her, as if she’d spoken out of turn. “There’s not! We know there’s not!”
 
His vehemence cowed her a little. “Right!” she reassured him. Alan, resolutely truthful, would not have colluded in such simplification, but she had learned that splitting hairs with a four-year-old was counterproductive. And Alan was working late. He had a new couple; such referrals were generally for a limited time, six or ten weeks to steer (if not determine) the fate of a courtship or marriage. The high stakes of this particular work—the work of just a dozen hours—astonished Greenie, though Alan had told her that quite often all he did was guide these couples toward recognizing and voicing decisions they had already made in their hearts. “I don’t have as much power as you might suspect. At least I hope I don’t.”
 
Begrudgingly, George was working his way through the three baby carrots Greenie had exacted as the price of a heart-shaped Linzer cookie (thawed from a freezer stash of VD overrun).
 
When she handed him a small plate holding the cookie, he beamed. “A story, a story!”
 
She went to his bookcase and ran a finger across the bright narrow spines. “The Sneetches? We haven’t read The Sneetches in a long time.”
 
“I am taking a break of Dr. Seuss,” George declared imperiously. George was an articulate child, already a language person, just like his father, but he spoke like a not-quite-fluent foreigner, tenses and prepositions often skewed.
 
“How about just a little Dr. Seuss and then something else?”
 
“No. I want the dinosaur book with the flaps and the one of the wide-mouth frog and Me and My Amazing Body,” he answered. Alan claimed that George’s confidence in his choices was a trait that came from Greenie, but she believed it was simply a fact of four-year-old life. “I want Me and My Amazing Body after I’ve putted on my pajamas.”
 
“Put on my pajamas,” Greenie said.
 
George laughed at her. “Not your pajamas.”
 
“You’re right. Mine would be way too big, wouldn’t they?”
 
Greenie searched for the books he’d named, reluctantly passing her favorites by. The more she read Dr. Seuss, the more brilliant she thought he was. She had become even mildly smitten, the way one customarily felt about a movie star: Andy Garcia or Kevin Costner or, if you were younger, Leonardo DiCaprio. That’s how Greenie felt about the late Ted Geisel. (Twitterpated, her mother would have said.) Horton Hears a Who! was a tale that brought altruistic tears to Greenie’s eyes every time she read it; others, by simple recitation, could dispel almost any anxiety or minor attack of the blues. Tonight, she craved the curative absurdity of “Too Many Daves,” a brief story about a certain Mrs. McCave who had twenty-three sons and foolishly named them all Dave—twenty-four lines of shamelessly silly verse that, Greenie once remarked to Alan, triggered in her brain the release of more serotonin or some other feel-good neurochemical than any dose of Zoloft ever could.
 
Nevertheless, she read the dinosaur book (not a story but a patchwork of scientific facts and speculations) while George ate his cookie, retrieving every precious crumb from the table around the plate. Then he stretched his arms out toward her, a wordless request for her lap. She folded her son’s slim, bony form—the nimble body of a mountain goat—into her lap and read him the fable about a frog whose bragging leads to fatal consequences.
 
George chose his flying saucer pajamas over the ones with the fire-breathing dragons. Greenie brought him the book he wanted and sat beside him against his pillows. “I will read it,” he told her, and he dove right in, as if the book were a pool, lending great emotion to human anatomy, bones and muscles, organs and veins.
 
“‘My blood can’t move through my body all by itself,’” he read with decorum. “‘It needs my heart—a group of strong muscles in my chest—to move it. My heart is like my own little…engaah…’ Mommy, what is e-n-g-i-n-e?”
 
“Engine. A machine that makes something run, like in a car.”
 
“‘Engine! It pumps blood through my body all the time, even when I’m sleeping! If I put my hand on my chest, I can feel my heart beating.’” Here they stopped, as always, to place George’s hand under his pajama top and slide it around till he felt his heartbeat. Then Greenie let him feel hers.
 
“God made a weird thing about lungs,” he said after turning the page, breathing dramatically to make his point.
 
“You think lungs are weird?” said Greenie.
 
“They blow up like balloons, but they don’t go up to the ceiling. They’re inside you.”
 
“Yes. And they’re a lot tougher than balloons.” Even though George had never shown signs of being especially fearful, Greenie worried sometimes that he would develop unnecessary fears by thinking too much—in this case, that his lungs might explode or wither down to nothing.
 
Having taught himself to read, George now preferred books to videos. Perhaps because books were involved, he rarely resisted going to bed. In these ways, he was not so typical of boys his age. Greenie also wondered if other little boys marveled so often at the quirky motivations of God when their parents never spoke to them of any god whatsoever. Greenie had long ago discarded her parents’ anemic Protestant rites, the stuff of white clapboard churches plain as any tract house or government office; Alan’s parents, one Jewish and one Christian, had shown no enthusiasm for their inherited faiths, defining the various holidays so loosely that they had become almost secular by attrition.
 
“Why did God make liquid?” George asked once, with exasperation, when he spilled his juice. Scolded for the umpteenth time about his boyishly unsanitary manners, he complained, “But if you’re not allowed to lick your hands, why did God invent the words lick your hands?” Why did God invent noises that hurt your ears, shoes that had to be tied, animals that liked to eat other animals? Arguments—why did God invent those?
 
Greenie answered his questions without raising doubts about God—though she asked him who had mentioned God and learned that one schoolmate seemed to be the chief missionary. “Ford says God is everything,” George told her one day when she was washing dishes. She shut off the water and turned to face him. “God is in everything?” she asked, to clarify what he’d said. George rolled his eyes and said, “No, Mom, God IS everything. IS everything. Ford says so.” And then he turned his attention to his Buzz Lightyear doll; there was nothing further to discuss. He had merely passed on his latest bit of knowledge, a fact no less certain, and perhaps no less remarkable, than the fact that T. rex had two claws on each foreleg while Allosaurus had three. A four-year-old brain was a cataloging device, an anthology in progress, collecting and retaining its own uniquely preferred scraps of enlightenment and misperception. Greenie would have loved to see an index of George’s brain, exactly what assumptions and generalizations it had thus far made about the world.
 
Assumptions and generalizations, facts and rumors: all our lives, they mingle without segregation in most of our minds, thought Greenie. Look, for instance, at what she herself “knew” about Raymond Fleetwing McCrae. She’d skimmed past his name in the newspaper three or four times, in stories about concerns dire to western states, quaint at best to residents of Manhattan or even the rural Northeast (the severe ongoing drought; the civil feud over grazing lands; the summer forest fires that raged across states she’d thought of naively as nothing but sandy, uninflammable desert). She’d read somewhere that his Indian name was phony and so, too, the color of his hair (black as a polished stretch limo). She recalled that, without being a Catholic or a Baptist or even a husband and father, he was unabashedly pro-life. While standing in line at the A&P, she’d seen a headline about his relationship with a divorced Hollywood star renowned for doing nude scenes without a body double.
 
That was Ray McCrae, according to the politically indolent brain of Greenie Duquette. And now, thanks to Mary Bliss, she knew that, with the exception of sweet potatoes and snow peas, he liked his vegetables well disguised; that he liked beef and pork, but lamb best of all; that he had an aversion to game, though he was a sharpshooter when elk and antelope season lured him north to Wyoming; that he could not stand, in any context, flavors in the neighborhood of licorice (no aniseed, no fennel, probably no tarragon); that he loved to eat fluffy egg dishes while bragging about his low cholesterol count. No curries, no raw meat or fish, no leafy salads. His soft spots were ice cream, whipped cream, creamy French sauces, nuts, citrus flavors, and yes, yes indeed, coconut cake.
 
“And there you have it: the key to that man’s heart—that unmarried man’s heart, just waiting to be plucked,” Greenie’s mother would have said if she had been around to say it. Greenie’s mother had been a fine old-fashioned everyday cook. When Greenie was no older than George, her mother taught her to sauté onions in butter and to melt chocolate in a double boiler. “Two great beginnings to so many magnificent things,” she had said with an air of pride and mystery.
 
Alan came in just after George fell asleep; Greenie could hear her son’s little lungs working quietly away behind the bookcase they had constructed to turn his space into a facsimile of a bedroom. The shelves facing out toward the living room were filled with books of Alan’s: books on ego and self, on pleasure and love and libido and marriage. It amused Greenie to think of George, when he slept, with his head just behind this tower of scholarly effort to understand all these lofty yet intimate things.
 
From the darkened shoulders of Alan’s coat, from his glittering hair, Greenie could see that the weather hadn’t changed. Nor, from the expression on his face, had his mood.
 
Alan seemed perpetually unaware that his emotions were so transparent; Greenie could only guess that he must have another, more enigmatic face for the people who brought their own emotions to him for guidance. She said, “The session go all right? Is this a tough one, make or break?”
 
“Baby crossroads,” Alan said succinctly as he hung his coat on the rack by the door to their apartment, bent to untie his hiking boots.
 
This was his shorthand for couples sparring over whether or not to become parents. Usually, by the time such a couple reached Alan, the woman had given an ultimatum to the man, his time had expired without a decision, and she was holding out one last chance: a third-party catalyst. Greenie figured this sort of crisis was to her husband what a busted transmission might be to an auto mechanic: either you fixed it, at no small expense but ending up with a car that drove like new (though who could say for how long), or you gave up the car altogether, sent it away for scrap. Alan and Greenie had been through a baby crossroads of their own, arguing and stonewalling through months of Alan’s doubt and resistance. Just as Greenie was about to propose that they seek a third opinion, Alan had suddenly given in. She had been demonstratively grateful, though secretly her reaction had been, in a word, Finally.
 
Alan sat beside Greenie and set a hand briefly on her leg. “But here’s a twist,” he said. “It’s two men.”
 
“Oh my,” said Greenie.
 
“‘Oh my’ is right. I’ve never had to think out the conflict in quite these terms. And it does make a difference.” He laid his head against the back of the couch. Greenie waited for him to say more, but he simply closed his eyes. She felt her modest hopes—for a lively conversation, for the company of a man with his vigor renewed, for a glimpse of her husband’s warmly sardonic old smile—plummet in a familiar, tiresome way.
 
“George is reading just incredibly,” she said at last, knowing it would be a mistake to push Alan further on any subject related to his work.
 
“That’s great,” he said quietly. “Though you have to wonder how much is memorization.”
 
“Sometimes—sometimes yes. But this evening he read the directions on the box of spaghetti while I was making his dinner. That’s not memorization.”
 
“Great, that’s great.” Alan was always worn out after the sessions he had to hold at night to accommodate working couples, but Greenie was irritated all the same.
 
“Could you maybe have just a little knee-jerk pride in your son’s talents? I’m not saying he’s a genius; he’s just a good reader—an amazing reader, as a matter of fact! Other boys his age aren’t reading yet at all,” she said.
 
Alan raised his head and looked at her as if he were peering through fog. “Comparisons are odious, Greenie. And did I say I wasn’t proud?”
 
“No…” She might have told him that comparisons were the basis of science, the soul of metaphor.
 
“I’m sorry. The point is, I don’t worry about George. Not a bit. George is terrific. Of course I’m proud of George. I’m worried about other things.”
 
Greenie hesitated, then said quietly, “I know you’re concerned about money—”
 
“Money? Oh, you name it!” Alan laughed. “Everything but my prostate gland! Hey, physically I’m in terrific shape!” He flexed his arms, braced his fists against his chest.
 
“Alan, I know I’ve said it before and it pisses you off, but you really should call Jerry…”
 
“Jerry does not, as you seem to believe, hold the key to the inner meanings of the cosmos or the source of all joy or even the divine secret to finding a real two-bedroom apartment in New York City without selling your nubile sisters into the white-slave trade,” said Alan. Jerry was the analyst Alan had seen during and beyond the years he was training at the institute. Alan had stopped seeing him years ago, though sometimes they met for a friendly drink or exchanged referrals. Greenie wondered what Jerry would have made of Alan’s remark about his prostate gland. It was true that the one place their life seemed as happy as ever was in their bed, but sometimes Greenie suspected that Alan used sex these days as the sole form of conciliation between them—which only served to create an insidious distance in her head whenever he made love to her in the wake of a disagreement.
 
Greenie started toward the kitchen. “Let me get you something to eat.”
 
“That’s okay; I’m not hungry.”
 
She laughed. “I can’t even do that—feed you!”
 
Alan stood up to join her. He held her from behind. “Greenie, Greenie, about Jerry, it’s just…you know. Been there, done that. Done that exhaustively, inside out, to the sun and back again. That’s not what I need right now.”
 
“What do you need? I want to know, even if it isn’t something I can give.”
 
“Space,” he said sharply. “Sorry if that sounds too California. Peace. A break from the interrogation.” He squeezed her tight, her back against his long, slender ribcage, before he let her go and walked into the kitchen. Greenie saw him glance at the upper shelf that held the bottles of liquor. He sighed and turned to the sink, filled a glass with water and drank it down.
 
He crossed the room again and went behind the bookcase to look at his sleeping son. Greenie resisted the temptation to follow. Space he’d asked for, so space he would get. For now.
 
When he emerged, he told her he needed to sleep. His next session would be at eight the following morning: tedious timing, since after that he would be free for two hours. Later, however, he could pick up George from his nursery school and spend the rest of the afternoon and evening with him.
 
That would give Greenie extra time to cook for Guvna McCrae. She had agreed to serve him dinner the evening after next. As she cleaned the kitchen, she realized that she had yet to tell Alan about the phone call, but by the time she walked into their bedroom, he was already asleep. A sleep posture—could that be passed on through genes? Because George, when he slept, was a perfect miniature of Alan: on his back, mouth wideopen, left arm (always the left) thrown up over his head, right arm along his side, legs spread in an attitude that looked in the man almost wanton but in the boy simply trusting, ignorant of threats to his dreams or to the eagerly growing cells of his wiry limbs.
 
After closing the bedroom door and pacing a small circle of frustration, Greenie sat on the couch, beside the table that held the photographs of their eleven years together so far: Greenie in Maine (wet hair, black swimsuit, too many freckles), squinting into the low, rosy sun, Alan the photographer’s shadow draped on the rock beside her. The two of them at a dinner party all dressed up, exchanging a glance that said, Oh here we are and aren’t we lucky! Greenie in white, hair wound with freesia, being kissed by Alan the groom. Greenie on this very couch six years ago, opening presents on her thirtieth birthday. Alan and his sister flanking their small, perplexed-looking mother. Then a copiously pregnant Greenie laughing, raising an arm in vain to ward off the camera. All these images soundly upstaged by George, George, and more George: tiny and rumpled by the pressure of birth, Greenie’s lips on his cheek; casting up at Alan one of his very first smiles; cradled between his parents on the carousel in Central Park (a snapshot taken by a stranger); holding a toy backhoe in the playground sandbox; petting his grandmother’s cat; up on his father’s shoulders beneath a maple tree sunstruck with autumn.
 
Greenie wanted the history to continue, to go on and on, all of them together in recombinant images, in ones and twos and threes, stepping out sometimes with other people but always belonging together. And she wanted there to be a fourth, though any fool would know that now was not the time to talk or even think about that.
 
They lived on the parlor floor of a small apartment building that was wedged in a row of brick houses. It was a rear apartment, quiet but also cavelike. Greenie had brightened the place with pattern and color: calla lily curtains from the 1950s; a great pink armchair; two oil landscapes of southern France, hayfields under summer skies, which she had persuaded her mother to give her. “Premature inheritance,” Greenie had joked—a joke that had come back to haunt her.
 
“You want to live with that color? Are you serious?” Alan had said when he first saw the armchair, which Greenie had paid two boys to lug in off the street. But he’d laughed and told her that maybe pink was just what his life had been lacking—though mainly, he said, all his life had ever lacked was her. It was a lap-sitting chair, a chair made for romance. “If I were a decorator,” Alan had said, “I would name this color concupiscent rose.” Greenie loved the remarkable words that came from her husband’s mouth in the most unlikely moments. (“Smart is more important than rich,” her mother once said. “Trust me on that.”)
 
Rain clamored against the windows. Greenie picked up the phone. At eleven o’clock on a cold, rainy weeknight, Walter would be as close to relaxed as he ever came, relinquishing control to bartender, chef, and busboys.
 
“So, who put you up to this?” she said.
 
There was only the briefest beat before she heard his machine-gun laugh. “Sweetheart, this was among the most selfless gestures I have ever made.”
 
“Oh, wait. You mean you meant to give me your winning lotto ticket?”
 
“Listen, you. Today, the Governor’s Mansion in Santa Fe—I mean, who wouldn’t kill to live there for a while?—tomorrow the White House. Or how about Air Force One? I’ve heard there’s a chef just for Air Force One!”
 
“To tackle your assumptions in order: One, you mean, what queen of your acquaintance wouldn’t kill to live in Santa Fe, which is only about nine thousand miles from the nearest ocean, and you know how much I need the ocean. Two, I am one of the people who would kill never to live anywhere near Washington, D.C. And three, you might not know this, Walter, but I am not fond of flying.”
 
“Well, aren’t we grateful for the leg up.”
 
Over the sound of clattering dishes, they burst into collaborative laughter.
 
“The unbelievable thing,” said Greenie, “is that I am actually going through with trying out for this hypothetical job. I’ve got to be out of my mind.”
 
“Wait till you meet this guy. I mean the size of his personality. Though, come to think of it, maybe you’ll be able to verify rumors as to the size of his something else.”
 
“Walter!” Greenie pulled her knees up, gratefully scandalized. “Walter, I’m a married woman, and what would you stand to gain? From what I’ve seen in the tabloids, the guy is profoundly heterosexual. You don’t get to be governor of a landlocked state if you’ve so much as air-kissed the cheeks of a Frenchman. Except for maybe Vermont.”
 
“Lovey, you can buy off the tabloids,” said Walter. “And you may be married, but in my opinion, that intellectual sleepwalker you call a husband could use a wake-up call. A wake-up smack.”
 
“Alan loves me—”
 
“In his own way!” trilled Walter. When she failed to laugh, he apologized. “I know he’s a great guy, it’s just that I also know he thinks I’m a lightweight. Which I can’t quite deny.” Deftly, he changed the subject to pie. What did Greenie think of grasshopper pie? Or no, perhaps key lime; they’d drop the lemon meringue. “Could you do it with tequila so there’d be a little buzz?” he asked. “The doldrums approacheth. The Idolatries of March!”
 
“I don’t make desserts that get people sloshed,” she said.
 
“Oh you righteous Bostonian you.”
 
On they talked, Greenie lying back on the couch—as if they were in bed together, she realized the second time she yawned. They talked for half an hour, Walter stopping now and then to speak with a waiter or cook.
 
She looked in on George, the last thing she did every night, after turning out the lights. His left leg hung over the guardrail. She lifted it carefully and placed it back on the bed. She slipped Truffle Man, his favorite bear, in the bend of a small elbow but stopped short of pulling the blanket over his back. Like his father, George shrugged off the covers in his sleep, summer and winter alike. He slept with a sheen of sweat on his smooth, pale hair, as if his brain were exerting itself in the manufacture of complex, beautiful dreams.
 
In her own room, in the dark, she took off her clothes and slipped into bed beside Alan. Though he did not seem to wake, he turned toward her and wrapped his arms around her from behind, just as he had in the living room an hour before. Then he exhaled noisily over her shoulder, half snoring, as if he’d been holding his breath till she arrived.
 

 
 TWO 
 
[image: image]WALTER LOVED IT WHEN A FRIEND CALLED just as the final guests were leaving. It helped him past the brief chill when the restaurant fell silent for a sliver of an instant, for the first time in five or six hours: the tide-turning moment when the clamor changed over from chatter and laughter to clinkings, slammings, and mechanical growlings, the sounds of the nightly overhaul. The restaurant was like a ship, Walter mused (though he wouldn’t know a ship from a Pogo stick). He could imagine the sailors (delectable sailors) tightening screws and riggings, swabbing decks, polishing bollards (what in the world was a bollard?), scraping barnacles loudly from the hull. Each night, Walter felt this transition as the tiniest slump—but a slump nonetheless.
 
That night he carried the phone to and fro as he battened down the culinary hatches, prolonging the conversation until Greenie exclaimed, “Walter, look what time it is! I’ll be a wreck tomorrow.”
 
“A magnificent wreck,” said Walter. “Like the wreck of the Hesperus—was that a glorious wreck? The raft of the Medusa? No boring old Titanic you.”
 
“Walter, good night.”
 
“A wreck with a brilliant transcontinental future.”
 
“Walter.”
 
“Greenie.” Walter sighed. “Well then, nighty noodles,” he said, the way Greenie said good night to her son. He’d never been to her apartment, and he’d met her little boy just a few times, when they’d come to the restaurant for dinner; but one night, on the phone with Walter, she’d interrupted the conversation as her husband was putting the boy to bed. Walter had heard all the kisses, the endearments, the knocking-about of the phone caused by hugging. Oh the daily embrace, the urge toward sweet dreams: things one should not take for granted.
 
“Nighty noodles yourself,” she answered now. After she hung up, he whispered, “Dreamy doodles,” the reply he’d heard from the boy in the background that time.
 
Walter felt protective toward Greenie, and it wasn’t just that he liked her company as well as her cakes. Perhaps a shade melodramatically, he thought of her as an orphan; two years ago, not long after they met, her parents had died in a ghastly accident, plummeting off a cliff while on vacation. When she told him the news, so unnecessarily stoic, so contrite about the missing cheesecakes and Boston cream pies, he’d confided that his parents, too, were in a fatal crash. Walter was thirteen, but even though he’d been so much younger than Greenie, in other ways the accident had been less tragic, for Walter’s parents had driven themselves just about literally, willfully, to their deaths.
 
But really now, did this perfectly successful, obviously confident woman need anyone’s protection? Of course not. The one thing that did surprise Walter about Greenie—and worry him a little—was the husband, whom he’d met the few times they came to the restaurant as ordinary customers. On the surface, Alan was more than suitable: fine-looking and shamelessly brainy in that Ivy-nerdy way, if a drab, very hetero dresser (oh, those cuffed and pleated khakis). Tall and dark, of course, made up for so many shortcomings. But as for suitability of sentiment, Walter had his doubts. The hint of discord was the affection that the man lavished on his son…and did not appear to lavish on his wife. Walter saw the small caresses, the gestures of love and reassurance Greenie gave to Alan—unreciprocated, all of it.
 
So Walter, no pussyfooting, asked outright. About a year before, alone with Greenie in her kitchen, he said, “Now that husband of yours, does he treat you like the queen you are?”
 
She’d laughed and said, “You mean, the kind with the crown and the corgis? Or the kind with size-thirteen high heels?”
 
“I’m asking you a serious question,” he said brightly.
 
She blushed and all at once, to Walter’s alarmed satisfaction, looked miserable. She said, “The simple serious answer is no. Not recently. But that’s the nature of marriage, wouldn’t you say?”
 
“Lovey, you tell me.”
 
“Walter, there are hills and valleys, you know? Or maybe you’re lucky not to.”
 
So he had pried, and he had tried to be an ear, but in the end, what had he accomplished? Could he challenge the ingrate to a duel? Show up in the guy’s office and have a man-to-queer talk? Imagine the oblivious khaki-wearer caught in those headlights.
 
After hearing Greenie’s concerns about money, about how this husband of hers was losing patients (significant pun?), Walter had concluded that either the man was losing his knack or he hadn’t had much of a knack to begin with. After all, this was New York City, playground of the rich and narcissistically needy, of the overly pampered whining id. (Whenever Walter saw that ubiquitous sign on the door of a club, VALID ID REQUIRED, he’d think, Oh yes indeedy.) Who could want for psychic fodder in a place like this?
 
“Want a look?” The bartender pushed a pile of credit card slips toward Walter.
 
Walter pushed them back. “Tomorrow. And tomorrow…”
 
Ben held up a single, admonishing finger. “Shakespeare got his last call an hour ago.”
 
“Cloak?”
 
“Wearing the very item.”
 
“I missed him?” said Walter. “Please tell me he’s applying to law school by now. Sam Waterston’s got nothing on that guy.”
 
Organically, over time, Walter and Ben had developed a shorthand for their favorite and least favorite regulars, especially at the bar. Out-of-work actors were, for Walter, the worst. The poor devils made him shudder, since there but for the grace—the maliciously arbitrary grace—of God went his truly. Cloak and Dagger personified the two ends of that humiliating spectrum: one of them certain that his turn at Hamlet was just around the corner, the other one bitter and paranoid. (According to Dagger, Spielberg, the Weinsteins, and Tom Hanks ruled a second evil empire.) When the two showed up together—especially if Cloak wore his eponymous Zorro-esque cape—Walter had to avoid looking Ben in the eye. If he did, the two of them would laugh uncontrollably.
 
Not a guest remained, and it was barely eleven-fifteen. Beastly outside, it wasn’t the sort of night on which people lingered. Recently, the climate had not been conducive to profit. Frigid temperatures kept customers coming, longing to toast their backsides at Walter’s faux-Colonial fires in authentic Colonial hearths—but freezing rain kept even the upscale cruisers at home, marooned on cable. The Bruce had positioned his own backside close to the fire by the door. He was curled up so tight that he resembled a small beige ottoman. Oh to be a dog.
 
Walter fished in his pocket and pulled it out: Gordie’s business card. He did not need to look at the numbers (work, home, cell—all those self-important area codes) to know them by heart, but he liked running a finger across the blue figures, raised like Braille. He had done the call-and-hang-up thing (the cell phone, not the home) just once. He would never do it again. He would not be a Glenn Close stalker. He put the card away and sighed, as if the extra air would clear out his heart. Changez la subject! he scolded himself.
 
“Ben, tell me what you think: do we need these newfangled vodkas, these Martha Stewarty concoctions with verbena, rosemary, hooey like that? Have you seen those giant billboards all over creation?”
 
Ben shook his head. “Hooey. Like you say.” He was loading the dishwasher and did not look up. With those dark curls and that heavy gold hoop distending an earlobe, the man resembled a pirate. Give him an eyepatch, a parrot, a treasure map, and le voilà! Resolutely, Walter did not focus on the arms, the shoulders, that perfect parcel of a derriere (speaking of treasure). He had taken home many a prime derriere from this bar, Walter had, but here was one line he did not cross: hot for an employee.
 
But hot—hot was not the problem anymore. Not that hot had ever, really, been a problem. Oh for the days of such an uncomplicated itch. Walter remembered the very apex of those days, five and a half years back, when he had been thrilled and amused to realize what a cornucopia he’d made for himself. It was just after the restaurant had hit its stride, the first summer Sunday of sleeves rolled high, of crisp new shorts, the first stretches of smooth skin made brown by the sun, not by some phony, viperous purple lamp. (No inauthentic tans for Walter.) Solicitously cruising the dining room and the patio out front—cruising legitimized!—Walter had had a revelation: running a restaurant gave you a free look at the local wares. And here in particular—well, the men who relished eating this way were the men Walter relished himself. None of those chalky, bare-boned boys who ate at macrobiotic cafés, places that smelled of soy sauce, sawdust, and low-rent pot. Those places were for people who planned to live forever, paying the price of pinched exuberance in everything they ate, read, and probably even dreamed. Yoga, yogi, yogurt: all to be avoided like…like sock garters, beer from Milwaukee, and flat-bottomed ice cream cones made of packing foam.
 
How he wished that unrequited hot were the problem. No, the problem was love. Walter had fallen…no, had somersaulted into love—a tender yet lunatic devotion to this man, this man and no other, ad infinitum. It did not matter that this was what he’d always craved (who didn’t?). He’d felt safer, however, when the craving was generic, when it was simple, bland loneliness late at night, a predictable given, and not this desperate, specific yearning. But he had not hunted it out! It had fallen quite rudely upon him, a piano let go by a busted pulley ten stories above the street where he happened to be standing. No one knew, no one would know—of that he’d been determined—for he had suspected he could wait it out, just let it fade, however slowly.
 
Well, he had suspected wrong. He had now turned the corner from suffering to scheming, and nothing good, he suspected, could come of it. But, once again, he could be suspecting wrong.
 
          
 
 PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE: that was what got him in trouble. As he had watched the men around him—friends, customers, neighbors—dropping not like flies (what a trivializing expression) but like soldiers in World War I (the far too numerous deaths all senseless, gruesome, way too early, so painful to witness that even remembering the lives preceding these deaths became unbearable), he had seen up close the messy complications that arose when they’d made no formal will. Lovers disenfranchised, pets put to sleep, objects of sentiment smashed or sold in acts of contentious revenge. In short, pandemonium.
 
Walter hated pandemonium. Take, for example, his closet. Open it and you would see an array of modest garments (yes, the occasional silk this or that, the one pair of cashmere trousers bought in a wave of despondence and now mostly shunned by association), but it was an array so orderly you’d have guessed the wearer of these garments to be a Swiss sanitation engineer or a microbiologist with the CDC who dabbled in butterfly collecting. The walls of the closet were lined in cedar, sachets of dried rosebuds suspended above to obfuscate the scent. (The drawback to cedar was that it made you smell like a Colorado forest—unfortunate shades of John Denver.)
 
Walter cared not for costly rugs or antiques—his furniture was new, sharp, and sleek—and he loved his dog too much to care about hairs on the sofa. Walter wasn’t anal (make that compulsive), but when he left home each day, he walked out into the world looking as much like a model as he could. Not a fashion model—though he was tall and strong, he did have that—but a role model, a model of…well, of propriety and seemliness, his Lutheran grandmother would have said. She, not his slovenly, self-destructive parents, had been his example and personal muse, and he tried to live by her principles—most of them. Like her quite correct loathing of street vernacular: “the language of stevedores and ruffians.” Not a damn or a Christ would escape Walter’s lips, and certainly not what Granna had called the Carnal Words—though in certain exceptional contexts, he did not mind hearing such words from other men’s lips.
 
In Walter’s kitchen, the one bit of decor that clashed with his marble counters and leather-saddled stools was a trio of samplers Granna had stitched:
 
 Pleasant hours fly fast. 
 
 Ask favors neither of the tides nor of the wind. 
 
 I will live in a house by the side of the road and be a friend to man. This one was his favorite. It depicted a cross-stitched house with a red roof, a stream of blue x’s drifting like motherly kisses from the chimney, a pink-and-green rosebush like a polka-dotted golf ball, and, in the foreground, a large black angular Scottie. Did the sentiment come from the dog? You had to laugh freely at that.
 
One night the previous fall, after coming home late, Walter stood in his kitchen, drank too much bourbon, and dolefully contemplated the samplers—as objects, not as wisdoms. Naturally, they made him think of the past—which he had been doing already that night, grieving over what he hoped, yet again, would be the last early death of a good friend: Michael B, who’d waitered with him (on roller skates!) nearly twenty years ago at a big touristy restaurant across from Lincoln Center. Walter had gone directly from the memorial service to work that evening, thus having to endure not only seven extra hours of his funeral suit but thoughtless remarks from regulars such as “My but aren’t we looking spiffy” and even—this from a rich young twerp straighter than a Mormon Eagle Scout—“Yo, did someone die?” Of all the friends who became sick, Michael B had been the one to hang on longest, so that finally no one took his hospital sojourns too seriously, not even Michael B himself. “He’s in again,” someone would say, making a brisk round of calls. And then everybody would visit, but they’d no longer visit with great bouquets of lilies to hide their fearful expressions. No, they’d make the visits a bit of a party now. They came in twos and threes, bringing phallus-shaped cakes, obscene magic tricks, balloons with foofy children’s TV stars: Blue, Barney, that purple Teletubby who’d been outed by some clearly closeted televangelisto. Resilience incarnate, that was Michael B.
 
And then, a triumph, it turned out that he had hung on long enough to get the magic pills, the protease inhibitors. “Inhibitions, bring ’em on!” Michael B had cheered, raucous with relief, when the drugs began to do their thing and, for the first time in years, his body began to fill out, his skin regaining a modest glow. His appetite returned full force, and he loved to drop by Walter’s Place for lunch, eat an oozing meaty Reuben and a butterscotch sundae.
 
But then something backfired. His liver didn’t like the drugs or his T cells tanked; Walter hadn’t really listened to the details that Michael B so urgently explained. Walter had gone to the hospital, as always, and this time, standing mortified beneath a genital piñata, unable to look at the table where someone had blithely placed an orange lava lamp, he had known that this was the last time in for Michael B. “Almighty fuck,” he had said when he walked out of the room (H. E. double hockeysticks to Granna’s silver rule). Within a week, Michael B was in a casket winging toward the heartland. Though he had told various friends to please take various items from his marvelous collections of party clothes and snuff bottles and Japanese fans, his parents had simply shown up like a band of deaf-mutes with a U-Haul and, faster than you could strike a set on Broadway, taken the whole production away to Ohio. Good-bye to all that in the blink of a Bible Belt eye. And his rent-stabilized apartment, the one he’d promised to pass on to Gwen? Gone with the wind (that is, after renovation, onto the open market at five times the price).
 
You could remember without artifacts; how pathetically superficial if you couldn’t! But Walter realized that, blessed though he was to have escaped this plague, he might not escape a car crash or an embolism or, heaven forfend, an actual piano from above. He was not without assets and treasures, not without friends and other worthy potential heirs. He had, for instance, a nephew in California, and though he did not know Scott well, the boy seemed a good enough egg. At seventeen, he played baseball and GameBoy, but he also wrote poetry, strummed a guitar, and treated Walter like a person, even a likable person, not the Strip-o-Gram Guy Who Came for Dinner.
 
Walter saw Scott only once or twice a year because his family lived just over the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco (like Paris, but with your own language and no Turkish toilets). Last visit, Scott had invited Walter to a “poetry jam” at a Berkeley bookstore rank with patchouli and bohemian dust. Walter had sneezing fits but enjoyed himself immensely among the young pierced peers of Scott (who had wisely, discreetly—on his uncle’s advice—pierced nothing more than a single ear). Afterward, Walter took Scott to Chez Panisse, along with a willowy girlfriend who weighed about as much as a dish towel and whose “thing” was turning Emily Dickinson’s poems into “soft rap.” Walter had a hard time not laughing at her earnest countercultural spiel when surely her parents owned twin Volvo wagons and a hot tub the size of his living room. But she and Scott made Walter feel weightlessly young, even fleetingly, unprecedentedly cool. After telling the teenagers numerous tales about running a restaurant (and here they were at the sine qua non of modern eateries), Scott smiled at him in that adolescently catlike fashion and said, “Dude, your life so rules.” Well, perhaps it did. Walter was charmed.
 
Unfortunately, you could have the rest of that family: Scott’s sister, the snooty little cheerleader (though maybe she’d straighten out yet); Walter’s supercilious brother, Werner, Prozac poster boy; and Tipi, the anorexic, mosquitoey much-younger wife (though at least his original wife).
 
No, Walter realized in his bourbon funk after Michael B’s sorry send-off, no by golly NO; he would not want them to inherit so much as a shoelace. The samplers brought the worst of Walter’s brother to mind when he recalled seeing Werner toss these and other mementos of Granna into a trash can (to be salvaged by Walter).
 
No: he would not give Werner a second chance to fling such treasures aside—or, worse, to spend Walter’s greener assets on predictable follies like that ghastly “gaming hall” he’d added to his already monstrous house or the RV he planned to buy for his very early retirement.
 
So then, “Which one?” Walter had asked Ben the following night, freed from his funeral suit but held in the vise of a colossal hangover. They were standing at the bar, spying on a table by the front fireplace. “The one in the sweater or the stuffy blue shirt?”
 
“Stuffy,” Ben answered with his customary bluntness.
 
The couple in question were a pair who had been coming to Walter’s Place several times a year since it opened. About Walter’s age, they looked rich, fit, obscenely well educated and, most irritating of all, perfectly matched. They’d been together for who knew how long, and every time they ate here, they talked. When Walter passed their table, he’d eavesdrop; what could they possibly talk about together with such perpetual enthusiasm? Well, they talked about theater, opera, ballet, and they gossiped with connubial glee—about people Walter didn’t know, of course, but sometimes about famous people involved in those sequined cultury things. (So they were connected too.) Never had he overheard them discussing illness or death, topics far too common at so many other tables.
 
Walter could already look back on this horrific era with what he believed to be an uncanny clarity for someone so deep in its shroudlike folds. He could see these recent years as a timeline: how at first no one spoke about It (or not out loud), then how everyone spoke about It but not in terms of who had It, then how suddenly everyone knew, almost by osmosis, who had It and who didn’t (and who might). Who was on the Quilt, who died fighting, who found God, who went back to Boise or Billings or hopped a final plane, first-class, to the finest hotel on Maui.
 
A particularly vile social phenomenon was the kind of couple who, when the topic came up, leaned just a little closer, forming a personal tepee, their unified expression this pious, phony guilt-trip look that said, Please don’t hate us because we happen to be monogamous! Or celibate. Sometimes that was the dirty secret. Couples stuck in lustless unions, maybe because of real estate, because no one would budge from the deal-of-the-century rent-controlled apartment, and then, presto, their prison became a refuge. Sexless but safe. Oh now, SAFE. What a loaded, political, euphemistic, convoluted word that one had become.
 
Walter was one of the inexplicably blessed—footloose but healthy—so when he felt resentful toward these couples, it wasn’t for their smug vitality. No, he envied them something else entirely: the no longer having to try so hard, no longer having to cruise with that creeping, escalating doubt, sliding down that laundry chute toward the puddled, sunless cellar of age. If he were entirely honest with himself, he’d admit that he longed, more than just about anything else, to be part of that club, the men who stood on the High Ground, snug and dry in the cozy, bread-scented kitchen.
 
Up There is precisely where he saw this couple at the table by the fireplace, but he could hardly despise them for their altitude, could he? He always greeted them warmly, and he knew their first names, but he had not known their professions. Now it turned out that Stuffy (Gordie) was a lawyer and a financial advisor—who, according to Ben, had become a fiscal priest of sorts, specializing in legal last rites for those who’d faced up to their imminent end. But even as a generalist, he was the best in the business, said Ben.
 
The next day had been one of those crisp September days that fill your lungs with virtue and resolve. Resisting superstition, Walter looked Stuffy up in the phone book and made an appointment.
 
          
 
 THE WRETCHED SUN. Blame, to begin with, the wretched autumn sun, coming in that window and catching the maple highlights in the man’s youthful hair, herofying his jawline and gilding the curvature of a hip just as Walter stepped into his office.
 
“Oh hello! Why hello,” Gordie effused. “You’re that Walter. I should have put two and two together! We love your place—and if I had my way, we’d come a lot more often, but Stephen’s always trying some new kind of diet. We were there last week! I’m practically addicted to your beef bourguignon.”
 
Walter thanked him. “The beef bourguignon is Hugo’s, not mine. I started a restaurant because I’m a hopeless cook but love to be fed.” He told Gordie it was the bartender who’d recommended him—and they joked about that to break the ice. Walter had expected to feel unnerved at this meeting, but not in this way; somehow, all at once, Stuffy seemed outlandishly charming (yes, his flattery helped), and that day he wore something nicer, softer, less prepossessing: mossy old corduroys and a loose copper-colored shirt (you could be sure the price had been more like platinum).
 
Gordie sat at his desk; Walter capsized in a fat green sofa.
 
“Where’s your famous dog?” asked Gordie.
 
“At home,” said Walter. “About pets and children, you should never presume acceptance.”
 
“I love dogs!” Gordie protested. “We’d have one ourselves if our schedules weren’t so insane…. You’re lucky you can bring one to work.”
 
“Actually, I’m lucky I haven’t been closed. I’m waiting for the hygiene police to stop by and tell me I’m not exactly in Paris. Alas.”
 
They looked at each other pleasantly, through a narrow shaft of silence. (Our first silence, Walter reflected later on. Most people noted first fights as a landmark; Walter thought first silences far more memorable.)
 
Gordie asked if he’d brought his financial information; Walter placed his folders on the desk. As Gordie began to page through tax returns and bank statements, Walter felt almost naked. This was a thorny business. He jumped slightly when Gordie pointed past him and said, “There’s coffee, tea, and, speaking of Paris, some great French cookies. That’s my vice—really expensive cookies.”
 
“If you don’t mind my saying so, that’s a pathetic vice,” said Walter.
 
Gordie’s laugh was one of professional nicety (Walter knew that laugh quite well; a lesson in humility, this). “Perhaps I should amend that to say it’s the only vice I’ll confess to my clients.”
 
“Ah. Say no more.”
 
Second of all, blame that wretched Scotsman from the bookstore. (Now there was a bona fide Stuffy—though Ben had christened that one Bonny, short for Bonny Prince Charlie.) When the phone rang, Gordie answered. On the speaker thing, before Gordie picked up the receiver, Walter heard enough to recognize Fenno McLeod’s distinctive voice.
 
“God it’s been ages, how are you?” said Gordie. “I’m sorry we haven’t been in to say hi, we’ve just—well, we were in Turin and Venice for all of July, the Berkshires in August, and now—maybe it’s just me, but the fall is still like back-to-school: too much homework, playing catch-up at the gym, that feeling like you’re about to start getting graded again. I’m with a client, but what’s up? I’d love to call back and hear about your summer.” He mimed to Walter that he would be off in a minute and swiveled his chair to face the one vast window, which looked out into the branches shading Union Square. Gusts of wind were beginning to strip away the turning leaves.
 
Gordie let out a cry of dismay. “Oh no. I’m so sorry. I am so sorry to hear that, Fenno.” More silence. “I always thought he was like this…old soul in the corner there, such a reassuring presence. You must miss him so much.”
 
Walter deduced that McLeod’s dog had died. Walter wasn’t much of a reader these days, though he still knew his plays, so he rarely entered McLeod’s place, but the man’s dog was as much “the bookshop dog” as Walter’s was “the restaurant dog”—half a block apart. Like The Bruce, Rodgie was a local personality on Bank Street, the two dogs longtime acquaintances through frequent sidewalk encounters. Whatever Walter might think of his owner, Rodgie was one of the few male dogs with whom The Bruce did not feel compelled to stage that tiresome growling face-off. While the two dogs had made their olfactory small talk (small sniff, could you call it that?), Walter and Fenno had exchanged more or less the same pointless information, updated: current climate, volume of business, the relentless rise in real estate prices; yada yada nada. Dog people in New York loved to brag about how their pets made them important connections, but no one ever mentioned how much tedious obligatory chitchat came with the package.
 
After Gordie said good-bye, at first he did not turn around. Perhaps something down on the street had captured his attention. But when he faced Walter again, he was wiping his eyes with a sleeve. “I apologize,” he said, with a small self-conscious laugh. “Excuse my emotions, I’m a bit of a sap, but a very nice dog I’ve known for ages died…. I should be glad it’s you I have here, shouldn’t I?” Gordie pulled a tissue from a box on his desk.
 
“It’s not a bit sappy. Sometimes I’m sure I’d be lost without The Bruce,” Walter said automatically. “He gets me up every morning. I know that.”
 
With deliberate gravity, Gordie turned his attention back to Walter’s papers. “So—I’m sorry—remind me about your objectives?”
 
“Well, it’s not as if I’m dying or anything like that.” Now it was Walter’s turn to feel awkward. “Oh dear. I didn’t mean to sound so glib.”
 
“I’m aware of my reputation,” said Gordie. “The fiscal undertaker, that’s what I’m called, even to my face. Sad but true. One client joked that he’s hung a sign by the checkout desk at his doctor’s office: RESERVE YOUR PLOT AND CALL GORDIE UNSWORTH.”
 
Walter rushed on: “So it’s just—well, I suppose it does have a lot to do with everyone dying around me. Not everyone—you know what I mean. Good grief, I can’t believe how rattled I am by all this. The point is, it’s ridiculous, isn’t it, to reach your forties and not have a will? Worse than not flossing your teeth.”
 
“I know parents with children in college who’ve never gotten around to a will. It’s a surprisingly hard thing to do.” Gordie spoke earnestly, without condescension. His eyes still glittered. Walter had underestimated Stuffy’s depth of feeling. Not the first time Walter got an F in character sleuthing.
 
So he relaxed. He explained to Gordie how the restaurant had done quite well these past few years, how he’d done nothing more creative with the surplus than dump it in a money market account with old-lady interest rates—and how, most important, he wanted to make sure that, should the accidental piano fall, his gas-guzzling Republican brother wouldn’t walk off with the profits.
 
Gordie held up a folder. “This tells me everything about the business?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“No partners, silent or talking?”
 
Walter hated this part. “Extremely silent now. I bought him out when he got sick. Four years ago.”
 
Gordie’s expression was one they had both seen too often: a look of dread, of pain, of a question you weren’t sure you should ask yet had to. How many times could you have this same ghoulish, plus ça change conversation?
 
Walter rescued him. “Two years more, he made it that long. He took the money and went to Key West. Had a devoted lover. Not me.” To hear himself speak of this tragedy so telegrammatically was depressing, but such shorthand had become a necessity in his world.
 
Gordie (who surely understood this shorthand better than anyone) said he was sorry, after which they observed the Respectful Moment of Silence.
 
“All right.” Gordie paged back and forth, back and forth. “Debts?”
 
“None.” In reply to Gordie’s admiring glance, Walter said, “I can’t pretend to be a wizard with money. But my grandmother was, and she left me just enough so I could cut up all that hateful plastic.”
 
Gordie’s smile was sly. “So I guess you’ll be paying me in more than a lifetime supply of beef bourguignon.”
 
Please let this be flirting, Walter thought.
 
Walter told Gordie about his nephew, his desire to leave a small gift to an animal charity, his fantasies for retirement. Walter had never been in therapy, but he imagined it must be quite a bit like this. At moments, he felt like a child talking about an imaginary friend. (Honestly now, who was this fellow daring to say that he dreamed of an old age on Cape Cod, a little house on the dunes? Dream on, buster!) But Gordie listened keenly, asked straightforward questions, never mocking. When Walter had finished reciting his fantasy life, Gordie began to explain about trusts and executors and mutual funds and things that Walter had always thought the province of movie stars, Mayflower descendants, and neighbors who monopolized four-story brownstones.
 
“To put it simply,” said Gordie, “you can’t just leave a three-star restaurant in New York City to a teenage boy who lives three thousand miles away. Or you can, but you might as well be leaving him an elephant or, for that matter, a circus. You see what I mean.”
 
Walter laughed. “‘Hey dudes, guess what? My queer uncle in New York City just left me an elephant! Like, awesome!’” He pictured the look on Werner’s face. He wished he did have an elephant he could leave to Scott.
 
“Not that you plan to go tomorrow—unless of course your piano phobia comes to fruition.”
 
“Or the proverbial plane goes down.”
 
“There’s that too,” said Gordie. “It happens.”
 
“Oh, enough of the gallows; I begin to worry about my precious karma—just in case there’s such a thing.”
 
By now, Gordie had rearranged Walter’s affairs into a tidy, prioritized stack. He stood and gave Walter a few pamphlets and a handwritten list of concerns to review before calling to make another appointment.
 
“Homework!” Walter exclaimed. He hadn’t realized he’d get to return so easily. “I guess it is like back-to-school, isn’t it?” Too late, he saw that this was a reference to the conversation with Fenno McLeod, not with him.
 
Gordie didn’t seem to notice. He stood by the window. “Have you seen my view? I have to show it off or it’s not worth the rent.”
 
Walter joined him. It was Friday, so the farmers’ market was in full autumnal swing, a sea of potted chrysanthemums and bushel after bushel of apples, pears, Fauvist gourds, and pumpkins with erotically fanciful stems. On one table stood galvinized buckets of the year’s final roses; on another, skeins of yarn in muted, soulful purples and reds. Walter loved this part of the season—and not just because it was the time of year his restaurant flourished, when people felt the first yearnings to sit by a fire, to eat stew and bread pudding and meatloaf, drink cider and toddies and cocoa. He loved the season’s transient intensity, its gaudy colors and tempestuous skies. It felt, to Walter, a lot like loving Shakespeare (which he always would, even if he’d memorized his last soliloquy several years ago now).
 
“Do you shop there?” said Gordie. “I hear all the best neighborhood restaurants order from farmers.”
 
“Hugo gets pheasants and squab from someone down there—corn and heirloom tomatoes in the summer. I leave all that to him, and just as well. Last spring he bought fiddlehead ferns. Well, I walked into the kitchen and shrieked. I thought I was looking at a bowl of dead caterpillars, that’s how much I know!”
 
“Look—are those dervishes?” Gordie pointed down at a performance, three dancers in red skirts pirouetting on a stretch of open asphalt.
 
From the side, Walter stole a concentrated look at Gordie’s face; it was so…kind. All its lines, still subtle, seemed to bookmark the places expressive of joy. Greet the morning early and with joy: Granna had embroidered that wisdom on a cushion. Walter leaned against it in bed when he watched the nightly news—never mind that, given the choice, he’d always rather sleep late.
 
He edged slowly closer to Gordie, till he sensed their sleeves just touching. Close enough to tell that Gordie did not wear cologne. Walter hated phony scents as much as he hated phony tans.
 
Gordie turned away from the window and reached out to shake Walter’s hand. “I like this—having really met you. It makes the city feel nice and small,” he said. “Stephen makes fun of me, but I’m someone who misses that part of living in the boonies.”
 
“Well, you’re in the minority there, dude—as my nephew would say—but you may be the wise one among us.” If he’d been honest, Walter would have agreed with Gordie, but he decided it wasn’t the note to end on, not this time. The calculations had begun.
 
When he left, he walked slowly, half dizzy, his brain buzzing like a hive, through the farmers’ market. The dancers had vanished. He examined the flowers and the yarns and the pumpkins up close, as if to make sure they weren’t all part of a heady dream. At one point, he looked up, just a furtive glance, to locate Gordie’s window, to see if he was being watched. He was stunned to see eight or nine stories of windows just like Gordie’s and could not remember which floor he’d been on. Up there, looking down, he’d felt as if the two of them were remote and alone, in a tower.
 
          
 
 WHILE WALTER DYED HIS HAIR at the bathroom sink, The Bruce sat on the mat and watched. Funny how a dog could look puzzled (or angry or elated or grieving or guilty—all the same shades of emotion a person’s face could reveal). This was only the third time Walter had done it, so he was still nervous about the results. His hair remained thick and basically blond, but a few months ago he’d noticed that the color was looking a little dusty alongside his ears. He’d just turned forty-four, so this seemed fair—but still.
 
He was surprised how much he liked this new task, how the tinted water swirling down the drain made him feel as if he were purging himself—washing something away, not covering something up. He only hoped that, sometime in the future, he would recognize the point when the lines on his face began to mock his hair, shriek at the vain deceit. You should age with dignity, not denial: Granna had not said or stitched this, but she might have. Before she died, her face had been nothing but folds and creases; to Walter, it looked like the topographical map of some mystical place, like a terraced mountain in Tibet.
 
He assessed his newly gilded hair in the mirror. So far, so good. Perhaps the dregs of winter, however dreary, wouldn’t be so lonely after all.
 
“Now your turn,” he said to The Bruce. The dog trotted briskly back to the bedroom, vaulting his stocky frame up onto the bed. Walter sat beside him and took the soft brush and the currycomb out of his nightstand. Like so many purebreds, The Bruce had a few chronic maladies; the worst was his eczema, for which Walter had creams and shampoos and special grooming utensils. Probably because he itched a good deal of the time, the poor dog loved all this close attention. “Does that feel good, lovey?” Walter crooned as he pushed the currycomb through T.B.’s short coat. The hair was a uniform grayish beige, but his skin resembled the hide of a pinto pony, pinkish white with patches of black. As Walter brushed him, the dog grunted vaguely—a canine purr—and drooled onto the towel Walter had placed beneath his head.
 
Walter had adopted T.B. as an older puppy. The shelter volunteer who helped him make his choice was a girl around Scott’s age who wore lipstick the color of pot roast. (Was there nothing attractive left to be cool? Had fashion tripped into a black hole, or was Walter just too old?) “People hate dogs that drool, they think it’s gross,” she said as they looked into the cage, “but he’s way cute. Looks a lot like Bruce Willis, if you ask me.”
 
This had amused Walter greatly. “Well, if you ask me, Bruce Willis is anything but cute, and I doubt he’d be flattered. Man or dog.”
 
Every Tuesday and every other Saturday, a misanthropic young woman named Sonya came by to borrow T.B., taking him to a nursing home in the Bronx, where he let the oldsters coddle him for hours. Sonya had that hackneyed Morticia Addams look, powdery skin and shoe-black hair, and smelled like stale cumin. When he attempted small talk, just about the only thing Walter got out of her was that she worked for some off-the-grid animal welfare group called—valiantly, he did not laugh—The True Protectors. Shades of Flash Gordon.
 
Walter went along for the first visit, just to make sure this theoretically Samaritan act was on the up-and-up. One of his regular customers had suggested this enterprise, pointing out that T.B. was perfectly suited because he was so well socialized. Walter, who’d been feeling guilty that he did not “give back,” was happy to make T.B. his proxy.
 
Thus did Walter—after a silent ride with the unpleasantly perfumed Sonya, for whom gum snapping was evidently preferable to speech—find himself one balmy weekend on a narrow balcony in Riverdale, overlooking the Spuyten Duyvil Bridge, telling a pair of proud grandmas about his own Granna, playing gin rummy for pocket change, drinking sherry that tasted like stagnant Pepsi, and allowing himself to be quite absurdly flirted with. After that, he sent The Bruce back there alone. It pleased Walter to think of T.B. conducting his own private social life in a separate borough.
 
Tuesdays, Sonya arrived at seven, Saturdays at ten. She would pick up The Bruce and return him almost without a word to Walter, but if he looked out his front window after she took the dog downstairs, he’d see her nattering sweetly away as she settled him in the back of her van. That was one very odd girl.
 
Saturday was the only day Walter wasn’t the first one in at work. He loved arriving to the smell of eggs and pancake batter and, this time of year, two newly laid fires. Today he surveyed the brunch reservations and snipped the dead flowers off the cyclamen plants inside the front window. At eleven he unlocked the door; the first customer to walk through it was Bonny.
 
“Greetings, neighbor,” said Walter. “What brings you to Casa Cholesterol? Dating a gaucho?” The first time Fenno McLeod had come into the restaurant, along with an older woman, they’d looked at the menu and joked that some witty individual they’d known would have given this nickname to Walter’s Place. Walter felt briefly offended—but it was accurate, was it not? Heart Attack Central, an otherwise benevolent reviewer had called it, but Walter liked Bonny’s version better.
 
“Dates are for after dark,” said McLeod. “Most days I eat fruit for breakfast, but I’m in the mood for eggs Benedict.”
 
“Consistency is the hobgoblin of people who never get laid,” said Walter.
 
McLeod gave him a stiff smile. Oh gosh, thought Walter, I forgot about that Conan Doyle walking stick stuck up your bottom. Not a bad bottom, though, if one were to steal a glimpse.
 
They did the requisite weather dance—Wasn’t March always a letdown, a tease? Those poor little crocuses, hoodwinked again! Well yes, jolly so, but the Ewe Kay; well, there it would be bloody cold and twice as damp—and then McLeod laid a book on the table. How anyone could read while eating (even the newspaper) was a mystery to Walter. It was always an awkward mess: dabs of grease on the pages, a crick in your neck.
 
The two waiters were busy in back, so Walter brought out the wooden box of tea bags himself. Brits rarely drank coffee. None of that when-in-Rome stuff for imperial them. McLeod chose Lapsang souchong as Walter wondered if seeing this man would always, now, remind him of Gordie, of the way Walter had fallen for Gordie’s sentimental reaction to the death of a dog. He wished Granna had stitched a sampler to warn him against such emotional triggers. Lovers of animals doth not make the very best lovers of men. Too wordy. Beware ye the tears of easy sentiment. Better. Falleth not for married men. Far more to the point. And blameth not the poor departed bookshop dog.
 
The first week of October—the week between his first and second meetings with Gordie—had been agony undistilled, bliss transcendent. Every night, in vain, Walter had hoped that Gordie and what’s-his-name would return to the restaurant so that he could assess the surely obvious cracks in their conjugal veneer. Finally, having tucked his homework in a new manila folder, having changed his clothes twice, Walter walked to Union Square. The sky was a moody rush of lavender clouds, reflecting the state of his nerves. Voolishness, voolishness, voolishness, he heard Granna say in her small but confident voice with that shameless Wagnerian accent.
 
Nothing is going to happen, you idiot: that from Walter himself.
 
But all it took was the onset of the storm. They had been at their places on either side of the desk (and yes, he had brought T.B. along this time; the dog lay firmly ensconced in a sofa cushion) when the first crack of thunder sounded and the first flash of lightning lit the room like an opalescent strobe. A wind, out of nowhere, lashed at the sycamores in the park. The branches thrashed frantically, as if the trees were attempting to flee, and their leaves tore away in swarms. A spectacle of nature the two men had certainly seen before, but it drew them to the window like children. “Oh!” Walter cried out when a large limb cracked off and fell to the ground. Gordie turned toward him, and they stared at each other, neither laughing nor solemn, mutually strange in that strange green light. Puzzled, perhaps, but then they were in each other’s arms—their mouths fervently joined—and then on that welcoming couch (rudely displacing The Bruce) and then on that parking lot of an oriental rug.
 
Gordie’s skin was as smooth and hot as an oven door. With a distant surprise—irrelevant to the turmoil of their abrupt entanglement—Walter noticed, in glimpses, that Gordie’s back and arms were manically freckled. If they had revealed their bodies more slowly to each other, this might have put Walter off, but his desire, returned so swiftly, could only gain momentum.
 
Gordie issued terse questions, but softly, about just what Walter needed: “Like that? Tell me…there, just there? Yes, baby, there…” Walter was quite beyond words yet touched by all this urgent thoughtfulness. The only words he could summon, and only in his mind, were those for body parts: knee, elbow, shoulder, thigh…and several others for which Granna would have to forgive him. He would later reflect on how courtly Gordie had been—if you could be courtly, hot, and aggressive all at once.
 
Walter fell asleep after he came—perhaps for just a fraction of a second; he knew this only by the instant of waking, of feeling his slippery skin against Gordie’s. Walter lay on his back, with Gordie’s face against his neck, a wide smooth palm across Walter’s left nipple, as if to shield his heart.
 
I will not be the first to speak, thought Walter. If I open my big Teutonic mouth, I will say something completely doltish.
 
They lay there, breathing audibly, listening to the rain and the retreating thunder, for several peaceful minutes.
 
“I’m sorry,” Gordie said at last, clearing his throat because he was hoarse, “but I’m afraid I have to know what time it is. I wish I didn’t.” He climbed carefully across Walter’s body. “Yikes,” he said. “We have to get dressed.”
 
As Walter collected his clothes, he remembered The Bruce. Looking every well-fed inch the martyr, T.B. lay against the office door.
 
“I don’t know—God, I don’t—listen…” Hastily, Gordie tucked in his shirt, smoothed its front, ran his fingers through his hair, touched a folder on his desk. Finally, thank heaven, he smiled at Walter, who sat on the sofa, stunned, dressed except for his feet. The smile was warm, not guilty or evasive. “Can you come tomorrow afternoon? I mean, at least to finish up the terms of your bequest to Scott.”
 
Walter said, “I like the ‘at least.’”
 
“God,” Gordie said, “I don’t know. I just—”
 
“Oh sure you do,” said Walter. “No ‘just’ about it.” He stood and leaned across Gordie’s desk. He grasped Gordie’s arms and pulled him toward an embrace. The desk was wider than he’d thought, so their faces barely touched, but Walter could feel it: that Gordie still ached to kiss him, that it wasn’t already a thing in the past, an impulse spent.
 
Gordie pulled away. He said with delight, “Whatever you do, don’t come around this desk. You have to go now. I’ve got someone coming in five minutes. I have to…”
 
“Calm down?” said Walter, and they laughed. At the door, The Bruce looked tremendously annoyed, as if their joking were infantile.
 
“No Jiminy Cricket from you,” Walter said in a low voice after Gordie had closed the door behind them. “I will not own a dog who thinks he’s my conscience, got that?” He paused to scratch The Bruce on his neck and behind his ears. T.B. pushed back against his fingers. So kinetic with joy that he could not bear to wait for the elevator, Walter clipped on T.B.’s leash and made for the stairs. They trotted down all seven flights.
 
In the square—it was market day again—he led The Bruce down the lane between the vendors’ tents. For the dog, he decided on a beef empanada from the pastry man (T.B. consumed it in two noisy gulps); for himself, roses.
 
“Those,” he said. “I’ll take those.”
 
“How many?” said the girl.
 
“The whole caboodle. I’m feeling rich today.”
 
Wielding twine and scissors, the girl hoisted the roses from the bucket and bundled them together. Before she hooded the blossoms with tissue paper, Walter leaned in quickly and touched his face to the petals. Plush and blousy, the roses smelled like a church prepared for a fancy wedding—potent, ecstatic, sacred—but they were a radiant orange, the color of torches, not of veils and modest lace gloves. Quite a different kind of vow.
 
The affair—that’s what it had been, after all, though thinking in such terms made Walter wince—lasted two and a half months. It took the claustrophobic shape of passionate meetings in Gordie’s office (without that prudish chaperone of a dog) and furtive weekday lunches in Chinatown, Hoboken, Yorkville, Long Island City—places where Gordie was convinced nobody would know them. Walter didn’t care; he liked to think he’d be happy if they were “discovered.” For most of that time, neither of them mentioned Stephen, and Walter began to let himself hope that Stephen had decamped (perhaps Walter was the grand consoler!) or been dismissed (Walter was the love of Gordie’s life!).
 
Such wishful oblivion lasteth not forever; Walter knew that. He had been determined, however, that the breaker of the pact would be Gordie—and it was, though Walter was the one who blew his cool. It was the week before Thanksgiving week (the biggest week in the year for guilt trips). They were holding hands under the table at a romantic but oddly macho restaurant on the New Jersey side of the Hudson; out the window, from afar, they could see the rump of the Intrepid. The food was Low Italian, so dependent on bread and pasta and cheese that it made Walter’s Place look like a Weight Watchers clinic. The clientele were mainly men, most of them wearing polyester shirts, wide shiny ties, and navy blue suits with garish buttons.
 
Gordie poked his lasagna as if it might contain a booby trap. Walter was contemplating his veal chop with ardor, though he did not want to remove his hand from Gordie’s, which he’d have to do to cut the thing. He was wishing that he, too, had ordered pasta just as Gordie said, “Stephen wants to do pheasant this year—pretentious, if you ask me, but he’s bored stiff with turkey. I know you mentioned Hugo does pheasant; do you think he’d share his recipe?”
 
So there it was: cuckold out of the bag.
 
“I’m sure he would.” Walter was careful not to sound petulant.
 
Gordie didn’t thank him or say, How great! Or, What a relief! He continued to perform a postmortem on his lunch. “Well, that was sensitive,” he muttered.
 
“What?” said Walter, almost breezy.
 
“I don’t know why I did that.”
 
“I don’t know what you mean.”
 
“Mentioned Stephen. Mentioned Thanksgiving. For all I know, you have no family, no…”
 
“Friends?” Walter laughed. “Flatter me some more, darling.”
 
“No, no,” said Gordie. “No plans. You know, Thanksgiving’s the big do for Stephen—he loves having friends with kids, letting them decorate the table with dried leaves and felt Pilgrims’ hats, make place tags, all that. It’s really very down-home, and I like that, I always have. But this year I’ll be thinking about…about you, too. I guess I just assumed that because you have the restaurant—”
 
“Well, exactly so!” Walter interrupted. “After the crowd of lonely-hearts and can’t-open-a-can-of-cranberry types go home, we’re having our own family fling: Ben and his lover and Hugo and June and her husband and brother, maybe a few orphans yet to be determined—we’re doing a late-night thing with paella and six kinds of wine and chocolate bread pudding. Don’t you feel sorry for me.”
 
Gordie smiled at him, the rapturous, admiring smile to which Walter had become addicted. “I don’t. Forgive me for even implying I did.”
 
“Nothing to forgive.” Walter beamed. And perhaps there wasn’t.
 
But Gordie had little to say as he drove them back to the city, and Walter decided that something had to give; they had to break the constraints of their ossifying routine. Gordie had to see more of Walter, had to have a taste of what it might be like not to watch the clock or the faces passing them on the street.
 
So Walter did the foolish thing, the fatal thing: He reserved a room at an inn on Cape May, for the weekend before Christmas. Once Stephen’s name had been spoken, it came out again, every so often—and one day Gordie happened to mention that lucky Stephen was off to Santa Fe for nearly a week, to hobnob at a benefit for the opera company, one of the artsy clients for which he apparently harvested money. Walter took the revelation as a hint.
 
How happily he had sealed the inn’s brochure, with its pictures of tourmaline ocean and canopied beds, in a plain white envelope and placed it inside a necktie box from Barneys. He wrapped the box, tied it with a big red bow, and presented it to Gordie while they were sitting naked on the great fluffy couch in their aerie (office? this was an office?) above Union Square.
 
“Early Christmas!” Walter exclaimed.
 
“But I didn’t—”
 
“Of course you didn’t. I’m being impatient, that’s how I can be,” said Walter. “As you well know.”
 
Gordie stared at the gift. He hesitated, but he was smiling like a child seated at the foot of the family tree. “I thought you hated the knee-jerk fashion thing,” he said as he took the box from Walter.
 
The ribbon slipped across Gordie’s thigh, down the velvet slope of the sofa cushion, and pooled on the floor. “Fooled again,” said Gordie when he saw the envelope. He opened it slowly, not as eagerly as Walter would have liked.
 
Gordie unfolded the brochure and examined it, front and back. “I’ve heard of this place. I’ve always wanted…I’ve heard it’s incredible.” He looked up at Walter, and there were his easy tears again, but what did they mean?
 
Walter decided they meant that he was deeply moved. “Two weekends from now. I have a car lined up, first thing Saturday morning. I’ll get Hugo to pack us breakfast for the road. Order whatever your heart desires.”
 
Gordie folded the brochure back into the envelope. The gift box had fallen to the floor, its two halves face down across the spill of red satin ribbon.
 
“Oh Walter, I can’t do that. I’d love to, but I can’t.”
 
“Don’t tell me you have work—and I know you haven’t got pets!”
 
Gordie leaned away from the couch to retrieve his pants. He pulled them on. “I’ve been a complete ass—to Stephen, but mostly to you—and I kept telling myself that by Thanksgiving…and then by Christmas…I’d…”
 
“You’d dump me.” Walter said this so that Gordie would object. He wanted to be told he was wrong, so wrong; after all, he was not the intuitive type!
 
“Walter, I’m…” The tears were now mobile, making their way down Gordie’s cheeks.
 
“You’re crazy about me,” whispered Walter. He couldn’t touch Gordie, because Gordie was standing some distance across the room now. He was looking down at his shirt, which he held uncertainly in both hands, as if he’d forgotten what it was for.
 
“I am,” sighed Gordie. “But that’s not—that can’t be something I turn my life upside down for.”
 
“It can be that for me!” Walter stood; he was the taller man here, and he would not be looked down upon. Defiantly, he did not reach for his clothes.
 
“But your life…” Gordie shook out his shirt, almost angrily, and started to put it on. “I thought you always knew this had nothing to do with Stephen.”
 
“How could it have nothing to do with him? Everywhere we go—all these hinterplaces where garment workers and Mafiosi hang out!—all that hiding was precisely about Stephen, wasn’t it?”
 
“Yes!” said Gordie with unexpected fury. “Okay, you’re right! Okay, I have a vice a little messier than delicious cookies!” He gestured toward the shelf holding tea bags, mugs, and plates. “I’m sorry.”
 
“So, is it over?” said Walter. Surely this would elicit a denial.
 
Gordie came toward him, stopping just short of where they might touch. “It has to be, Walter. It just has to be. I’m such a spineless ass.”
 
“Gordie, dear, the only bit of spine in an ass is the tailbone, that useless vestige of when we used to swing from the trees. Yes, that would describe you exactly, right at this moment.” This insult made no sense, but never mind. Breathing through his mouth to keep from crying, Walter finally reached for his clothes. There seemed to be so many pieces to button and zip; oh for a jumpsuit and shoes that would package him up, neat and ready to go, with just a few tidy straps of Velcro. He was glad The Bruce was safely, ignorantly at home, no witness to this dreadful scene.
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 TWO MONTHS WENT BY BEFORE WALTER ran into Gordie on the street, just after Valentine’s Day. Walter was hurrying because of the cold, looking down so as not to stumble on the buckled antique flagstones that paved his way to work (treacheries of the past, just waiting to trip you up). He was passing the bookstore when he heard the bell on the door as it opened and then a soft “Walter.” He saw the feet before he saw the man. When he exhaled sharply in sweet, pained surprise, his breath exploded in a cloud.
 
“It’s good to see you, Walter,” said Gordie with a tenderness that sounded almost desperate.
 
“The fiscal undertaker himself. Hello there.”
 
The Bruce sniffed at Gordie’s expensive leather boots.
 
Gordie looked miserable. He leaned down to stroke the dog.
 
“Sorry,” said Walter. “How are you?”
 
“Okay. Okay.” Though it sounded like he was anything but.
 
“You’re fabulous. Be honest, don’t insult me.”
 
“Say no if you want, but can I stop by for a drink at the bar sometime? I hate the way we left things.”
 
“Oh you do?” Walter laughed harshly: another white explosion in front of his face. “Well, how about now?” It was five o’clock, on the cusp of dark. Gordie would make an excuse, and that would be that.
 
“Now’s fine,” said Gordie. “That would be great.”
 
The path through the snow on the sidewalk was narrow, so Gordie walked behind Walter and The Bruce. They did not speak until Gordie had checked his coat, Walter had gone to the kitchen to speak with Hugo, and they were seated at a table in the back of the dining room.
 
Gordie ordered a Scotch; Walter ordered soda with lime, though his heart was clamoring for something far stronger. More than anything (well, except to look at Gordie, to have that face to himself), he wanted to keep Gordie on edge.
 
“How’s business?” Gordie asked.
 
“Thriving. Hugo did a dinner last month at the James Beard House. Pennsylvania Dutch. He got a standing ovation.”
 
“Which he deserves,” said Gordie. “I’m so glad.”
 
“I’m glad you’re glad.”
 
“Walter—”
 
“Yes, Gordie?”
 
“Walter, it would be cruel to say I miss you, because that would imply…and the problem is, you know, Stephen and I have this very complicated life. It’s like a web.”
 
“So then, I guess I didn’t hear you say it?”
 
“What?”
 
“That you miss me.”
 
“Oh Walter…”
 
Walter leaned suddenly across the table and touched Gordie’s hand. It was so wonderfully warm. Physically, Gordie was always warm, out to the tips of his fingers and toes. Just a touch made Walter ache. He said gently, “This really isn’t the place, you know. And please don’t ‘Oh Walter’ me. We could’ve been together, and I could even, I bet, have fixed up Stephen with someone perfect for him…but that was then, as they say.”
 
“I know. Maybe we—”
 
“Stop. I don’t want to hear your maybes. Turn them into certainlys and then you can talk till the moon turns green.” Walter wanted to hear every last one of those maybes, but oh how they would dither with his head. Now he laughed lightly, calling up his very best thespian skills. “But you know, I’m really fine about everything now. Once I thought about it, I realized that the last thing I’d want to have on my head is breaking up a monument like you guys.”
 
Gordie took a deep breath: the relief of reaching the surface, not having drowned. “The irony is, Stephen and I are going through some pretty heavy stuff, and we may have to take a break. I just wanted to be the one to tell you, in case that’s what happens.”
 
“You’re breaking up?” Careful, you vool.
 
“No. But there’s this issue, something I never thought would come up between us in a million years—I’m sorry, I promised Stephen I wouldn’t talk about it to other people.” He finished his Scotch. “This is ridiculous, isn’t it? I just saw you and wanted…your company, I guess. This is selfish.”
 
Walter sat back and looked at Gordie as he imagined a loving parent might. “You don’t have to tell me anything. I like your company, too—as you know.” For emphasis, he laughed the artificially carefree laugh again. And then, as he watched Gordie looking awkward, bereft, clearly wanting to confide, he had a diabolical idea. “You know, it’s none of my business, and please feel free to bite my head off, but I have a good friend whose husband is supposed to be a fantastic…counselor. You know, for couples. He’s right in the neighborhood.”
 
Gordie groaned. “That’s exactly what Stephen wants. For us to ‘see someone.’ Work things out like that. I grew up in Montana, though. That’s not how you solve problems in Montana.”
 
“No,” said Walter, “but I don’t see you driving a truck with a gun rack. And”—Walter looked pointedly at Gordie’s lovely corduroy shirt—“I’m not sure how many guys in Butte wear purple.”
 
Gordie’s smile was a scold to Walter’s memory. “Bozeman. And I bet you could find at least three guys there who wear purple. Purple socks, at least.”
 
“Under their cowboy boots and spurs.”
 
“Yes.” Gordie smiled at Walter, as if remembering something he’d forgotten. Forgotten and missed.
 
“I’ll get you this guy’s number. I’ll leave it on your machine at the office.”
 
Gordie’s expression lightened, and he regarded Walter for a moment as if Walter had fixed things already, made things right in his life.
 
Walter took in the world beyond their table: three couples had been seated, older people who liked eating out when they could have a conversation without turning up their hearing aids. He stood. “Time to schmingle.”
 
Gordie stood as well. He placed a twenty-dollar bill under his empty glass.
 
“Oh please.” Walter picked it up and thrust it back at him.
 
Gordie took it. “Thank you. I’m glad we…”
 
“Buried the hatchet? Didn’t kiss but made up nonetheless?”
 
Deliberately solemn, Gordie held Walter’s gaze. “You don’t have to be so witty all the time,” he said. “I was just going to say I’m glad we saw each other, I’m glad we’re in a better place, that we can talk without…”
 
 Scenes. Walter smiled. “I agree. Now follow my advice, go be with him and try to make it work. Sitting on fences does not become you. Even if you did grow up on the range.”
 
          
 
 WHEN WALTER WAS THE FIRST ONE IN, he’d switch on the lights to find the place just as he’d left it the night before—three rows of tables like children waiting to be dressed, chairs above, floor below, long bar beckoning from deep in the shadows—and The Bruce would shove past him to bolt for the kitchen, where he knew his master would find him a treat. Following his dog, Walter would think, I’m here for life: always a moment of deep pleasure, always interrupted by barking. “Patience!” Walter would shout at The Bruce, though fondly.
 
Today, he found a note from Hugo on the butcher block saying that he was out at the meat market. Veal Oscar? Hugo had written. “Oh goody,” said Walter as he went to the nearest Hobart to see what Hugo had set aside for T.B. Sometimes it was a bone, sometimes a handful of giblets.
 
Once The Bruce was contentedly, boorishly gobbling down leftover bacon, Walter went to the desk in his tiny back closet of an office and ripped the previous day off the calendar. And kaboom! Here was March, the sneaky month. “In like a lion, out like Richard Gere will never be,” he muttered happily, and then something less entertaining occurred to him: Werner’s birthday. Obserf all your family’s special occasions, even venn you’d rather not.
 
He sat down and looked at his watch: just after six in California. Rising early was a Granna virtue that Werner did happen to honor, though it had to do with something like markets in Tokyo or Lagos, some sort of globalized money voodoo, not with emulating his wool-spinning, log-splitting forebears. Werner liked to brag about still seeing stars in the sky when he got up. He went running at dawn and ate some gargantuan but überhealthy breakfast, laced with brewer’s yeast or seaweed, before the rest of his family had even begun to stir.
 
Werner picked up on the second ring.
 
“Happy birthday, brother dear.”
 
“Well. Hey. Is this the annual reminder from the bureau of ‘Don’t forget you’re aging’?”
 
“Hey yourself. This is someone thinking of you nearly halfway around the world. Not so long ago, that wasn’t even possible.”
 
“Thank you,” Werner said (attempting warmth, to give him credit).
 
“So? News?”
 
“It’s sixty-five degrees already today, and the jasmine’s in full bloom. I can smell it right here through the open window. We’ve had a spectacular week—and out at Tahoe they’re still skiing.”
 
You couldn’t avoid it: every conversation with his brother began with a prelude that Walter called The Weather According to Werner. You could practically time it: two full minutes, at least, just to remind you that northern California was Shangri-ladeeda. Walter held the receiver out to The Bruce and let him lick it as Werner gave a full report on windsurfing conditions.
 
Walter reclaimed the phone in time to hear Werner say, “Eating your breakfast?”
 
“Eggs and ham,” Walter lied.
 
“My omelets are whites-only now, and even turkey bacon’s off limits. It’s the sulfites that’ll get you.”
 
“Don’t worry, you’ll outlive me even if you don’t give up the cocktails,” Walter said. “How’s Scott?” He added quickly, “And Candace?”
 
“Candy—God, she’s dating, Walter. My baby is…Jesus, I don’t even want to think about it. But the guy she’s going out with owns a tie or two, I’ll give him that. Has a good handshake and looks you square in the eye. Tipi says I’ve been muttering in my sleep again; little wonder there!”
 
“And Scott?”
 
Werner groaned. “Scott—get this. Scott now has this notion of not going to college next fall, of—he says—taking a year off. Which I’m horrified to say his mother’s fallen for hook, line, and sinker. My buddy Rourke—remember Rourke? You met him on the tennis court last year? My buddy Rourke already put in some muscle for the kid at Stanford. And for what? So Scott can say no thanks and go start a rock band with the losers who won’t get in anywhere? Please. He gave me this speech about how college is a waste of money if you don’t know what you want to ‘do’ with your life.”
 
“That makes sense, don’t you think?” Walter massaged the folds of skin below T.B.’s jaw.
 
“Did I know what I wanted to ‘do with my life’ back then? Did you? Please. For Christ sake, all I had in mind when I was seventeen was finding the best weed, crankin’ up the Stones, and screwing every blonde in sight! I did okay on my grades, took a little of everything—but a major? That was a babe with breasts the size of volleyballs. A master’s? That was a golf tournament. And look at me. I did more than fine.”
 
Your bank account’s done more than fine, thought Walter. Your broker’s done more than fine. As will your wife’s plastic surgeon a few years from now.
 
“College is about structure,” Werner continued, “about not doing other stuff you’d live—or wouldn’t live—to regret.”
 
“Oh, I don’t think a little music would ever be regrettable. Or life-threatening.”
 
Werner laughed. “Music? Man, are you ever not the parent of a teenage boy. I’m more sympathetic with our parents than I ever thought I’d be.”
 
“As if they paid enough attention even to disapprove. We could’ve joined the Symbionese Liberation Army and they’d have thought it was Boy Scouts.” Not to mention that they had been dead for most of Walter’s teenage years.
 
He had to let The Bruce lick the receiver again while Werner gave the you-couldn’t-possibly-imagine speech about being a father, but he wrestled it back when he heard, “The kid’s even threatened to go east and work for you. Will that win me a little sympathy?”
 
Walter looked at the picture of Scott he kept on his desk: the poor boy had a large red zit on his chin, and his hair looked primeval in its lanky filth, but how happy he looked as he hugged his big shiny black guitar. Joy like the top of a Ferris wheel lit up that boy’s face.
 
“I’d take him in with open arms, as a matter of fact.”
 
This earned Walter a rather satisfactory silence.
 
“You would, huh?” Devilish chuckle.
 
“I would, and huh to you.” Would he? But poor Scott; in Walter’s mind, he was at the head of the class for domestic refugee status. If spiritual growth could be stunted, he had just the parents to do the job.
 
Now Werner laughed a long yuk-yuk sort of laugh. “Walter,” he said to his wife, who had just come into the room and asked for caller ID. “He says he’ll take Scott off our hands. What do you think?”
 
“Hi, Walter!” Tipi called out in her best wifely falsetto. “Watch out for that brother of yours, he’s a sly one!”
 
Staring at Scott’s picture, Walter thought, Why the heck not? Suddenly, he thought it made spectacular sense for everyone involved.
 
“I could use an apprentice,” he said. “I could take him in July, after school ends. I promise I’d put him to work. And tell him I mean work.”
 
“Walt, man, you have got to be pulling my leg.”
 
“What—now the rock band looks good?”
 
“You don’t know what you’re proposing.”
 
“So what if I don’t? So what if it’s a full-blown disaster? Like you wouldn’t take him back? Like you think he’ll return to you co-rup-ted?” Walter waited for more laughter. None. “I want you to propose it to Scott and see what he thinks. Or I’ll call him myself, tonight, while you and Tipi paint the town and she helps you blow out that battalion of candles.”
 
Rarity of rarities, Werner was speechless. Which gave the man greater pause: facing his age or turning his grown son over to his homosexual brother? “Hello? Have we fallen into the San Andreas Fault?” said Walter. He wondered if Werner could hear his grin.
 
          
 
 WALTER BUCKLED ON THE LITTLE PLAID COAT he had just purchased at the dog boutique on Bleecker. The Bruce looked suspicious and vaguely offended, and Walter understood completely, but the vet had suggested that T.B.’s sensitive skin be well protected from the cold whenever possible.
 
“I know, I know,” soothed Walter as T.B. tried to wriggle free of the garment by rubbing against the doorjamb. “Believe me, sweetheart, this was the most masculine option.” The jacket had a Sherlockian air—perhaps the skirting on the shoulders, suggesting fogbound London alleys. As compensation, Walter had bought T.B. a new, more intimidating collar: wide black leather with silver studs. Briefly, Walter wished he had a dog who didn’t have to dress—a rugged dog, like that bookshop collie. He’d always laughed at the booties and raincoats on Upper East Side poodles. But truth be told, perhaps The Bruce was more like Walter himself: finicky about his surroundings, a sensitive kind of guy who loved his comforts just so and would rather be celibate than live in the woods.
 
Walter felt almost completely happy for the first time in ages, and when the two of them left the building to make their way through the gently meandering snowflakes—glinting overhead in the beams of the streetlamps, green in the traffic light, then vanishing like kisses on the well-traveled pavement—T.B. seemed to forget his troubles, too. What was it about snow: was it the silence, the perfect whiteness, the lovely paradox of icy and soft all at once? If the sight of falling snow didn’t give you the itch to run out and play, there was a void where your soul ought to be.
 
They crossed Hudson Street and entered the small park beside the playground, where towering linden trees grew in straight rows, formal as a parading platoon. Both park and playground were deserted, and once they were under the trees, Walter let The Bruce off his leash so he could browse along unfettered, explore and reciprocate the scents left behind on numerous vertical objects. An inch of snow had managed to settle undisturbed on the bricks, so that Walter could feel and hear that pioneering crunch beneath his boots. The air was almost warm, pleasant though disappointing, since it meant that the snow would vanish by morning. But for now, here it was, just as plainly elegant as it would look in the country, as it had looked on Granna’s lawn in Massachusetts every winter of Walter’s youth.
 
This must be like finding out you’re pregnant, he thought with secretive delight. Expecting—yes, he was now expecting. And just the night before, he hadn’t had an inkling. He was pleased with his generosity and his spontaneity, as well as with the concrete thrill that he and T.B. would soon have a roommate; or, in Victorian terms, a “ward.”
 
More responsibility, that’s what I’ve been craving, thought Walter. And needing. He did not, after all, need a lover. Not now. (Let Gordie spin his amorous wheels in the muck of married life.) His calling Werner at just the right time had clearly been the hand of Granna. He looked up, though he thought heaven a pretty outlandish idea, and said, “Danke Schoen!”
 
Snow struck him full in the face, and he stopped to prolong the sensation. T.B. shook himself, blinking and sneezing, then grunted at Walter as if to ask why they were stalled in their habitual journey.
 
Walter looked back and saw their steps in the snow, crisscrossing, interlacing, like two strands of yarn woven close in a blanket. He looked over at the playground, locked and empty and yearningly white, from the slides to the seats of the faintly swaying swings. The sandbox was a drift of fluorescent blue.
 
With elaborate affection, he brushed the snow off T.B.’s face and head and his absurd diminutive trenchcoat. As they turned onto Bank Street, he clipped the leash back onto the collar. Midway down the block of dignified houses and trees, light from an open doorway stenciled the sidewalk ahead. A man was sweeping a path to the sidewalk; a cloud of fine dry snow rose before him like a sparkling explosion of glass.
 
“Evening,” said McLeod as Walter passed.
 
“Picture postcard, isn’t it?” Walter replied.
 
“Why, yes, long as you’re staying put.”
 
“Which I hope there’ll be plenty of people doing in front of my fireplaces tonight!” Walter knew he should stop and make further conversation—over McLeod’s shoulder, he saw no customers in the shop—but he continued toward the restaurant, savoring solitude for a change. He was glad to be a sentimentalist, unashamed of the homeliest pleasures. Walter would teach Scott to love all these things just the way he did, to take not a bit of beauty or tenderness for granted.
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